
 
[image: 'Beyond Belief: A Defence of Gossip and the Women Who Do It' by Katie Baskerville. The cover features a boxed, stylised illustration of two women, one with red hair and the other with brown hair, whispering to each other behind their hands while peering slyly to the side.]




[image: Title page: 'Beyond Belief' by Katie Baskerville, published by HQ. The page features the HQ slogan 'One place. Many stories'.]




Copyright

[image: HQ logo.]

HQ

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

HarperCollinsPublishers

Macken House, 39/40 Mayor Street Upper,

Dublin 1, D01 C9W8, Ireland

First published in Great Britain by HQ 2026

Copyright © Katie Baskerville 2026

Katie Baskerville asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers.

Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

Source ISBN: 9780008730604

Ebook Edition © March 2026 ISBN: 9780008730628

Version 2026-02-26




Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:

Change of font size and line height

Change of background and font colours

Change of font

Change justification

Text to speech

Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008730604

Certain portions of text this ebook are set in a specific font type to make it easier to distinguish between the different types of content in the book. It may not be possible to change the font for these pieces of text.




Dedication

This book is dedicated to my grandmothers, Doris and Menai, who chose to live fiercely.
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Introduction

Have you ever found out something so devilishly delicious, something so juicy, so private, so utterly fascinating, that you’ve had to run and tell your best friend and confidant immediately?

Gossip is entwined with our daily life, though we might not realise it. Whether you’re chiming into the WhatsApp group chat to dissect a dating profile, or screenshotting conversations of an argument in preparation to vent, it’s thrilling, titillating and scandalous.

Gossip has a bad reputation, though – one, I think, it doesn’t wholeheartedly deserve. Gossip is commonly associated with bitchiness, or criticised as a discredited mode of speech based on nothing more than rumour and speculation. I disagree with these positions. Gossip is so much more than that. Its duality as a great connecter and weapon of social destruction is perhaps why I – or rather, we – treasure moments shared with people who partake in a bit of gossip, and why we relish Schadenfreude behind closed doors.

Gossip demands privacy. When that privacy is broken, you might feel ashamed. Getting called out for gossiping, or being called a gossip, can feel like such an insult. But why is that, if we’re all at it?

The truth is that gossip in all its forms is a deeply complex subject, interwoven with so many other things that impact women’s credibility.

If I’m being honest, there is nothing I find more delightful than gossip. I’ll shamelessly ask my girlfriends what’s going on in their village life – a village I’ve never actually lived in, but where I spent a lot of time growing up – wanting to know all the gory details of who’s sleeping with who; whose husband has had an affair; how so-and-so’s doing now that they’re in rehab, and so on, and so forth. They’ll tell me about recent deaths, community dramas and houses up for sale, just in case I finally make good on that promise to move home to North Wales for good.

Gossip is a tool for protection too. I’ve watched friends turn stiff and pale-faced watching a man walk into the room, only to find it’s common knowledge that he was a perpetrator of sexual assault. No legal intervention. No court case. No police. Just a whisper network and knowing looks that say: Cover your drink. Don’t let him walk you home alone.

This sort of gossip is necessary; lifesaving, even. And while gossip can be light-hearted, or even silly, it’s worth questioning how else we might discuss the goings-on in our world. I suppose that’s the point: if we didn’t gossip, we wouldn’t discuss the goings-on in our world. We wouldn’t laugh about the silly drama of old school acquaintances and celebrities. We wouldn’t share intimate knowledge about our communities and the relationships within them. We wouldn’t warn one another of the dangers living down the road.

Nevertheless, there is a juncture where gossip and morality meet. It may sound contradictory, but gossip is first and foremost dutiful, tied to a code of conduct and complex rules and ethics that demand compliance for the safety of the group. It is conditional, relationship-based speech. And the most entertaining pastime. The reality is, if you have ever uttered the words, If I tell you this, you have to swear to keep it a secret, or, Not to be a bitch, but … then you’ll know just how potent – and deliciously fun – gossip can be.

That said, it is also a powerful force majeure. Gossip has the potency to destroy reputations, careers and livelihoods. It can propel people into extremism; be a radical force that can wield manipulative misinformation and reinforce gender and racialised stereotypes. There are sides to gossip that are ugly. It can sever relationships, ostracise individuals and be the ultimate act of betrayal.[1] Ultimately, gossip is a tool for social control,[2] both within the group and outside of it, and one that positions women as ‘unbelievable’.

When considering the title for this book, I knew it had to embody this impossible dynamic. ‘Unbelievable’ as a word has many meanings, depending on its context. It means untrustworthy, suspicious, lacking in credibility. But the word is subversive too, because to be a woman is to live a truly unbelievable existence. Woman are filled with so much joy, friendship and love, yet we live under a suffocating systematic oppression in every aspect of our lives that can at times feel unrelentingly dangerous and exhausting. Being a woman is to know that, no matter how well you play by the rules laid before you, no matter how thin you stay, how pretty you are, how well you tread the line between sexually available and ‘pure’, when something happens to you, or when you have something important to say – or anything to say at all – it is highly likely that you won’t be listened to; that you’ll be disregarded, discredited or ostracised for speaking out.

As far as our experiences of sex and gender go, our words and our accounts are regarded as beyond belief, and so too is our life experience. What other term is best placed to describe it? Imagine if you were an alien and someone told you the nonsensical rules women had to live by; the statistics of gender-based violence and the rampant inequality within societies around the world. The story in itself feels perversely fantastical: the idea that a woman can be attacked, but the first question she might be asked is what she was wearing to tempt the attacker, not what can be done to prevent attacks on women by men. Or, why, when a ten-year-old American child is raped, and a female doctor in a neighbouring state performs an abortion, that doctor might be reprimanded by their medical board instead of revered.[3]

The year is 2025, the world has become very ugly, and I fear it’s only going to get uglier still. As I write this, the daily news deluge is a mire of genocide, rollbacks on reproductive rights, fascism and staunchly anti-LGBTQ+ rhetoric. The truth is that we are living through wildly unequal times, and inequality is the lifeblood of fascism and the far right-isms (of which there are plenty, notwithstanding misinformation and disinformation – or propaganda). This book is my urgent appeal to take on that inequality and unlearn some of the biases we can’t help but absorb as part of our socialisation as women. It isn’t our fault we live under a patriarchy, but we can – and must! – do something about it, even if all we do is equip ourselves with the knowledge to free ourselves from that patriarchy’s expectations – a self-determined emancipation from misogyny and sexism; freedom of the mind. In this way, we’re travelling beyond our own beliefs.

