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Strasbourg: Griminger, 1502,

“Swift through the Libyan cities Rumor sped.
Rumor! What evil can surpass her speed?

In movement she grows mighty, and achieves
Strength and dominion as she swifter flies,

- Small first, because afraid, she soon exults

 Her stature shyward, stalking through the lands
And mantling in the clouds her baleful brow . . .
Feet swift 10 run and pinions like the wind
The dreadful monster wears; her carcase huge
Is feathered, and at the root of every plume
A peering eye abides; and, strange to tell,

- An equel number of vociferous tongues, ‘
Foul, whispering lips, and ears, that catch at all . . .
o v« 8he can cling. ‘
To vile invention and malignant wrong,

Or mingle with her word some tidings true.”

(Aeneid, Book -1V, From the -translation
Theodore - C. Williams, by permission

From Ves, p@ra (ed. by Sebastian rant).
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PREFACE

' A LLARGE part of ordinary social con-
versation consists of rumor mongering. In our daily chitchat
with friends we both take in and give out whole lungfuls of
gossip—sometimes idle, sometimes not. Idle rumors are an
unverified, casual type of discourse serving no purpose other
than passing the time of day with a friend. When we pass on
a bit of hearsay, we may mean nothing more than we signify
by our innocent greeting, “Good morning. Fine day, isn’t it?”’

But social discourse that expresses nothing in particular
except vague feelings of friendliness toward our interlocutor,
at the same time avoiding the embarrassment of dead silence,
is only one of the forms that rumor takes. Most rumors, and
most gossip too, are far from idle. They are profoundly pur-
posive, serving - important emotional ends. Just what these
ends may be both teller and listener are usually unable to
say. They know only that' the tale seems important to them,
In some mysterious way it seems to alleviate their intellec-
‘tual uncertainty and personal anxiety.

Although rumor spreading is at all times a ‘social and psy-
‘chological problem of major proportions, it is especially so
in time of crisis. Whenever there is social strain, false report
grows virulent. In wartime, rumors sap morale and menace
mational safety by spreading needless alarm and by raising
extravagant hopes. ‘They menace the security of mlh‘tary in-
-formation and, most damaging of all, spread the virus of

‘ ~ S vii




viii PREFACE
hostility and hate against loyal subgroups within the nation.
In the years of postwar strain rumors are only slightly less
destructive in their effect.

It was the problem of wartime rumors that led us originally
to undertake the experimental investigations reported in this
book. But when we began to interpret our experiments in
relation to both wartime and peacetime tale spreading, we
were struck by the lack of systematic treatment of the subject
in the literature of social psychology. Up to now no one
seems to have attempted a unified and coherent account of
the primary phenomena of rumor. Hence, we have felt
obliged to gather together in the form of a basic textbook
all the relevant information that concerns this important
topic. '

Under no circumstances should rumor be thought of as a
mere oddity, as a quaint but trivial divagation in man’s other-
wise sensible social conduct. Quite the contrary, the rumor
principle turns out to be of widespread applicability. - Its
characteristic course of distortion in recall, forgetting, imag-
ination, and rationalization is precisely the same course of
distortion that we find in most forms of human communica-
tion. Take, for example, legends. Legends are enduring tales
of exploits or events that serve as a focus for the cultural
pride and tradition of a family, tribe, or nation. The motives

~ that sustain legends, the course of change they take through
the years, are basically the same as those encountered in tran:

“sient rumor'spreading In courtroom testimony, in recount-

ing past experiences to friends, in witticisms and in autobiog- '

raphy, in proverbs and aphorisms and biography, and even

-, in the Wmtmg of history and in the creations of the artist we

find the same essential principle at work s in ordinary rummor
distortion. The tendencies to level, to sharpen, to assimilate
to personal and cultural contexts are found operative in all

RN AL O B LA



PREFACE ix

forms of human communication that are not rigidly con-
strained by objective and impersonal standards of truth.

Although in the following chapters we try to point out
the wider applications of the rumor. principle, for the most
part we center attention upon those unverified propositions
for belief that are ordinarily designated as rumors. By fixing
the reader’s mind upon this narrower range of examples, we .
hope he will become so thoroughly conversant with the rules
involved that he can readily apply them to all related forms
of human communication. :

A rumor, as we shall use the term, is a specific (or topical)
proposition for belief, passed along from person to person,
usually by word of mouth, without secure standards of evi-
dence being present.

