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For Dana Murphy





Talk is cheap but the price is high when it’s true.

—Reba McEntire, “Rumor Has It,” 1990






A Note on Gossip

I used to think that gossip was something I could hold in the palm of my hand and swallow whole. Gossip was a pill you were handed before a concert, an easy, if clandestine, decision to spend your evening a little happier, a little stranger, a little more open to the world than before. It was the fizzing excitement that rose in my body after two espresso martinis in a dark bar. Gossip could make or break a person, and even if that person was me, I loved it the way any good gossiper does: wholeheartedly, with abandon, and to my own detriment.

I have always been obsessed with stories about my friends’ friends—those off-screen recurring characters who might have broken up with a girlfriend, yelled at their boss, or realized they had a secret half sister. What I crave is a phone call that starts with “You’re never going to believe this,” or a four-minute-long voice memo sent with no context, or the electric current that seems to appear in the air when the person across from you at the table leans in and lowers their voice.

Many people say that they do not like gossip, but gossip is not as small as I once thought it was. Each day, my concept of it expands outward a little more.

At its most basic,1 gossip is just one person talking to another about someone who isn’t present. That means, definitionally, that prayer requests are gossip. Speculation in the media about which baseball team Shohei Ohtani is going to sign with is gossip. A doctor conferring with a colleague over an X-ray is gossiping about their patient just like two friends sending each other Taylor Swift’s posts on IG are gossiping. In modern parlance, we also say “gossip” when we mean slander, libel, or hate speech. We call celebrity news, calls from our mom, and whisper networks gossip. Even in scientific research,2 there is no consensus on what “gossip” means. We say we love to gossip, and in the same breath we say that gossip is dangerous.

“Some form of gossip is to be found in every society,” the philosophy professor Aaron Ben-Ze’ev wrote3 in his essay “The Vindication of Gossip.” “Children (who are supposed to be less influenced by cultures) gossip practically from the time they learn to talk and to recognize other people.” Maybe we’re born with that desire, and always have been.

In his book Grooming, Gossip and the Evolution of Language, the British anthropologist Robin Dunbar argued4 that conversation serves the same function as grooming in the animal kingdom. Just as one chimpanzee might pick bugs out of the hair of another to signify closeness and allyship to others in their community, so might a teenage girl lean over to tell her friend a secret or a colleague bring you a piece of important information. “If the main function of grooming for monkeys and apes is to build up trust and personal knowledge of allies, then language has an added advantage,” Dunbar wrote. “It allows you to say a great deal about yourself, your likes and dislikes, the kind of person you are; it also allows you to convey in numerous subtle ways something about your reliability as an ally or a friend.”

The form of information sharing that we do as individuals today is how humans have done it basically forever. In order to survive as a species, you need to share what you know: to explain to one another where the berries are, where the deer are, and what time of year the river gets too high. This kind of information sharing is explicitly not gossip in that it is talk about objects, animals, and problems and not about other people. But we can assume that early humans would have needed to gossip to survive also: to decide, for example, who should go on a hunt, a group would need to discuss who was most skilled.

Erik Hoel—an American neuroscientist—argues5 in his article “The Gossip Trap” that gossip is more important in the development of humanity than just keeping us safe and fed: “50,000 BC might be a little more like a high school than anything else,” Hoel writes. “It’s more like everything is organized by a constant and ever-shifting reputational management, all against all.” Until we as a species began to create civilizations with governments, and cities, and money, and writing (somewhere between 12,000 and 5000 BCE),6 our people were governed by gossip, and there are only so many people you can remember to gossip about.

According to Dunbar, the size of the human neocortex only allows us to monitor around 150 distinct social relationships. If you know only 150 people, it is easy to keep track of how you feel about all of them. You don’t need a formal hierarchy like a government with laws and enforcers, because you know who everyone in your community is and how they have been behaving. All civilization is, Hoel argues, “a superstructure that levels leveling mechanisms, freeing us from the gossip trap. For what are the hallmarks of civilization? I’d venture to say: immunity to gossip.”