Whether we are born female, or become women, our socialisation under the girlhood and womanhood umbrella means we can’t help but metabolise the patriarchal world, leading to internalised misogyny, misogynoir and all forms of self-hatred that come with not being able to fit into the impossibly contradictory identity. To be a woman, or to be associated in some way with the identity, either due to your assigned sex at birth or your expression of gender, is to experience a Sisyphean struggle. As soon as we’ve marched that boulder towards the top of the hill, patriarchy kicks us back down again. But no man or woman or person is an island. Lone wolves seldom survive. And so, I thought about the great connection between women and their world – our world. How do we suck out the poison? Is it through finding community? Ridding ourselves of ideologies that harm us and others around us? How can we recognise the value of our shared experiences? As with most big questions, I turned to the people who had some, if not all, of the answers. Silvia Federici, bell hooks, Angela Davis, Simone de Beauvoir – and then I stumbled upon a quote that stuck into the pith of me, a shard of truth that tied my questions to one fundamental answer: ‘… women, confined within the generality of their destiny as women, are united by a kind of immanent complicity. And what they seek first of all from each other is the affirmation of their common universe.’

There is a reason why de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex is a seminal piece of feminist philosophy, even today. What, then, does it mean to share a ‘destiny’ as women? How are we united by that immanent complicity – does it have a name? Can it divide us? How do women seek to affirm their common universe from each other? Is it in the way we talk? Is gossip our common ground? I’m sorry to say, there aren’t any simple answers to be found, at least not in the introduction. There are perhaps even more questions. But it is good to have questions. It is good to seek knowledge, especially when anti-intellectualism seeks to destroy what is truth to champion the lie. And when gossip is both the lens and the answer, in part, to the question I’ve posed above, having a critical eye and mind is par for the course. We must continuously ask questions.

De Beauvoir famously wrote that ‘One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.’ As marginalised members of society, whether you were assigned female at birth, have experienced gendered socialisation, present effeminately, gender bend, have transitioned into womanhood, or out of it, by having either an adjacency or a sense of belonging to the umbrella term of ‘woman’ in some way, shape or form, you’ll know that being a woman – whether this term fits you, or is attributed to you by gender stereotyping and socialisation – is really fucking difficult.

And so, there is no one coherent answer. The answer isn’t simple, nor is it needed. To prove this, feminism asks the question ‘What is a woman?’ rhetorically.[4] Nevertheless, we are united by the commonality of our experiences. Patriarchy, misogyny, sexism and chauvinism are symptoms of a sick, unequal society. How could those experiences not galvanise our sense of camaraderie?

Here is the beginning of the answer to our first question: what does it mean to be ‘destined’ to become a woman? It means to live in a society with rigid parameters for what is an acceptable presentation of the identity of womanhood, which is broadly defined and imposed by those who are not themselves women.

As for the question of how are we united by that immanent complicity – does it have a name? – I believe we are bound in our experiences imperfectly. I believe that, unlike the very narrow definition of ‘woman’, these bonds that unite us in our immanent complicity have many names: minority stress; sisterhood; sorority; some kind of ‘girl code’. An unspeakable, untouchable – yet universally understood – set of ground rules we hold one another to and do our best to abide by, because en masse, women are unbelievable, which creates a code of ethics that binds us so that we may survive against the odds.

Whether it’s something as seemingly innocuous as sugar, spice and all things nice, or the fact that women have a far higher likelihood of being the victims of domestic abuse and sexual violence, perceptions and consequences of gender stereo­typing are intrinsically interwoven with our need to seek out one another, congregate, affirm and care for one another.

It is important to note, though, that the belief that we are all experiencing oppression in the same way feeds into white feminism, a term that describes the refusal to consider the racial privilege of whiteness and one that places emphasis on and pulls focus towards the concerns, agendas and beliefs of white women as being universally representative of the collective struggle towards equality.[5] Often, it’s related to other sects of feminism, like ‘girl boss’ feminism or liberal feminism, which can be flattened into phraseologies like SHE-E-O and commodifies and infantilises feminism in a bid to be palatable and profitable.[6]

The exclusionary nature of white feminism makes it problematic and dangerous. It’s entrenched with biases rooted in racism and misogynoir, homophobia, transphobia and transmisogyny, Islamophobia and antisemitism. So, an expectation for marginalised people to share their energy, time, resources and activism to fight solely for white feminism is an act of violent entitlement. That’s not to say that white, middle- to upper-class, cisgendered women aren’t oppressed under patriarchy – they most certainly are, but their experiences of oppression are not compounded by other intersectional factors like class, sex, identity, race, religion, education, disability, wealth and life-course[7] in the same way. They are still able to, and do, act oppressively towards marginalised people, including marginalised men.

This means that solidarity and girl code require empathy and a true and equal understanding of oppressive circumstances. ‘Sisterhood is a mutual relationship between equals. And as anyone with sisters can tell you, it’s not uncommon to fight or hurt each other’s feelings,’[8] writes Mikki Kendall in Hood Feminism. This is why girl code is more complex than the idea of us all being equal-standing members of a ‘sisterhood’, because we are not all treated equally in society, even though degrees of oppression are experienced by all women. So, while solidarity might feel like something we should all participate in, solidarity isn’t something we can all share – the playing field is not level.

This moral obligation attached to girl code is important for us to know before we embark on the journey through gossip in the rest of the book, because this sense of community and union is how we are motivated to affirm our ‘common universe’, as de Beauvoir puts it. ‘Girl code’ is imperfect and hard to define, but it is an anchor-point that shows us we have evolved to react to our minority stress by trying to stick together through our empathy and collective understanding of the struggle it has taken to get to where we are and how much work there is still left to do, from suffrage to protesting the implementation of the Equality and Human Rights Commission guidance on single-sex spaces. That’s not to say that we cannot transcend the intersectional factors that create space between us; it just means that we need to keep working to close the gaps, because the moment we become complacent, those bridges we form are easily dismantled by powers greater than our own, as we’ve seen in recent times.