The implication in any rumor is always that some truth is
being communicated. This implication holds even though
the teller prefaces his tidbit with the warning, “It is only
a rumor, but I heard . . .”

The medium of transmission is generally word of mouth.
True, rumors are occasionally printed in newspapers or maga-
zines, or find their way over the radio waves. Responsible
publishers and broadcasters, however, are learning to guard
against hearsay reports and, for the most part, to avoid the
communication of rumor: On the other hand, slanderous
pamphlets and the irresponsible portions of the press are
common carriers of harmful tales.

Our definition calls attention to the fact that rumor is
ordinarily specific and topical, and for that reason generally -
of only temporary interest. Rumors come and go; sometimes
the same ones recur. But almost always they deal with events
or with personalities. The protagonist of a rumor is ordinarily
well identified: Mrs. X, a movie actor, the Russians, the
stranger who moved in next door, a Federal agency—these
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are typical targets of rumor. There are few stories that do not
have personal and clearly identified victims. And there are
few that fail to specify clearly the character of the action or
deed that provides the tenor of the tale. Hearsay reports of
happenings, gossip, slander, and hopeful or dire predictions
of coming events are among the concrete forms that rumor
takes.
The central feature of our definition is its insistence that
rumor thrives only in the absence of “secure standards of
evidence.” This criterion marks off rumor from news, distin-
.guishes “old wives’ tales” from science, and separates gulli-
bility from knowledge. True, we cannot aiways decide easily
when it is that secure standards of evidence are present. For
this reason we cannot always tell whether we are listening to
fact or to fantasy. A datelined news item available to all
readers in a reputable newspaper may ordinarily be taken
as a secure standard of evidence. But when, in telling a friend
about. the item, I depart from the news item as printed, rumor
is started. If my oral account parallels closely the printed item
‘there is no rumor—unless, of course, the original news item
itself departed from secure standards of evidence and is itself
rumor! S
Thus, in order to decide whether we are listening to infor-
“mation or to rumor we must judge the closeness or remote-
ness of the evidence upon which the report rests. In rumor
the source of evidence has grown dim. Often it has receded
to nothing more substantial than “They say . . .” Especially
- when the standard of evidence is represented by a dangling
~-pronoun- (without clear antecedent), watch out for rumor,

~So;too, in other cases where the criterion of evidence is elu-

~sive; as in - the familiar formula, “I have it on good au-
‘ thorlty e ' : e
Smce the standards of ev1dence someumes -exist within the
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informant himself, we are often forced to judge whether our
informant really knows whereof he speaks. We can be fairly
sure that a scientist telling us about his specialty is not pass-
ing along rumor. Our physician is less prone than our lay
friends to believe or to tell rumors of magical cures or of
improbable epidemics. A veteran of Okinawa is less likely
than others to believe or pass on imaginary versions of that
island battle, although even veterans tend to depend on their
imagination in telling about a battle. All individuals have
within themselves secure, or relatively secure, standards of
evidence concerning matters in which they are expert. But
it is often difficult for an outsider to judge the degree of their
expertness and impartiality.

On most matters we are all inexpert, and to that extent are
rumor prone. We have neither time nor patience to check
what we hear against outside standards of evidence, even
when such standards exist and are available. Since this is so,
our only dependable defense against rumor is a generalized
skepticism of all hearsay reports. A wholesome degree of such
© skepticism, we hope, will accrue to readers of this book.

In gathering our material we have benefited by the experi-
ence of R. H. Knapp, who in the early days of the war worked
on the problem of rumor for the Massachusetts Committee
of Public Safety. For helpful criticisms of the manuscript we

‘are indebted to Ada and Robert Allport and to Dorothy L.
Postman. The latter, as well as Sylvia B. Korchin and Lor-
raine Lerman, helped in the preparation of the manuscript.
- Aid in obtaining illustrations was generously given by Dr.. .
- Arnold Weinberger, Mr. Ross E. Taggart, Mrs. A, Raphael
Salem, of the Houghton Library, and Dr. Jakob Rosenberg,
of the Fogg Art Museum at Harvard. We wish to thank Mrs.
Eleanor D. Sprague for her assistance in the preparation of =
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the manuscript, and Mr. Charles Wadsworth for drawing
the stimulus pictures used in the rumor experiments.