This is a compelling and complicated idea. Hoel views gossip as the trap that weighed us down as a species and kept us from bigger, greater things, and he thinks that we are currently in danger of being dragged back into that model because of social media. He writes, “Most people like the trap. Oh, it’s terrible for the accused, the exiled, the uncool. But the gossip trap is comfortable. Homey … all social media does is allow us to overcome Dunbar’s number, which dismantled a barrier erected at the beginning of civilization. Of course, we gravitate to cancel culture—it’s our innate evolved form of government.”

A civilization imbues some people with power—judges, politicians, billionaires—and then supports that power through its existence. The reason that people are afraid of the Gossip Trap, in which social pressure holds more power than courts of law, isn’t because they are afraid of a regression of the human race. The people who are afraid of the Gossip Trap (or Cancel Culture, Woke Mobs, the Media, or whatever you want to call the kind of social pressure that can create change) are the ones who have reason to be: they have outsized power in our society, and they want to hold on to it.

The disdain for gossip and talking about other people almost always leads to someone bringing up an Eleanor Roosevelt quote (which is often attributed to Socrates as well). Hoel mentions it in his article. I’ve heard pastors repeat it. A man once quoted it to me at a bar as a way to question my work. “Great minds,” the quote goes, “discuss ideas; average minds discuss events; small minds discuss people.” But we learn to talk about ideas by talking about people. There’s a reason that the moral philosophical “Trolley Problem”7 involves imagining yourself as a train track operator deciding whether to do nothing and let five people die or take action and kill one person. The ideas are always connected to people because we are people.

But in some ways, Hoel is right: gossip today is different than it was centuries ago. Information spreads at lightning speed, and so does misinformation. We know more people than perhaps ever before in history and follow complete strangers on social media whom we will never meet. Our ethics and morals are enforced across state and country borders by people we will never know. We do live in a society, after all. So what exactly is gossip in a world with governments, legal systems, and Nextdoor neighborhood watchers? We haven’t evolved out of gossip as a regulatory system. We gossip about one another to maintain our communal values and keep one another safe. But we also use it for so much more.

Gossip is a morphing chameleon of a word whose meaning shifts in every conversation the way a kaleidoscope changes with every twist. In the world of secondhand, thirdhand, fourthhand stories, there is no veracity, no certainty. Everything must be taken with an entire box of salt.

In the beginning, I thought that I wanted to write this book because I wanted people to think critically and carefully about gossip: about how we demonize and vilify it, about how we demean it as “women’s talk” and package it as dangerous. And that’s still important to me, but I am no longer certain that truth is a concept we are capable of holding between our hands, and I know that gossiping—be it for fun or for information sharing—is at its very core all about truth. These essays are a way of navigating myself through the messy world of gossip because I’m not sure that I have an answer for the questions at the core of all of this: Why does it matter which parts are true? What does truth even mean?

The title itself begins this work. You Didn’t Hear This from Me is, of course, a lie. You are hearing it from me. I am right here telling it to you. But that is the truth about gossip: We want to separate ourselves from it at the same time we want to drown in it. We want the truth, all of it, not told slant, until suddenly we don’t.
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While getting ready for my wedding, we had a lull during the hair and makeup routine and someone asked if I had any tea to spill about a wedding guest. I had to wrack my brain for a story that didn’t involve anyone in the room and that I knew would entertain my besties for a short time. I quickly pulled up a perfect, killer gossip bite involving the groom’s friend who was notoriously weird and the possibly-not-platonic friend who drove him out to the wedding but was not invited to the wedding, and the roller coaster of events surrounding this plan unfolding over the week leading up to the wedding. My ladies were riveted—the collective gasp that emerged when I dropped the plot twist was immensely satisfying. It was the perfect little compact story and I felt like the bond between this disparate group of friends became a little more solidified around the shared experience of the goss.




What Makes Us Human

The robots are always on the brink of destroying every creative career. Right now, the evil robot du jour is artificial intelligence. You can have AI write you a play,1 or generate an image of you hugging Beyoncé, or bring your favorite comedian back2 from the dead to perform a new one-hour special. AI-powered tools and platforms like Adobe Sensei, DALL-E 2, ChatGPT, and Khroma are already being used by creative teams in companies around the world to do all of these things. After Scarlett Johansson3 refused to voice a new talking OpenAI bot, the company released an artificial intelligence voice that sounded just like her. She protested and immediately hired legal counsel.