Now, then, the penultimate question: how do women seek to affirm their common universe from each other? In addition to girl code’s politically charged nature and caregiving service, it is also motivated by a desire for safety, which can be heavily influenced by fear. This means that, while we might experience something like a kinship, the codes of conduct we adopt under girl code are different depending on how we are experiencing oppression. It changes the game considerably, whether through solidarity or competition, decolonisation and liberation, or oppression and exclusion. Often, we don’t know which game those around us are playing. Sometimes, we don’t even realise which game we’re playing. This means that girl code can be consciously and unconsciously weaponised because of our internalised biases, to detrimental effect.

Through researching this book, I realised that while girl code, solidarity, feminism – whichever name you feel comfortable using for our shared empathy – is a part of the answer that explains how women’s credibility is determined, ultimately, as being beyond belief. If we share in our common identity, or at least share empathy for the enforced socialisation we are destined to experience as women, and the rules of solidarity are based on the ethics we hold towards one another are based on this shared suffrage, then why is our existence and our experience as women discredited? To answer the final Beauvoirian question, is it in the way we talk? Is gossip our common ground? I would argue that it is, absolutely.

This book is the culmination of years of reflection, experience, research, and hours and hours of interviews. It led me to examine women’s speech and the role that gossip plays within it. I saw the threatening hypocrisy of locker-room talk, the digital Wild West that is social media and the burgeoning threat of weaponised defamation. I reflected on the impact it has on our identities and our existence when we aren’t believed, and why the bonds of female connection are cherished by every woman I spoke with. I realised that our world is woven through the oral histories and coping strategies of our friends, sisters, mothers, grandmothers and great-grandmothers – and if not them, then those of our chosen families. We navigate the world hand in hand with other women and marginalised folks. We share stories. We talk.




Chapter One

A History of Gossip

I heard it in the night

Words that thoughtless speak.

Like vultures swooping down below

On the devil’s radio.

I hear it through the day

Airwaves getting filled

With gossip broadcast to and fro

On the devil’s radio.

– George Harrison, ‘Devil’s Radio’, 1987

Tittle-tattle, prattle, whispers, hearsay, rumour, talk – gossip goes by many names, each one with its own meaning and essence.

Gossip can fill a room with electricity, spill dread into the depths of one’s stomach and create a narrative so fanciful that the line between truth and fiction becomes blurred. It can create a web of distrust and confusion or be a great connector of experience. This is why I believe that there is no one singular definition of what gossip is – how could there be?

However, the historical roots of the word ‘gossip’ tell us a lot. While pinpointing the origins of the word might not be the beginning of gossip’s story, it still provides us with a good place to start in its history. The etymology tells us that the earliest known use of the word ‘gossip’ comes from Old English, which puts us somewhere in the Early Middle Ages of England (500–1000 CE).

During this time, ‘gossip’ – derived from the Old English word, Godsibb – meant something entirely different to what it means today. Rather than also functioning as a verb, ‘gossip’ was solely a noun, denoting a person related to God. In our modern English, we would translate it directly as ‘godparent’, or someone who stands in relation to God,[1] like a baptismal sibling, or God-sibling. Historically, the usage of the word wasn’t gendered in the way that it is today, but over the years, its meaning became broader and more feminised.[2] It grew to refer to a midwife or a birthing chamber; a group of girlfriends found nattering in a tavern, or the chitter-chatter shared between women serfs working in noble households. Your ‘gossip’ was your most trusted confidante, privy to your most precious and salacious information.[3] Being a gossip, or someone else’s gossip, was a privilege.

For women in this period, speaking plainly wasn’t always wholly permissible, making gossip a vital part of their lives. Rules surrounding what women could and couldn’t do in the medieval era were strict and enforced. They couldn’t preach or teach, nor could they partake in business or marry without special permissions from familial patriarchs, with their husbands taking over any formal decision making on their behalf after marriage. Essentially, women had very little autonomy. This was broadly because women were believed to be inferior in every sense, it was felt that giving them access and the rights to these things would only end in disaster.[4] Women were perceived as being inherently deceitful and weak-minded, and therefore, the very idea that a woman would dare to act with agency would have been unthinkable. Everything they did was through the permission of the men in their lives. As Eleanor Janega writes in her brilliant book The Once and Future Sex: Going Medieval on Women’s Roles in Society: ‘It was men who knew what women should be, and men who were best able to understand and tame the nature of women to be exactly that.’[5]

In many respects, it’s easy to see how feelings towards gossip began to shift during the Early Middle Ages. Author and academic Ned Schantz states in his book Gossip, Letters, Phones: The Scandal of Female Networks in Film and Literature that gossip is an example of early feminist consciousness and a method for women to create networks that resist patriarchy.[6] Whether this was intentional or not, it shows women choosing to disobey patriarchal structures in favour of building the foundations of camaraderie through privileged information exchanges. Even in oppressive times, women have long been drawing on the power of words to build community. Gossiping and connecting with trusted friends in a way that excluded men was not without consequence, and ultimately, there was a growing sense of unease around how much freedom women had when it came to sharing information. It was this gender-based discomfort that caused gossip to fall from grace.

Women have long been stained by the devil’s mark. It is an inescapable attribution given to us since the dawning of Mesopotamia – and therefore, the historical beginnings of us all – as the cradle of civilisation. Female anatomy, or, more specifically, the reproductive organs, have an immense propensity for pleasure. Additionally, women’s ability to give life, as well as suffer the tragedies of infant death, pregnancy loss, miscarriage and maternal death, all mean that women have symbolically sat in close proximity to a primordial ‘evil’.