We wish also to thank the following publishers for per-
mission to reprint illustrations or textual passages from
copyright works:. The Bell Syndicate, The Bobbs-Merrill
Company, Cambridge University Press, E. P. Dutton & Com-
pany, Inc., Houghton Mifflih Company, Alfred A. Knopf,
~Inc., and Princeton University Press. We also thank the edi-

tors and publishers of the following organizations and peri-
odicals: Associated Press, Boston Globe, Boston Herald, New
York Herald Tribune, New Yorker, PM, Public Opinion
Quarterly, Science, Syracuse Post-Standard.

G. W. A,
: L. P.
December 1, 1946

Harvard University
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/l RUMOR IN WARTIME

‘ RUMOR became a problem of grave
national concern in the tense years 1942 and 1g943. At that
time a high official in the Office of War Information gave a
reason for rumor and a recipe for its control that were partly
~-but only partly—correct. “Rumor,” he said, “flies in the
absence of news. Therefore, we must give the people the most
accurate possible news, promptly and completely.”

It is true that rumor thrives on lack of news. The almost
total absence of fear-inspired rumors in Britain during the
darkest days of the blitz was due to the people’s conviction
that the government was giving full and accurate news of the
destruction and that they, therefore, knew the worst. When
people are sure they know the worst, they are unlikely to
darken the picture further by inventing unnecessary bogies
to explain their anxieties to themselves,

At the same time, it would not be hard to prove that rumor
also flies thickest when news is most plentiful. There were
few rumors about our desperate losses at Pearl Harbor until
the papers themselves had published an official report on the
disaster. Although there were scattered rumors of Hitler's -
death before the papers told of the assassination attempt in
the summer of 1944, there were many more immediately
afterward. The deluge of peace rumors in late April and
early May, 1945, coincided with the open discussion of the
“approaching collapse of Germany in the press. Similarly, a
flood of rumors swamped the country during the final hours

‘ Ty



2 RUMOR IN WARTIME

before V-J Day. Premature stories of the war’s end spread
faster than they could be officially denied.

One of the odd episodes in the history of rumor was the
spreading of tales of the death of many notable persons, in-
‘cluding General Marshall, Bing Crosby, and Mayor La
Guardia, within a few hours of the release of the news of
President Roosevelt’s sudden death on April 12, 1945. If
public events are not newsworthy, they are unlikely to breed
rumors, and in certain circumstances the more prominence
the press. gives the news—especmlly momentous news—the
‘more numerous and serious are the rumored distortions this
‘news will undergo.

The OWI official made his error in assuming that rumor
is a purely intellectual commodity, something one substitutes,
faute de mieux, for reliable information. He overlooked the
fact that when events of great importance occur the individ-
ual never stops at a mere acceptance of the event. His life is
deeply affected. In his mind the emotional overtones of the
event breed all sorts of fantasies. He seeks explanauons and
imagines remote consequences.

And yet the official 'did state, inexactly and too snnply, ‘
part of the formula for rumor spreading and rumor control.
Rumor travels when events have importance in the lives of

1individuals and when the news received about them is either

lacking or subjectively ambiguous. The ambiguity may arise
from the fact that the news is not clearly reported, or from

the fact that conflicting versions of thé news have reached the
individual, or from his incapacity to comprehend the news
~ he receives. In the summer of 1945 the atomic bomb. was the
subject of many rumors, especially among the uneducated. |
- It was rumored that lethal radiations hover for a long time
over an area hit by an atomic blast, making all life impossible.
A pubhc opinion poll records the’ bellef of one-fourth of the
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population that the discovery might cause the earth to ex-
plode in one huge atomic blast. Scientists went to a great deal
of trouble to discredit these stories, There were also many
Utopian rumors about vast improvements in the standard of
living that would immediately result from the harnessing of
atomic energy. People were simply unprepared to evaluate
the news they had received from Nagasaki and Hiroshima.
Most important of all, especially in wartime, rumor will
race when individuals distrust the news that reaches them. -