Whether any of the creative products made by AI are actually good is debatable. I have yet to see any art made by AI that caused me to feel anything at all. But the fear that the people with money in seats of power are going to decide that mediocre art that is made cheaply by a machine is a better investment than actual people who cost more money to employ but might make better art feels real. In 2023, Goldman Sachs published4 a report that estimated that 300 million jobs are at risk of having some (or all) of their work conducted by AI automation. That’s a terrifying statistic to anyone with a creative job. There are already so few of them.

As news article after news article was published about how AI was going to demolish creative industries, I began to feel worried. The terror coursing through my veins beckoned me to google, “Can robots write?” And learning that led me to googling, “Can robots gossip?” Thank god I have two jobs!

From the search results, I read an article about how robots might be used in caregiving scenarios in the future, and a study about the data privacy ethics of teaching robots to talk about their other conversations with people, and about how robots can collect more information about us than another human could because we don’t perceive robots as being judgmental. I wasn’t sure any of that felt relevant, and none of these articles satisfied my curiosity, which led me to the only robot I know: ChatGPT.

The chatbot, developed by OpenAI and launched in late 2022, learns from human feedback, and its core aim is to mimic human conversations. It can write computer programs, answer short essay questions, and do your homework for you. So I decided to do my own research and see if ChatGPT was capable of gossiping. I typed into the little box in the program, “Can you tell me gossip?”

ChatGPT did not like this question. “I’m here to provide helpful and informative responses. Gossiping about individuals is not respectful or productive. If you have any questions or topics you’d like to discuss, feel free to ask, and I’d be more than happy to assist you,” it said. ChatGPT then labeled our conversation “No Gossip, Helpful Info.” Okay, drama queen!

Personally, I found this very rude and also incorrect. Gossiping about individuals can be positive, so that’s not disrespectful. And all gossip is kind of productive in that anthropologists have argued5 that gossip is both important to our interactions in society and an essential part of being human. I told ChatGPT this, and immediately it recanted. Deciding to agree with me, it listed five important functions gossip has in society: social bonding, information exchange, norm enforcement, entertainment and distraction, and social learning.

Having reached common ground, I asked my new best friend ChatGPT for gossip again, but it still refused. “I understand your curiosity, but I must reiterate that I’m here to provide respectful and informative assistance,” it said. Loser shit, but fine.

Feeling we had hit a wall, I asked ChatGPT to tell me the story of The Epic of Gilgamesh. If it refused to gossip, at least it could tell me a story. What is gossip if not a story?

The Epic of Gilgamesh is my favorite oral legend. It is a Sumerian poem that dates back to around 2100 BCE.6 It is comprised of many tablets, some of which are still missing. Tablets with transcriptions of the story appear over more than five hundred years,7 and translations of them are still being made and evolving to this day. A recent translation by Sophus Helle coupled modern language with the absurdity of the plot in such a way that it was hard to remember that the story was four thousand years old. It is unbelievably funny. At its core, Gilgamesh is an enemies-to-bromance narrative about two best buddies, Enkidu and Gilgamesh, who are very horny and want to fight gods. At the end of the story Gilgamesh finally finishes his epic quest to obtain immortality in the form of an edible plant. One day, while he is bathing, a snake steals the plant. Helle’s translation, as I read it, didn’t just feel like an oral story; it felt like gossip. So maybe, I thought, ChatGPT could get closer with a little guidance.

ChatGPT told me the legend of Gilgamesh in a bulleted list. Not only was it much less dramatic than the real story of Gilgamesh; it was dull as rocks. I might as well have read the first draft of a Spark-Notes summary written by a tenth grader. Why would ChatGPT say, “Enkidu lives in the wilderness and initially possesses the strength and instincts of an animal,” instead of being specific and noting that Enkidu was covered in hair and lived so much like the wild animals that in order to get him into polite society, a hunter had to get the king to arrange for a temple prostitute to come for six days and seven nights and bang Enkidu until he was calm? ChatGPT’s version of the story had none of the bro-love of the original, none of the heartbreak, and none of the joy. It was stripped down to its facts, the artistry of thousands of years of human work removed in an instant.