The female body has always represented the capacity to give life, and so women’s purpose has always been entwined with servitude to the continuation of family, and therefore the burden of responsibility to ensure the passing on of possessions and wealth. Women’s fertility has been instrumental in these generational exchanges of status and security, though its necessity and value have, throughout history, largely been waved off as simply being a woman’s duty, and therefore of no great sacrifice to the individual. When our functionality as a vessel is perceived as being at risk, or – perhaps worse – is found to be faulty in some way, the worth and value of our lives immediately hang in the balance. This isn’t hyperbole, either – just ask Anne Boleyn. Without the comprehensive view modern science gives us on female reproductive health (though admittedly, even today, knowledge remains woefully inadequate),[7] demons, gods and goddesses provided explanations for the inexplicable unfairness of infertility and pregnancy loss.

In the Middle East, which included Mesopotamia, Egypt and the Levant, if a person was unlucky enough to find themselves infertile, it was perceived by those in the community as being a sickness of the soul caused by the touch of demons and evil spirits.[8] During this period, and for many centuries later, women’s bodies have, by default, represented temptation, and a gateway for demonic interference. As such, patriarchal society has created a belief that women must be protected from their propensity to summon the wrath of demonic forces, just as much as from the demons wreaking havoc in their lives. For these women of the past, who couldn’t do right for doing wrong when it came to protecting themselves against the very real, earthly threats they were facing, gossip, or a type of gossip, would come to their rescue, and act as a comfort in dark times.

It all began with the demon goddess Lamashtu,[9] of the Mesopotamian era, who is described by Dr Sarah Clegg in her book Woman’s Lore as ‘the grand matriarch’ of all monstrous women. From Lamia (subject of a narrative poem by John Keats), to Lilith (the disgraced first wife of Adam – and subsequent feminist icon), sirens, mermaids, serpents and succubi: if there is a demon out there who beguiles, ensnares and murders babies, it’s likely that Lamashtu is her ancient relative. Lamashtu had a predilection for plucking babies from their mother’s wombs with her long, sharp fingers, killing women during childbirth and murdering young children, and it is through stories of Lamashtu that women were first recorded as using oral traditions to teach one another how to protect themselves against maternal death – a likely fate.

Women of the past faced disempowerment and a dismantling of rights that parallel those taking place today. Their incantations, salves, prayers, rituals and familial knowledge were chipped away at by a strengthening patriarchal society, governed by the burgeoning power of the Roman Catholic Church. Women would come to rely on bonds of trust, and a willingness to share the knowledge of those who had come before them, to survive. Due to high rates of illiteracy, oral traditions were paramount. Women would teach one another about midwifery, caregiving, sex, pregnancy and childbirth. Through ancestral networks of tenderly gathered knowledge, these were the forerunners of women’s healthcare, and these networks of care became a powerful tool in helping to protect women from illness and death.[10]

Women would be given talismans from midwives to ward off any spirits or demons responsible for infant death; they would bury bowls inscribed with incantations to protect their husbands from seductresses and infidelity and more, all in the hopes of saving themselves, and one another, from the hands of Lamashtu and her terrifying offspring.[11]

As women continued to try to safeguard their mortality with incantations, men blamed the virgin ghost-demon Lilitu for wet dreams. It was believed that male chastity was being stolen by countless sex-mad women-creatures and demons who were driven by jealousy and voracious sexual appetites. It is within these folktales and mythologies that we can see how gender-based social mistrust and blame for women’s sexual desires, appetites and autonomy fomented over the centuries.[12]

The notion that women’s speech is idle and non-productive – in direct contrast to the words of men – can be found in texts that date back to the Graeco-Roman period, in Aristotle’s infamous works on philosophy and politics.

Aristotle’s belief that women ‘lacked authority’ to deliberate is blamed for the confinement of women to the home in his Politics,[13] and it set the theoretical groundwork for the omission and elimination of female voices from arenas that would essentially dictate how they could lead their lives. Essentially, Aristotle’s masculinist view bound women to domesticity,[14] and his sexist characterisation of women as shameless and false; more readily deceived than men; more watchful, idle, excitable; more compassionate and ready to weep; more jealous, contentious and querulous[15] enshrined a blueprint that would be bastardised by religions, governments and political institutions, and used to oppress women into subordination and shackle them to notions of purity and rituals of purification.[16]

Mistrust in women was compounded by the strengthening of Roman Catholicism in Europe, which denounced the belief in mythological, feminised monsters, therefore undermining the wisdom of women. Yet, despite this, belief in them persisted, usually in those who still needed protection from the baby-stealing demons, poverty-induced sickness and husband-ensnaring creatures – more often than not, women and peasantry folk.

Although the Roman Catholic Church in early-thirteenth-century Europe banned all ritualistic practices apart from their own,[17] no alternative care system was put in place, leaving people reliant on superstitions and women’s knowledge within their social networks to survive – superstitions that still exist today in a range of cultures and societies across the globe. In America, superstitious beliefs eke into medical care, with more than 40 per cent of the general public believing in superstitious treatments over Western medicine. In India, 62 per cent of schizophrenic patients are known to turn to witches for treatment in a country still rich in superstitions.[18] Both India and the United States have healthcare systems that are notorious for failing the working classes and those living on the poverty line, leading to a necessary return to alternative forms of care.

The intervention of the Roman Catholic Church in women’s bodily autonomy, notably through its restriction of abortion access and its teachings surrounding sex, sexuality and general reproductive freedoms,[19] created something of a melting pot of contradictions and cultural misalignments surrounding oral traditions, rituals and spell casting, not least because it led to superstitious, health-related beliefs becoming interwoven with concepts of chastity, purity and obedience – notions that continue to haunt us thousands of years later.

During the Middle Ages, specifically, a vast number of texts were written to remind women of their place in the world, predominantly centring around Eve and original sin. An example that illustrates the extent to which women’s credibility and ‘goodness’ was under constant scrutiny comes from the popular early Christian author Tertullian. His books, which were hugely influential during this time, addressed women directly. In one, he writes:


Do you not realise that Eve is you? That the curse that God pronounced on your sex weighs still on the World. Guilty, you must bear its hardships. You are the devil’s gateway, you desecrated the fatal tree, you first betrayed the law of God, you softened up with your cajoling words the man against whom the devil could not prevail by force.