PEARL HARBOR RUMORS
In January and February, 1942, rumors of
fear deluged America. Their burden was always the same:
our losses during the Pearl Harbor raid were much greater
than the authorities admitted. Some versions claimed that
the entire Pacific Fleet had been sunk at Pearl Harbor on
" December 4; others that 1000 planes had been destroyed on
the ground that same day. It is now known that the full ex-
tent of the losses sustained at Pearl Harbor was not divulged
 in the first official reports, probably for reasons of military
. security, The stories grew out of the suspicion that such was
the case. Distrusting the news, the public had no secure
standards of evidence by which to check and control its
frightened imagination. So widespread and upsetting were
the tales that President Roosevelt felt it necessary to devote .
part of his fireside chat delivered on February 23, 1942, to

- arepudiation of these bogy rumors. Even then the President

“could not tell the whole story, but he did his best to allay the

~ fears of the pesple by divulging as much of the truth ashe .
could without endangering national security. What effect his . -

“assurances had we shall indicate shortly.

' First, let us apply our rumor formula to the Pearl Harbor =




4 o RUMOR IN WARTIME

stories. We find—as in all rumors—that although the incident
had great importance in the lives of the people, the news
pertaining to it was subjectively ambiguous. In this particu-
lar case the ambiguity arose out of three conditions operating
at the time: (1) Many people were profoundly distrustful of
the administration in Washington, of its erstwhile reforms,
of its interventionism, of its alphabetical agencies, and of its
“long-haired” experts.* (2) In general, people were uncertain
of the news. policies of the government in wartime. Even .
those who were not opposed to the administration did not

have full confidence in the official handling of news. In the

early days of the war, distrust may have had some justifica-

tion.? (3) Most of all, people’s lives had been profoundly

upset by the coming. of the war: families were disrupted,

plans altered, a dark and uncertain future loomed ahead.

More specifically, a great deal of fear was felt by citizens who

were not sure of our capacity to ward off bombing attacks or
even an invasion. To explain this fear it was necessary to find

a plausible cause. The one most readily at hand, most con-

crete, and most reasonable was the assumption that our de-
fensive forces were in fact almost totally destroyed. We were

virtually defenseless. Since no engagement other than Pearl

Harbor had occurred, it must have been at Pearl Harbor that

we were rendered helpless. It was easier to believe in con-

S That xumors reﬂecting‘miéconduct of the war were in fact believed more

readily by citizens who opposed the Roosevelt administration than by those

- who were friendly toward it is a fact established by a research conducted by.
-~ F. H. Allport and M. Lepkin (1945).

", -2'That a considerible distrust of official news dispatches existed throughout

the war is shown by a.scries of public opinion polls asking the question, “Do

- you: think the government is: giving the public as much information as it

- should about the war?” Three days after Pearl FHarbor only 68 percent of the

. people were:ready-to answer “yes”-to this question. The number answering

“yes” fluctuated throughout the war, never exceeding 4o percent, and going
‘down aslow ‘as g1 percent in March, 1944, (Dita supplied by the Office of

- Public Opinion Research, Princeton Upiversity.)
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crete, recent, dramatic causes rather than in the more distant,
less identifiable cause, i.e., our own failure to prepare for na-
tional defense. Thus a strong emotion accompanied by an
“effort after meaning” negated such news as was received.®

The need to rationalize post-Pear]l Harbor fears was strong
enough in many people to withstand the formal reassurances
of the Commander-in-Chief. Quite unexpectedly an experi-
mental opportunity was created by his fireside chat of Feb-
ruary 23, 1942. It so happened that on February 20 a group
of 200 undergraduate students had been asked the question,
“Do you believe that our losses at Pearl Harbor were greater,
much greater, the same, less, or much less than have been
officially stated?” The results in summary were:

Greater or much greater ........ 69 percent
Same orless ................... g1 percent

Then came the President’s talk to which the majority of
Americans listened. On February 25, an equivalent group of
200 students (the same group not being available) were asked
precisely the same question, and at-the same time were asked
whether they had heard or read the President’s speech.
Among those who were unfamiliar with his statement no

change in the percentages occurred. Among those who had

~read or heard the assurances, the results were:

Greater or much greater ......... 46 percent
Same or less . ....... ..o 54 percent