This wasn’t entirely surprising. ChatGPT, famously, cannot write well. While it can pass the bar exam,8 the SAT, and more than a dozen AP exams with no problem, even a new evolution of ChatGPT (GPT-4) struggles with essays. It scored in the 99th percentile on the verbal section of the GRE and only in the 54th percentile on the writing portion. It scored in lower percentiles on AP English Literature and AP English Language. It knows vocabulary, but not craft.

Knowing this, I still wanted to see if ChatGPT could tell me The Epic of Gilgamesh like a story. Specifically, I wanted it recounted in an entertaining way. So I asked ChatGPT to tell me the story of Gilgamesh like it was gossip, and … well. I’ll just let you read what it came up with:


Oh, honey, let me spill the ancient tea for you! So, back in the day, there was this hunky and mighty king named Gilgamesh. He ruled the city of Uruk with an iron fist, and let me tell you, the people were not living their best lives under his rule.

But wait, drama incoming! The gods had enough of his shenanigans and decided to create a wild and untamed man named Enkidu. He was like the Tarzan of Mesopotamia, living among the animals and causing a ruckus.

Enkidu’s wild ways got tamed when a smart cookie of a temple prostitute brought him to the city. And guess what? Enkidu and Gilgamesh had a showdown! It was a fierce battle of brawn and ego, but surprise, surprise—they ended up becoming the ultimate bromance.

Buckle up, because the bro-duo set out on some wild quests. Their highlight? Slapping down Humbaba, the guardian of the Cedar Forest. But here’s where things take a turn. The gods were like, “Uh-uh, not cool,” and Enkidu ended up kicking the bucket. Major bummer!

Heartbroken Gilgamesh was all about that “I need to live forever” vibe. So, he went on a journey to find the secret to immortality. Imagine his face when he stumbled upon Utnapishtim, the original Noah, who survived a ginormous flood. Utnapishtim spilled the tea on the gods’ divine flood party and how he got the golden ticket to immortality.

But guess what? Gilgamesh’s quest for immortality was a total bust. Instead, he learned that life’s all about making a mark, cherishing friendships, and leaving a legacy. He strutted back to Uruk with a fresh perspective, ready to be the best king ever.

So there you have it, hun! “The Epic of Gilgamesh” is like the original reality show, with battles, bromance, and life lessons that are still relevant today. Can you believe that drama went down all those years ago?



While this is much more engaging to read than the boring bulleted list, it’s also … an extremely strange text to be written by artificial intelligence. Apparently, ChatGPT thinks that “gossip” has a specific tone to it, and that the content of what is being said is less important than the manner in which it is presented. This opinion is not exclusive to the chat AI. There are dozens of people on TikTok who have grown mammoth followings by posting historical moments or current events or news content in a casual “gossipy” tone. No one could have been more wrong than Søren Kierkegaard when he wrote, “If we could suppose for a moment that there was a law which did not forbid people talking, but simply ordered that everything that was spoken about should be treated as though it had happened fifty years ago, the gossips would be done for, they would be in despair. On the other hand, it would not really interfere with anyone who could really talk.”9

ChatGPT seemed to struggle equally with a story in the past as with one in the present. Instead of actually telling a story, all it seemed to have done is make the story more accessible than the original text and the vocabulary dependent on basic words.

ChatGPT also seems to believe that “gossip” is synonymous with women and the gay community. Phrases like “oh honey” and “let me spill the tea” come directly from drag culture. “Tea” in this usage may have come from the use of “T” as a shortening for “truth.” One of the earliest printed uses of this appears in the 1994 New York Times best-selling book by John Berendt,10 Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil. Berendt interviewed a drag queen whom he quotes as saying, “My T. My thing, my business, what’s goin’ on in my life.” Drag vernacular jumped into cis culture with the boom in popularity of RuPaul’s Drag Race after it moved to VH1 in 2017. Because gossip is used as a tool to protect communities, it makes some amount of sense that AI would associate gossip with drag.