By all accounts, a stark reminder for women, both of their inescapable destiny as biblical harbingers of doom, and of the tremendous and terrible influence their words held.

From the Roman Catholic Church to governments the world over, institutions have set a dangerous precedent for silencing women. Despite this, women continued to use the oral tradition, folk tales and what we would now call gossip to share histories, happenings and, of course, healthcare. Washerwomen in particular enjoyed unusual freedom of movement, congregating by rivers to gossip and work.[20] While this was, for the most part, ignored by the Roman Catholic Church, who dismissed it as unimportant and the women as powerless, this passive attitude wouldn’t last forever.

In thirteenth-century England, legislators had begun to police speech in earnest, making it illegal to defame the king under the Statutes of Westminster Act 1275. This was compounded in the fourteenth century, when it became illegal to slander powerful men of the kingdom. Then came the criminalisation of the ‘babbler’, ‘rabble-rouser’ and ‘court time waster’, variations of titles given to people disrupting the peace, more commonly known as a ‘barrator’, or someone who frequently stirs up trouble for personal or financial gain. These laws disproportionately impacted peasant people, but also affected some noble litigators, who could be found guilty of barratry by inciting disputes and causing quarrels under common law.

The criminalisation of those seen to be speaking up and speaking out would have sent a clear message to both common people and the nobility alike about who was in charge, as well as making clear what was at stake when challenging the powers that be – whether through mass organisation, word of mouth, rumour or slander. However, it also shows us something else: as we have seen so often throughout history, and around the world, the need to suppress voices of dissent and opposition makes clear that the authorities recognise the danger of the people coming together, and the potential for dissent and uprising.

Following this attempt at mass censorship in the fourteenth century, brewing civil dissent culminated in ‘the Great Rumour’, which took place in 1377. The Great Rumour itself was a conspiracy theory and acted as a precursor to the Peasants’ Revolt in 1381, subsequently leading to the charge of treason for those who used speech to disturb the status quo. The Great Rumour was circulated in England after King Edward III’s death and centred on the belief that the ten-year-old Richard II’s regency government would bring England under French rule. This was a falsehood, but nevertheless, the rumour spread like wildfire among the common folk and noble circles alike. The result of this was a peasantry on strike, refusing to work for their lords, and growing dissent among the public as faith in the king dwindled.

This ‘fake news’, if you will, took place at a time in England’s history when the Black Death had ripped through much of the population, meaning that by the 1400s, the country’s population was around half what it had been one hundred years prior.[21] There was also a great deal of economic instability during this period, and the peasantry were depleted by the extortionate taxation to fund the Hundred Years’ War in France. People were discontented and ready for change, and after the death of the much-beloved King Edward III, the inflamed class tensions and the continued exploitation of the peasantry, revolt and a rejection of the bourgeoisie were, perhaps, predictable responses.

The Great Rumour shows us how destructive disinformation and misinformation can be at times of great hardship and civil unrest. However, the laws that followed the Peasants’ Revolt didn’t necessarily prevent falsehoods from spreading, although they did prevent, or at the very least, make it much harder for the peasantry to challenge their oppressors through mass organisation and word of mouth. What’s more, these laws were an extension of the Catholic Church’s teachings of ‘sins of the tongue’, which included ‘flattery’, ‘rumour’ and the ‘mocking of good people’.[22] This created an even stricter society, where questioning those in authority or talking about them in a bad light could lead to punishment.

If all this feels like familiar territory in our current times, then you would be right. History has a way of repeating itself, and today, the world has turned in an unmistakably darker direction. Those same levers that were being pulled in the run-up to the Peasants’ Revolt – censorship, the suppression of people’s voices and the criminalisation of protest – are being pulled now. In our recent history, we’ve lived through the Covid-19 pandemic; developed total distrust in political figures; seen leaders turning the poor against the poorest; witnessed a stark rise in hatred of the ‘other’, while traditional routes to express our dissent or hold the government to account have been increasingly prevented through changes to our rights to protest. Following the Public Order Act 2023, and the unprecedented proscription of direct-action group ‘Palestine Action’ as a terrorist organisation, the country has watched on as peaceful protesters are arrested for supporting the group, while white nationalist groups have been seen throwing up Nazi salutes without reprimand. All this has culminated in more civil unrest in the form of fractious protests against migrants; a proliferation of St George’s flags, alongside other terrifying displays of nationalism, xenophobia, racism and misogyny – particularly directed towards Muslim women and other women of colour.

The events of the past should act as a cautionary tale for us to reflect on in today’s era of post-truth, amid tumultuous civil unrest, fake news and moral panic. Repetition is history’s gift and curse. We have immense power in collective action, but we must choose the side that is right, good and humane. History has shown us that what comes next is a strangulation through litigation so severe that the most maligned won’t survive its clammy grasp.

We have a front-row seat to history’s mistakes. In this era, we can reflect on how, slowly but surely, from century to century, what one could and couldn’t say became more contentious and censored. Whatever free speech was afforded to common folk in the fourteenth century was continually eroded by legal restrictions and criminalisation.

While all this was happening in the medieval era, gossip was being associated more and more with women sharing information about their daily lives, their work, their husbands and their interpersonal relationships. This new gendering of gossip in the medieval period pointed to a fear of female friendships and the privileged information exchange taking place about mistreatment, among other, more frivolous topics.

As Dr Hetta Howes observes in her brilliant book Poet, Mystic, Widow, Wife: The Extraordinary Lives of Medieval Women, another motivation for preventing women from speaking to each other was shame around sex. While the medieval period was more sexually permissive than the eras to come, there was still an inordinate amount of worry concerning what women might say to one another about their husband’s performance in bed. ‘Alehouse poems’ or ‘gossip songs’ were prevalent during this time, and were usually written by men about drunk women making each other laugh with stories of their husbands. Howes explains that these poems and songs fed into a broader anxiety about what women would say if they weren’t kept under control by their husbands: ‘It seems impossible for men to imagine women talking about anything other than them.’[23] Indeed.