Here was an unusual opportumty to measure the effective-

ness of a solemn voice of authority speaking through the

3.0ne of the most important psychological sources of rumor spreading is
people’s desire to understand and simplify.the many complicated -events and
developments which follow each other, often with bewildering speed. Rumors
serve to make things simpler than they actually are. This striving for sim-
plicity and understanding we shall call “effort after meaning.””
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powerful medium of the radio in a time of crisis. If the ex-
periment is representative for the country as a whole (and
there is no reason to suppose that college students are atypical
in this matter), we may say that the President with a few re-
assuring words succeeded in changing the belief of 23 per-
cent of the citizens. From one point of view, this is a dramatic
achievement. To allay suspicion, to reduce fear, to obliterate
a defeatist belief among perhaps 20,000,000 citizens in so
short a time is a tribute to the prestige of the Pre51dent and
to the effectiveness of radio as a medium.

At the same time, the majority of those believing the
deleterious rumors kept on believing them, in spite of the
President’s best efforts. In these individuals, we must assume,
the subjective anxiety was so great, or their personal distrust
of Mr. Roosevelt so intense, that even news conveyed with the
highest voice of authority did not break the hold that the
rumor had over them. ‘ '

RUMORS AND NATIONAL MORALE
PearL HARBOR rumors, along with all other

rumors of excessive casualties, may be. classified as.fear (or
“bogy”’) rumors. To this group belongs a story circulated in
New England in 1g942. The kernel of fact was that a collier
had been sunk as a result of an accident near the Cape Cod
Canal. But so great was the anxiety of the New England
public that this accident became a fantastic tale of an Ameri-
- can ship being torpedoed with the loss of thousands of nurses

‘who were aboard her. The story had other versions equally
gruesome.*
- To the fear rumors belong also the stories of “basket cases.”
: ;A Woman it'was said, had IE(.CIVCd a War Department notifi-

4CE R. H Knapp (1944)
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cation to meet her returning soldier husband at the town
railroad station. She did so and, according to the story, the
husband was delivered to her in a basket Wth both arms and
both legs amputated.

This grim tale, made out of the whole cloth of macabre
fantasy, circulated widely in 1944. During the entire war,
there was but one case in which all four limbs suffered am-
putation. And the reality in this single case was very different
from the imagined helplessness of the victim and alleged
heartlessness of the War Department. The true facts are told
in an Associated Press story of August 12, 1945.°

ARMLESS, LEGLESS WAR VET GIVEN $60,000 IN CASH

M. Sgt. Frederic Hensel, only
soldier in this war to lose parts of

seemed insurmountable handicaps.
In tribute to his courage people

both arms and legs in combat, and
his wife, Jewell, received some
$60,000 in cash gifts today as they
celebrated their third wedding an-
niversary at the Army's Percy
Jones Hospital.
Hensel captured the public's
. admiration when he arrived here
from Okinawa five weeks ago and
announced he was going into the
chicken farm business despite what

from all over the country began
sending contributions to help him.
More than $26,920 received by the
Detroit Free Press and $25,000 by
the Chicago Herald and American

"were presented to the Hensels. Al

Greenberg, Louisville, Ky., busi-
nessman, said he had collected
nearly $4000 and direct contribu-
tions to the Hensels tota]ed more:

‘than $4000.

ThlS account makes no mention of the medical, prostheuc, :

and financial aid given by the government to rehabilitate th1s‘ .

~courageous (and far from helpless) veteran. i
Bogy rumors, especially in the early days of the war, were
somewhat more numerous than rumors of wishful thinking -
(“pipe dream” rumors). These latter usually took the form -
of predicting an early end to the war. Lloyds of London, it

5 Reprinted by permission of the Associated’ Press,
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“was said, was quoting odds of ten to one that the war would

end before Christmas (1942). An absurd little story was told
all over the country, to the effect that a certain fortuneteller
predicted that Hitler would be dead within six months,
The man to whom she made this prediction, the story ran,
seemed skeptical. But the seer persisted and added, “Yes,
Hitler will be dead in six months’ time, and that is just as-
certain as the fact that you will soon have a corpse in your
automobile.” Not long afterward, the tale continued, the
skeptical patron while out driving picked up an injured
man along the road to transport him to a hospital, but on
arriving found that the man had died in the car.