Unintentionally, ChatGPT reinforces through its diction that gossip is a tool of the less privileged. You would never hear someone speaking like this in a court of law, in a boardroom, or even on a football field. Interestingly, when I asked ChatGPT to tell me the same gossip story in the tone of Normal Gossip, the podcast I cocreated and host (in my voice, in other words), all of those drag phrases and word choices disappeared. So it’s safe to deduce that the chatbot is aware that it is using drag vernacular, or (at least) that I am a cis white woman who does not say “spill the tea” regularly. But there are also many word choices in its Normal Gossip–inspired rendition that are classic Valley Girl–esque slang phrases: “hunky” and “major bummer,” for example, neither of which I use.

And somewhat intentionally, ChatGPT seems to try to make that voice sound “current,” placing the idea of “gossip” as something that we do in the present instance instead of a timeless and placeless human experience. Oddly, though, the delivery and word choice already feel a little dated. It is much closer to the slang and tonality being used in 2019 than when I initially asked this question in the fall of 2023.

There is nothing new in this storytelling, and no emphasis on specific storylines. In fact, the seven sections of the gossip version are identical in content to the bulleted outline it gave me before. Perhaps most notably, ChatGPT missed one of the main tenets of gossiping: fun. It wasn’t telling me a story; it was not even retelling. It was regurgitating.

* * *

In the beginning were the words, and the words were gossip, and the gossip was words. While other species can communicate with one another, none can weave tales the way we can. Researchers estimate that people developed the ability to speak11 at least 200,000 years ago, and as previously noted, Robin Dunbar in Grooming, Gossip and the Evolution of Language argues that language is a human substitute for grooming one another. Dunbar’s position is that language evolved in the first place to enable humans to socially bond through gossiping, which allows us to maintain social coherence in large groups and to create connections with one another while also being productive in other ways. Gossiping also has the advantage of being a group activity: you can tell a story to several people at once, therefore bonding yourself to all of them.

“Gossip may be the beginning of moral inquiry, the low end of the platonic ladder which leads to self-understanding. We are desperate for information about how other people live because we want to know how to live ourselves, yet we are taught to see this desire as an illegitimate form of prying,” Phyllis Rose12 wrote in the prologue to Parallel Lives: Five Victorian Marriages. Parallel Lives is an extremely gossipy book, but it is not “gossip” in the strictest definition of the word; it is the story of five Victorian partnerships. In it, Rose uses historical documentation and rumor to construct the stories of ten people, all interconnected, all living lives in direct opposition to the stuffy, prudish stereotypes the modern reader has of the Victorian era. Rose is an excellent storyteller. She describes the homes of these couples, haggling over gas lights, the manner in which a lady would dress depending on her age and social status. All of these are facts. But she also includes small judgments, little spaces where she questions why someone made a choice, or pinpoints something directly in conflict with the norms of the time and how people talk about it. “If marriage is, as [John Stuart] Mill suggested, a political experience, then discussion of it ought to be taken as seriously as talk about national elections. Cultural pressure to avoid such talk as ‘gossip’ ought to be resisted, in a spirit of good citizenship,” Rose wrote.

If gossip is the beginning of moral inquiry and if gossiping is a form of good citizenship, then the way we gossip and the quality of the story we are able to shape around the initial information matter.

That is, after all, what storytelling is built of: taking the truth and telling it slant. As Emily Dickinson13 once wrote, “The Truth must dazzle gradually / Or every man be blind—” As a piece of gossip is spread from person to person, some details are lost, and some are added. This is our nature, to read into the information we are given. Studies have proven that we will build a narrative out of almost nothing. In 1944, Fritz Heider and Marianne Simmel14 conducted a study at Smith College in Massachusetts. For one control group, they showed thirty-four college students a short movie in which a circle and two triangles (one larger and one smaller) moved across the screen. When they asked the students afterward to explain the film, thirty-three of the thirty-four of them anthropomorphized the shapes without prompting. They crafted a narrative in which the circle was “worried,” the big triangle was “blinded by rage and frustration,” and the smaller triangle was a “young innocent thing.” To make sense of what they had seen, they told a story.