The fear of what women might say has always been as much of a driving motivation for their subjugation as the words they do say. Men have always needed women to act as a mirror, reflecting back their deep-seated belief that they are all-powerful, made in the image of God himself. Men are told that they are the dominating force, the leaders. So, what happens if the reflection they see in the women around them doesn’t confirm that belief? What if that reflection actively challenges men’s perception of their masculinity? The result is that men feel impotent, and are driven to apply force; to silence and then control how women speak, act and live in their bodies. One need only look at the male-dominated powers of this world that continuously seek to control the female reproductive system and implement what essentially amounts to ‘forced birth’ policies through litigation. Patriarchy is a dogmatic megalomaniac.

While no laws were made that strictly prohibited gossip, the medieval era certainly became more serious about defamation, and as a result of the introduction of anti-defamation laws, gossip soon became easy to weaponise and criminalise under the common law.[24] Women faced charges in court for ‘speech abuse’,[25] something that wouldn’t be abolished until centuries later in the Criminal Law Act 1967.[26] ‘Speech abuse’ could be a precursor to violence or revolt, which threatened political and social order,[27] but it was also weaponised against medieval women for speaking out against the wrongs and abuses that befell them.[28] Historian Vanessa Corcoran gives one example of the enforcement of the ‘speech abuse’ law, which took place in 1425, when Agnes Le Spenser was fined twelve pennies for yelling in a tavern about an alleged stolen pan.[29] It’s hard to tell exactly how much of a blow this fine would have been to Agnes without knowing her employment or household income, but, given that most maid servants earned around 120 pennies or 10 shillings per year,[30] this could have been a devastating amount to be fined.

One of the most popular texts during the medieval period, The Golden Legend,[31] told the tales of the virgin martyrs. In these stories, the virgin women fall victim to sexual predation and, when they vehemently spurn the unwanted advances due to their chaste promises to God, their lives are forfeit in a display of sexual violence, rendered in graphic detail. One particularly chilling story is that of St Agatha of Sicily, who at a young age had promised her chastity to God. After refusing to submit to the sexual advances of a Roman prefect, Agatha was tortured and had her breasts removed with pincers, then was sent to the stake. Miraculously, the fires were extinguished after an earthquake was said to have occurred, arousing suspicions that she had a divine soul. She was removed from the pyre and later died in prison.[32] Only after all this horrific torture was she canonised.

These stories were used to reinforce the notion that women’s suffering was best met with silence and obedience – head bent and neck exposed. It also enforced the notion that a woman’s body was part of a divine sacrament and exchange. To go against that and either be raped or give in to unsolicited and unwanted sexual advances (which, in itself, can be a form of coercion, which is rape) was a sullying of a woman’s purity and, by extension, her relationship with God. It shows us that for centuries women who have acted with self-determination when threatened with sexual violence have only ever been met with sexual violence so perverse it makes the teeth curl. When sexual violence happens to them despite their cries for help, women are blamed for what befalls them, for failing to be persuasive enough with their words; to impel their attacker to desist.

Despite these horrifying stories, though, women continued to gather and resist. As Howes puts it, the getting together of women, whether their husbands liked it or not, shows a subversion. The mere existence of ‘alehouse poems’ and ‘gossip poems’ shows us that women did, indeed, gather, and that it was probably a common occurrence.


Alongside fulfilling stereotypes of wayward, gossipy women, [the poems] also show women listening to one another, offering comfort and reassurance, affection, even instruction – swapping ideas for routes they could take to and from the alehouse, so that their husbands won’t guess where they’re going. The loyalty of these women lies firmly with their friends, not their spouses.[33]



The weaponisation of ‘speech abuse’ and its legal restriction of women’s voices is another example of the litigious enforcement of censorship that medieval women would have to learn to navigate. This made the parameters for what was permissive in medieval England narrower and narrower. Now, with the country enclosed by a theology that expected silence and was met with resistance, another social schism and moral panic would come to shape Europe. At the time, England was guided by Roman Catholic preachers and theologians, in addition to the monarch, who was allegedly appointed by the same strict God to rule. They monitored and regulated women’s speech, often citing 1 Corinthians 14: 34, where Paul wrote: ‘Women should keep silent in the churches, for they are not allowed to speak, but should be subordinate, as even the law says. But if they want to learn anything, they should ask their husbands at home. For it is improper for a woman to speak in the church.’[34]

Paul, who, when read out of context, sounds like a complete and utter misogynist, also wrote: ‘Let the woman learn in silence, with all subjection. But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to use authority over the man: but to be in silence. For Adam was first formed; then Eve.’[35]

Even today, these same scriptures are cited as reason for women’s obedience and domesticity. As Beth Allison Barr observes in The Making of Biblical Womanhood: ‘Ideas matter. These evangelical beliefs – why they argue for the immutability of female submission – are rooted in how they interpret Paul.’[36]

Barr explains how, in her class teaching history and theology, she can’t count the number of times students – mostly young women – have been ‘scarred’ by the use of these biblical passages from Paul against them ‘to be silent (1 Corinthians 14), to submit to their husbands (Ephesians 5), not to teach or exercise authority over men (1 Timothy 2), and to be workers at home (Titus 2)’.[37] Yet Barr is quick to dispel misreadings of Paul’s intentions by pointing out the era of history in which they were written down, as well as Paul’s counter-arguments that align him with more progressive teachings. Paul was also telling husbands in Ephesians 5:28–29 that ‘husbands are to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. For no one ever hates his own flesh but provides and cares for it …’

This message is remarkably progressive, given that, during the era when Paul would have lived, women’s bodies were regarded by famed misogynist Aristotle (and indeed, everyone else) as imperfect, a type of deformed man. Aristotle wrote in his Generation of Animals that because females are ‘weaker’ and ‘colder in their nature’ … ‘we should look upon the female state as being as it were a deformity’.[38] Whether or not we’ve been misinterpreting Paul’s words – which is entirely possible when we take into account his good relations with other female ministers, as well as his metaphorical descriptions of himself as a mother and nurse, it hasn’t stopped the words he allegedly spoke from being misused and weaponised against women for thousands upon thousands of years.