It seems odd that this bizarre bit of nonsense should have
been found interesting enough to merit widespread repeti-

- tion. The explanation lies partly in the importance of Hit-
ler’s possible death to the rumor spreaders, partly in: their
wish to believe in his early demise, partly in the subjective
ambiguity that surrounds the date of anyone’s death, and
partly .in the need to rationalize—to make plausible—the
wish itself. Plausibility is secured through devious logic to
the effect that if the fortuneteller was so successful in pre-
dicting the corpse in the car, presumably her clairvoyance
- respecting Hitler’s end was something to be trusted.

On the whole, wish rumors, with their characteristically -
optimistic coloring, were relatively few until the collapse of
Germany was imminent. During the month of April, 1945,
however, rumors of Hitler’s death and of the unconditional
surrender of Germany came in a mighty flood, aided near

“the end by the hair-trigger press and radio which “jumped
the gun” two or three days before the actual end.

In the case of these final peace rumors we are dealing
with a special phenomenon of rumor which we may call



RUMORS AND NATIONAL MORALE 9

the goal gradient effect (see p. 4%). Although sustained and
speeded by desire and by ambiguity of news, these peace
rumors were partly the product of simple expectancy. When
we are awaiting a piece of I‘:iews, it is easy for us to believe
it has arrived. How many people “think” they have heard
the telephone ring when they are momentarily awaiting a
call? ,

The goal gradient effect due to expectancy is illustrated in
the following editorial from the Boston Globe, September
6, 1944.* The account also calls attention to the fact that
rumors may have a “kernel of truth.” In this case gooo
Germans did surrender at Mons—but not the entire German
army! ‘

FALSE DAWN

A rumor starting from the Brus-
sels radio gave a false thrill to
many people yesterday because it
announced that the Germans had
capitulated. Two hours later a flat
denial came from Supreme Head-
quarters and there was an apology
from the station that had first sent
it out. The apparent origin was
the surrender of gooo German sol-
diers at Mons.

There will be other reports that
the Germans have given up, but
it may be a considerable time be-
fore the real unconditional sur-

render is announced to an ex-
pectant world. It is quite possible
that some of the ill-founded ru-
mors will have even less. to sup-
port them than that of yesterday.
The Germans are being beaten,
but nobody knows how long a
substantial force will stick it out,
continuing to fight.

Meanwhile the rest of us,.civil- -
ians as well as those in uniform,
will do our parts by carrying on
without paying attention to the
tales * that fly about, ' pleasing
though they may be. '

Fear rumors, like wish rumors, had an important effect

on home-front morale during the war. The former, alarm-
ing in character, tended to inhibit one’s confidence in the -
- successful outcome of his own war efforts. Engendermg need

6 Reprinted by pexmlssmn of the Boston Globe.
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~ less anxiety, they sometimes led to a defeatist point of view,

Wish rumors, on the other hand, with their Pollyanna
optimism, sometimes led to a.debilitating complacency.
The readiness with which people “let down” at the receipt
of good news is shown by the falling off of blood donations
after the news of important Allied victories. Whenever peo-
ple believed rumors of impending success or the approaching
end of the war, they tended to slacken their efforts and re-
duce their sacrifices.

‘ Important as are the consequences of fear and wish rumors

~for national morale, they are relatively slight compared with
the effects of the third, and Iargest, class of wartime rumors,
stories reflecting hate and hostility—"“wedge drivers.”

Table 1, prepared by R. H. Knapp (1944), gives a per-
centage distribution of 1000 rumors collected from all over
the United States during the summer of 1942.”

Knapp’s analysis indicates that approximately two-thirds
of all rumors current in 1942 were hostile in their intent and ‘
divisive in their effects. About 9.3 percent were anti-Semitic,
.1 percent anti-Negro, 21.4 percent anti-Administration,
19.6 percent anti-Army or Navy. Complaints and accusations
~were directed in an unceasing stream against groups of fel-
low-Americans, all of whom were, in truth, making sacri-
fices-to' win a common ivar. The effect of these stories could
- be only ha¥rmful to national unity at a time of crisis. Victims
of the stories grew embittered, and suspicion and recrimina-
tion became common Just at a time when they could least
. be tolerated :

7 This’ table is based on reports from every state in the union received in
Tesponse: to a request printed. at the end of a story.in The Reader’s Digest,

" September, 1942, entitled, “Boston ‘Makes War on Rumor.” It'is repnnted

. 'here by permlsswn of: the Public. Opinion Quarterly,
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The Navy (reasons unexplained) has dumped three
carloads of coffee into New York Harbor.