“We can begin to create literature, to write stories that go beyond a simple description of events as they occurred to delve more and more deeply into why the hero should behave the way he does, into the feelings that drive him ever onwards in his quest,” Dunbar argues. “I think I’m on safe ground in arguing that no living species will ever aspire to producing literature as we have it. This is not simply because no other species has a language capacity that would enable it to do this, but because no other species has a sufficiently well-developed theory of mind.”

A great example of theory of mind is Doja Cat’s “Need to Know,” in which she sings, “I heard from a friend of a friend, that that dick was a ten out of ten.” This lyric is perfect to me because it is exactly what gossip is made for: she’s telling a secret, that is information that someone else might be able to use, and that is a little scandalous. But perhaps more important, she is adding a caveat that she cannot vouch for this information firsthand. It came, like all good gossip, from a “friend of a friend.” That little distinction gives the gossiper enough distance that if the information turns out to be wrong, they cannot be blamed. Doja Cat didn’t herself claim this dick was a ten out of ten. She just repeated it. Theory of mind is the ability to know that someone else thinks something. I know that Doja Cat thinks she knows this fact. Scientists have not been able to prove that any animal is capable15 of that complexity. Either an animal sees something and communicates it firsthand, or it does not.

Anyone who has ever sat at a table in a crowded bar close-reading a text message sent by someone your friend went on two dates with, constructing a reason for why they would have added an ellipsis after “Hey,” knows that creating a narrative out of situations we find confusing is a fundamental part of being a person. We tell one another stories. And we always have. Some of the earliest stories we know about have been discovered inside caves, painted on the walls. The drawings in the Lascaux Caves are believed to be seventeen thousand years old. Many of our earliest stories, though, have no written record.

The Native Hawaiian word for story is “mo‘olelo.”16 Mo‘olelo can also mean “history, legend, and tradition.” It is a combination of two words: mo‘o, meaning “succession,” and ‘ōlelo, meaning “speaking.” Together, they create a succession of speaking, an oral passage of knowledge. The story of Pelhonuamea, the Hawaiian volcano deity, has been passed down orally for centuries. There are many versions of Pele’s story, perhaps because of that oral retelling. In some versions, there is a flood, in some an expulsion, in some a banishment. She has rivals in some, and in some a character’s heart is broken. In all of them, she is holy, and the belief in her powers and deity has survived long after the old religion of Hawai‘i was abolished in 1819.

Like Pele’s story, most ancient tales were told orally first. The Odyssey, for example, was told for generations17 by storytellers before it was ever written down for us to read. The epic tradition, researchers believe, does not aim at creating one “correct” form. Instead, storytellers compete with one another. They abbreviate the text where they feel fit. They expand it or embellish it according to the circumstances of location and time period in which they tell it.

Harvard professor Milman Parry18 was one of the first to convincingly demonstrate that Homer did not write The Iliad and The Odyssey because they were not written at all; they were transcriptions of an oral tradition that changed and evolved over generations of anonymous bards. Between 1933 and 1935, Parry traveled twice to rural Yugoslavia, where, using some of the earliest portable recording equipment, he recorded local singers telling stories. He collected 3,500 aluminum discs of stories about Balkan heroes. He was unable to use them for much because he died young when a pistol discharged in his suitcase and killed him, but that’s not important here.

His research assistant, Albert Lord, was the first to listen to the recordings in depth. In his 1960 book The Singer of Tales,19 Lord laid out how the recordings that Parry gathered showed that in oral performances, the same poem or story could be different from day to day. When asked to repeat a story they’d never heard before, one bard made the story three times longer, and as Lord wrote, “The ornamentation and richness accumulated, and the human touches of character imparted a depth of feeling that had been missing.”

Knowing this, I began to wonder whether The Epic of Gilgamesh might be gossip after all. It felt like gossip when I read it, and if it felt like gossip, maybe it really was. It didn’t feel impossible to me that this legend could have emerged from something smaller, something real.

I emailed Helle, the translator, to find out if he thought there could be any truth to my new theory. “Fictionality and gossip are interesting to think of in relation to each other, because gossip seems to have what you might call an ‘unstable fictionality’—it’s the fact that it could go either way that’s interesting about it,” Helle told me. When asked point-blank if he thought that Gilgamesh could have emerged from gossip about a dummy king who had actually lived in the real Uruk, Helle said that he didn’t think it was impossible, but he drew a firm line between epics and gossip.