These misogynistic interpretations of Paul were good enough reasons for husbands and men more generally to enforce the mass surveillance of women. Even during communal mourning rituals, women who sobbed, cried out or writhed on the ground in their grief were often silenced by men for being too disruptive.

One prominent Christian writer of the time, John Mirk, criticised women in his anthology of sermons for whispering to one another and distracting the congregation. Mirk felt that, because of women, the Church had become a labyrinth full of vain speech and filth. These sorts of cautionary tales about women’s speech and gossip were popping up everywhere.

Even those women who might have been deemed most holy were not exempt from scrutiny. De institutione inclusarum served as a guidebook for enclosed women, also known as anchoresses – that is, women who were often, though not always, walled into churches as part of their devotion to God. Written by Aelred of Rievaulx, the book warns in one tale of a wayward anchoress gossiping with an old woman through her window. Such windows often provided their sole glimpse into secular society and were the means through which these women would be fed, dispose of their waste and listen to those troubled by their relationship to God, ‘allowing idle tales to pour into her ear like poison’.[39]

‘Scolding’ was another punishable mode of speech attributed to women. It was seen as a form of defamation, and being a ‘common scold’ was a petty crime that women were disproportionately found guilty of.[40] Women found guilty of scolding would be subjected to humiliating and painful punishments, like wearing the ‘scold’s bridle’.[41] A device worn over the head, with pieces going into the mouth, which often included metal spikes and prongs, this had the potential to cause serious disfigurement and damage. ‘Scolds’ could also be placed in the stocks, or punished with the ducking stool, a chair that the offender would be tied to before being dunked into a river.[42]

This sort of brutal sexism was rife, partially because, in the Middle Ages, women fell either into the category of saintly, virginal and ‘good’, or sex-crazed devil worshipper. Arguably, little has changed in our perceptions of women today. There was no in-between,[43] and women were almost always presumed to be the latter, having to continually prove themselves otherwise.

It wasn’t always like this, though. Before the Middle Ages, and the cementing of crafts guilds, women in England didn’t need men for much. The Crafts and Guilds were predominantly patriarchal institutions that rarely, if ever, allowed women to join, and actively prevented them from undertaking any apprenticeships that would have led to skilled labour, and by extension, fair pay. This greatly restricted women’s access to paid work generally and simultaneously devalued the domestic labour expected of women and children to maintain artisanal households.[44] Women did maintain some rights in the early medieval era, however. They could own land and work,[45],[46] though this varied greatly depending on marital status, class and geographical location – a world away from the housewives of the 1950s, for example, who couldn’t even open a bank account in their own name until 1976. Clearly, these early freedoms weren’t to last. By the time the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries rolled around, women’s access to skilled and highly paid labour collapsed completely.[47] This collapse signalled a shift in the way women were valued, partially because of the way their autonomy was portrayed in the media of the time: a good old-fashioned play.

Satirical plays funded by a village, town or city’s craft or guild authorities, showed women and their gossips, or group of friends, as unruly and disobedient. Usually set in a tavern, which was where many peasant women came together to discuss the day’s affairs,[48] the plays would show women being demeaned and undermined for talking brazenly with one another, ignoring the demands of their husbands.[49] As a result, men were also shamed in these plays, as they equated women’s matrimonial disobedience with the emasculation of their husbands, portraying them as weak and subordinate. These debaucherous depictions of working women indulging in gossip developed into a burgeoning distrust and dislike of women who might frequent a tavern and chat about the day’s affairs with their gossips – as was the norm. Additionally, the subsequent shame men felt at having their masculinity threatened by the insubordination of these fictional women translated into the beginning of a social misalignment fuelled by contempt towards all women who dared to speak out of turn. Because of these plays, gossip had been successfully rebranded as idle speak in the eyes of an dogmatic Roman Catholic society. It demonised the kinds of conversations women had been relying on for news, healthcare and safeguarding, making gossip dangerous to a strengthening patriarchal, feudal society.[50] With the ascension of the Tudors to the throne in the late fifteenth century, things would only become worse for women who gossiped in Early Modern Britain.

This reframing of gossip as a sin played a powerful role in ushering in a period of 300 years where women were persecuted and murdered across the UK and Europe. Why? Because being labelled a gossip could lead to one being persecuted for witchcraft, and, conversely, becoming the subject of gossip could mean being labelled a witch too. The witch trials led to the execution of an estimated 40,000–60,000 people, the majority of them women,[51] between 1450 and 1750, across Europe. In Britain, this persecution was made worse by Henry VIII, in whose reign the Witchcraft Act of 1542 was passed,[52] which defined witchcraft as a crime punishable by death. The merciless brutality would have the biggest impact on older, working-class women; women who had a perceived standing or social influence in their community; women who rejected the advances of men; women who took on caring roles like midwifery or who were born into serfdom; those who worked in husbandry or took on property ownership; women who suffered from poor mental health, or who were simply disliked for unknown reasons.

The nature of the work that women of the age were expected to do meant they were more likely to face the ‘occupational hazards’ of witchcraft accusations,[53] as they would often be blamed for animal deaths, financial ruin or any harm that befell a family, even though they would almost certainly have had no involvement in the tragedies or hardships experienced by the families they served.

Interpretations of Bible passages from the Old and New Testaments warning against ‘evil-speaking’[54] led to the equation of gossip with sin, defamation and slander in England, but Christianity is not alone in viewing these things as inseparable. The Torah warns against lashon hara, or ‘malicious gossip’,[55] which is prohibited by Jewish law. In Islam, ghibah (‘gossip’) is considered an enormous sin.[56] According to the Guru Granth Sahib, the central religious text of Sikhism, there is little difference between gossip and slander, and it is believed to be an addictive and dirty habit.[57] Buddhism’s precept (or code of conduct), ‘refrain from wrong speech’, warns against gossiping and its impact on karma.[58] In Hinduism, too, apaishunam, or not indulging in gossip, is seen as an important quality.[59]

It is worth noting here that all religions were historically, and remain, governed by patriarchy, and those doctrines that demonised gossip could be interpreted as a means of disempowering and subjugating women. As a result, any woman who dared to contravene the values imposed by patriarchal religions would be seen as unchaste, undesirable, unmarriable and criminal. As Judith Butler mentions in the introduction to her book Who’s Afraid of Gender?: ‘Hatred is stoked and rationalised by moral righteousness, and all those damaged and destroyed by hateful movements are cast as the truer agents of destruction.’[60] Put another way, women and other marginalised folk throughout history have been blamed for the wrongdoings of those who benefit from the systems of their subjugation, which is most likely to be white, middle- and upper-class cisgender, straight men. Women can be persecuted for being too loud; too outspoken – for rocking the proverbial boat.