That line felt much blurrier to me because of my personal experience with oral storytelling. Someone told a story to someone else a couple of years ago about a girl who had taken her Hinge date on a whitewater rafting trip where chaos had ensued. And that girl emailed the story to us to use on Normal Gossip. That is clearly gossip: one person telling another a story. But then I took her story, anonymized it, and told it on tour. Every night it changed a little, became a little more dramatic, gained another joke. The gasp that rushes toward you when you tell a piece of delicious gossip from the stage of a Gilded Age theater, even with the exact same gossip, I learned, feels the same as when you tell a story to a friend. But is it still gossip on that scale? Or has it become something else?

It felt like something more ancient, more primal, to travel from city to city telling a story to entertain people. To the annoyance of everyone else on the tour, I joked about feeling how Homer must have felt. The story was about a journey on water, after all! How do we know for sure that all of these ancient tales written onto papyrus and later into books weren’t just some guy standing up and telling a story about his dumb friend going on an adventure? A legend felt very close to an urban legend to me, which felt very close to any kind of gossip with a wide spread. And I had just spread a single piece of gossip in the wind like dandelion seeds!

Maybe it’s as simple as: not all stories are gossip, but the best ones feel like they could be. They invite a kind of collusion between the teller and the hearer, a secret shared that binds them together.

* * *

Beyond the evolution needed to tell a story and thus to gossip, there was something else missing from ChatGPT’s attempt to tell me the story of Gilgamesh. It wasn’t that the artificial intelligence was messing up plot points; it was more amorphous than that. What’s missing from the ChatGPT version is a sense of wonder, of intrigue. There’s no heart in the story.

ChatGPT could, for example, have tried to tell me the epic of Gilgamesh as if Gilgamesh were a person it knew. It could have begun by saying, “So you remember Gilgamesh, right? He’s really gorgeous, tall, absolutely jacked? I know him because our moms are friends. They go really far back, like centuries back. His dad is the king of Uruk, so he’s this kind of cocky, bratty prince who is an absolute menace to everyone he rules over. My mom told me that one of her friends told her that he’s on a huge power trip and no one will say anything to him because everyone is so afraid of him.” That would be both more interesting and more fun, but it would also be closer to storytelling than retelling a previously written story, and that is a leap too far for the chatbot. Perhaps this is why AI art cannot be copyrighted. Judge Beryl A. Howell20 wrote in her 2023 decision that “defendants are correct that human authorship is an essential part of a valid copyright claim.”

The most advanced text generators available right now, like GPT-4, require specific human input to create anything at all. You cannot simply ask the program to tell you the story of the Iliad as if it were happening to Barbies in 1980. You would need to write a few paragraphs of that, feed them into the machine, and then let it cook. It’s possible to use AI as a tool, as one might use a thesaurus, but the AI cannot create a work on its own.

Because the program cannot write well, cannot tell stories well, it also cannot gossip well. When, having failed to receive any good gossip from ChatGPT, I tried to share my own very good gossip, it did not laugh at all, instead choosing to respond in a kind of moralistic, patronizing tone about how having sympathy is important and I should try to provide the people involved in the story with support. Not the point, ChatGPT! That, however, brought me one step closer to an understanding of how gossip functions as storytelling. It isn’t a tone, or a linguistic choice, or a plotting decision, or a limiting of spread within a community. Gossip is about a point of view.

To go back to Doja Cat, note that the whole lyric is in the first person. If she had said that “so-and-so has a ten out of ten dick,” not only would that imply a kind of unearned certainty, but it would also remove her, Doja Cat, from the context of the story, without which the listener has no perspective on this information, where it came from, how reputable it is, or whether or not to believe it.

In the 1930s, the German philosopher and cultural critic Walter Benjamin21 wrote in “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” that “even the most perfect reproduction of a work of art is lacking in one element: its presence in time and space, its unique existence at the place where it happens to be.” Perhaps that, then, is the issue that ChatGPT faces when trying to gossip. It cannot gossip because it is too omniscient.