It’s also important to note that antonyms for morality are imbued with religious meaning and connotations that feed into this shame-powered machine. For example, the word ‘immoral’ is interchangeable with words like ‘evil’, ‘sinful’, ‘bad’ and ‘wicked’. The perception of gossip as morally deplorable is deeply linked with our internalised notions of purity and goodness, as well as the guilt women have been conditioned to bear for the sins of Eve; that is, Eve’s act of self-determination in gaining knowledge, after God – probably a man, if we’re to go by the way he is always depicted in scripture – told her not to. Simone de Beauvoir mused on this in The Second Sex, writing: ‘For the Jews, Mohammedans, and Christians, among others, man is master by divine right; the fear of God will therefore repress any impulse towards revolt in the downtrodden female.’[61]

In de Beauvoir’s words, and in the long, historical legacy of gossip as far more than just tittle-tattle, we can begin to see how the silencing and dismissal of gossip is a form of subjugation – something that Victorian women would come to know rather a lot about.

From the Regency period onwards, gossip sheets – also known as scandal sheets – were the precursors to today’s tabloids. These newspapers provided insights into sexually vibrant undercurrents beneath the veneer of ‘proper’ Victorian society, detailing stories of prostitution, gambling and other ‘sporting pursuits’.[62] However, maintaining appearances was paramount to the Victorians, and a woman indulging in too much gossip, or the wrong kind, would be considered déclassé – an ostracisable offence in certain portions of society.

That didn’t mean that women didn’t indulge in gossip, of course. Legend has it that high-society women developed a language without words so that they could gossip and communicate their intentions in plain sight. The language of drawing-room fans, or fan etiquette, played a similar role to that of parasols, and gloves, in particular. Gloves, for example, could signify so much by their positioning, whether they were being worn or not. They could denote marital status, romantic interest and social standing. People could pick up on social cues easily and gossip in full view, based on their (or someone else’s) glove choreography.[63] Gestured with and held correctly, they could facilitate an entire script’s worth of salacious titbits without a word ever being uttered. ‘Fanology’, meanwhile, was a convoluted and complicated set of rules and secret gestures, developed by dramatist-turned-fan-designer Charles Badini in 1797. In 1798, an easier language was printed on Robert Rowe’s fan design, titled The Ladies Telegraph, for Corresponding at a Distance, which included twenty-six panels with the letters of the alphabet and an extra panel with a full stop so that women could spell out words to onlookers – rather like voyeuristic texting.

However, this means of communication required unbridled attention from your friend or love interest – not to mention good eyesight – so it’s perhaps unsurprising that it was the gestures of Spanish flamenco, which were evocative and highly stylised, that were adopted by high-society ladies to convey mood and emotion, rather than these coded and fallible languages. While some of these gestures were undoubtedly known to men, the extent and complexity of the language suggest that this form of communication was for the female gaze, first and foremost – or so the story goes.

According to auction house Sotheby’s, by the time fan etiquette had reached Victorian England, the language had become something of a marketing gimmick devised by Duvelleroy, a fan maker and retailer founded in Paris in 1827.[64] The company’s publication of a pamphlet of demystified gestures solidified its appointment as the official supplier of fans for Queen Victoria herself. The language was adopted and used throughout the nineteenth century in heavily chaperoned environments to communicate desires, or a lack thereof. Fans remained a popular prop in the fiction of the era, such as in Oscar Wilde’s 1892 play Lady Windermere’s Fan, and no noblewoman would have been seen without one in high society. Journalist Martin Fone’s 2023 article in Country Life magazine describes the fans of the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries as artworks and an extension of ‘a woman’s tastes, sophistication, and wealth, often made by workshops employing some of the leading artists, carvers, and calligraphers to produce elegant, intricate designs on the finest of materials, especially silks’.[65]

In truth, the entirety of the Victorian era was characterised by polarities coexisting in strenuous circumstances. It’s easy to understand why, with the Industrial Revolution going from strength to strength, along with feminism and increasingly opposing beliefs on what womanhood ought to be. In one corner, John Ruskin posited that women were like flowers, with their inevitable fate as wives and mothers incorruptible by education, and that these roles should be embraced. Ruskin’s insistence on the nature of womanhood being entwined with servitude to the hearth was at odds with his contemporaries, Harriet Taylor Mill and John Stuart Mill, whose seminal essay ‘The Subjection of Women’, published in 1869, eloquently opposed the ‘stifling ethics of wifely subjugation’.

However, as Kate Millett put it in her 1970 essay ‘The Debate over Women, Ruskin Versus Mill’, Ruskin’s beliefs are more representative of the ‘compulsive masculine fantasy one might call the official Victorian attitude’.[66] That is to say, so long as women embodied the sentimental, matronly existence as wives or mothers in the home, they would be loved, honoured and even treated as royalty. This meant that the sexual revolution that took place between 1870 and 1910, which saw the depolarisation of Victorian ideals of morality, did little to change attitudes towards women, which were oppressive, restrictive and filled with morality policing. There also remained oppressive legislature that sought to ‘regulate’ sex education of any kind, using obscenity laws.[67] While strides towards progress were made during this era, they were oftentimes met with great friction and backsliding.

Despite all this, though, the act of gossip played perfectly into the Victorian characteristics of public prudery and private delights, resulting in the simultaneous denouncement and reverence of the act. To a certain extent, gossip was seen as a political device used by men to gain and wield power – while paradoxically being lamented as an ungentlemanly thing to do.[68] For a select group of men, however, the rules were, of course, different and nowhere near as complicated as they were for women.
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