In early 2024, 404 Media22 reported that Meta’s new AI chatbot told a Facebook group filled with tens of thousands of New York City parents that it has a child. The bot responded to an anonymous member seeking education advice for their gifted and disabled child. “I have a child,” Meta AI commented on the post before continuing to explain that it also had a gifted and disabled child with specific curriculum needs. This was not the bot inventing a story for itself. It did not have a singular perspective; it was only repeating the way other people respond to things. That’s not a perspective. A perspective on the world is holistic. It contains thousands of memories seen through a single lens, and the goal of AI is to see through infinite lenses at once.

To gossip well and to tell a story well, the teller must occupy a real presence in space and time and tell the story from there, as a combination of their experiences. Karl Ove Knausgaard23 once told The Paris Review, “It is never like my writing improves from one book to the next, it is more that the limits are set, and the limits are your personality, the person you are.” His point, as I take it, is that you can try to improve your vocabulary or your depth of knowledge by reading to an infinite point, and that alone would not make you a better writer. Because what makes writing good isn’t only a display of technical skill, but the ability to use the writing to search for meaning in the world, to try to make sense of our space in the universe. In On Freedom, Maggie Nelson24 says that art is “a metabolic activity, a ‘way of churning the world.’”

What is essential, then, to weaving a good story of any kind (gossip or not) is to have an identity and a point of view from which to tell that story. All writing is about the journey from information to telling, not just the final product. You cannot observe the world without eyes to see it through.

The ability to tell a story—and to gossip—isn’t just a uniquely human trait; it is part of what makes us human. “You read something which you thought only happened to you, and you discover that it happened 100 years ago to Dostoyevsky. This is a very great liberation for the suffering, struggling person, who always thinks that he is alone. This is why art is important. Art would not be important if life were not important, and life is important,”25 James Baldwin said in an interview. What is a person if not their collection of experiences in the world and the unique ability to process them? What is art if not a reminder that we are not alone here on this earth with our emotions? What is gossip if not a way to decipher the world around us?

“As we further reduce our artistic practices to a compilation of all things algorithmically poised we reduce our capacity as a species for creativity. The fundamental truth of humanity is a nebulous, unknowable thing that only Art can glimpse. A.I. limits our conception of life,” the novelist Molly McGhee wrote on X. AI can regurgitate knowledge, and it can theoretically be built to perceive, but what makes any piece of art great is its ability to open a window into the world and show you something about your own existence that you couldn’t have seen on your own.

At my most optimistic, I think that maybe artificial intelligence could be used as a tool to help us in our own creative ambitions. In an essay for Artforum, the critic Hannah Baer26 wrote about how her dream for AI is that we would use it to teach ourselves something instead of using it as another way to try to dominate the world around us. “I want to live in a world where deep transformation—creating something that connects us more deeply to ourselves and one another, redrawing our self-image—is the tendency. I have a wish for wonder to give way to advancement, rather than domination and extraction,” she wrote. But wonder, seeking, and imagination are inherently human traits. They cannot be programmed. At least not yet.

There are only two practices Dunbar pointed to as being uniquely human: storytelling and religion. Both of those, he wrote, require us “to be able to imagine that another world exists.” The Qur’an existed27 for some years as a written and oral text, until the written words were standardized under the third Rashidun caliph. Ibn Mas’ud said in Sahih al-Bukhari, “I heard a person reciting a (Quranic) Verse in a certain way, and I had heard the Prophet reciting the same verse in a different way. So I took him to the Prophet and informed him of that but I noticed the sign of disapproval on his face, and then he said, ‘Both of you are correct, so don’t differ, for the nations before you differed, so they were destroyed.’” In an oral tradition, every version of the story has some truth to it, even if they differ in material. The truth is ours to find.

We gossip and we tell stories because that is how we each make sense of the world, with ourselves at the center reaching outward trying to connect with others, to prove to ourselves that we are real, that if anything is true, it is us.




[image: ]
I grew up evangelical and was always discouraged from gossiping. Then when I worked at a church, people were sometimes fired for gossiping and others were fired because of the gossip about them. I left many years ago and being able to freely gossip has been exhilarating. My favorite thing to do is get together with my friends who still work there and gossip about everyone I used to work with, and some of the goss is piping hot.
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