The Army wastes whole sides of beef.

The Russians get most of our butter and Just use
it for greasing their guns. -

The President is Jewish.

The Red Cross charges the boys in Iceland outrageous
prices for the sweaters knit at home.

The Jews are evading the draft.

The Negroes are forming Eleanor Clubs, in which
they assemble guns and ice picks for a charge upon the
Capitol.

These are only a few of the monstrosities current early
in the war. With variations they were heard throughout the
war, and their descendants are heard even today.

Do fear, wish, and hate stories really exhaust the supply
of wartime rumor as our discussion and as Table 1 imply?
Not quite.  There is in addition a small group of rumors
that are unclassifiable. These are largely of pseudo-news

“variety, and most of them might be called curzoszty TUMOIS.
A few samples follow:

The Queen Mary sailed yesterday with %000 troops.
They say schools may close so children can assist with
the harvesting.
I heard they're planmng to buﬂd a big army camp
~over near Middletown. :

It is probable that rumors of this order were much. more
common than Table 1 indicates. It may be that the rumor
‘reporters did not think them “hot” enough to submit.
Nor are they particularly significant for morale unless, of

course, they imply a vmlatlon of the security of informa- b

. tion (see p. 16).
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TABLE 1

CLASSIFICATION OF 1000 Rumors REPORTED FroM ALL Parts
or THE CountrRY DURING THE SUMMER OF 1942

(Each entry in the table represents the percentage that a given
type of rumor constituted of the total regional sample.)

New ]ixtt-ic Mid- Far
U.S.A.| Eng- South| dle W
land Sea- West | ' ¢
board
Wedge-driving Rumors (Total). ... ... 65.9 | 63.2 | 62.0 | 61.6 | 72.5 | 67.8
Anti-Semjtic ‘
Draftevasion.....oocovene... 3.6 7.2 6.6 9 3.2 11
Others......... PN 571 6.4 7.0 4.2 4.6 6.9
Total, .o viiiiieiiiiianenn. 9.3|13.6 1 13.5| 5.2 7.7| 8.0
Anti-British. ... .o ovi ool 731 9.6 9.4| 5.2| 7.0/ 5.8
Anti-Administration
Roosevelt personal. ..o, o 0s 3.1 2.4 | 2.0] 3.3 6.3
Salvage and rationing.......... 6.1 o] 3.5| 8.9 6.71 6.9
"War bonds and savings unsafe...| 3.7 | 1.6 | 2.7 1.4 6.0 5.8
Selective service: grievances, :
abuses. ...t 22 2.4 8] 1.8 4.2 1.6
Graft, waste, inefficiency, acci-
dents: vt 4.4 321 2.0 471 5.31 6.9
Total,...v.ioivinnaiiioe, 21.4 | 13.6 | 10.9 | 20.2 | 28.4 | 22.3
Anti-Negro..... el v e 3.1 B 2.3 85| 2.1 1.1
Anti-Army and Navy '
Government leaders incompetent| 3.1 | 1.6 | 2.0 2.3 | 4.2 | 4.8
Abuses of soldiers and sailors....| 6.7 | 8.8 9.8 2.6 56| 4.2
Drunkenness and immorality....| 2.6 | 1.6 [ 2.7 | 2.8 ] 1.8 4.2
Supplies, equipment: no good, :
lacking: .. vuuiviiuninn, 60| a0 | 41| 751 7.0 5.3
Supplies, - equipment: wasted, .
misused., ... .. Vedaash 2.1 | 2.4 | 1.2) 281 1,84 3.2
o Totall e sy, ., cee il 19.6°] 17.6 | 20.7 | 21.2 | 20.3 | 20,7
Anti-Red Cross.. . coveniiiiaan. 2,21 4.8 | 2.3 52,8 | 1.6
Anti-labor. .o 000 R 1.6 .8 4 s 1.8 4.8
Anti-business, .1 v 2.3 L6 2.3 05| 2.5 ] 4.8
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TasiLe 1 (Continued)

CrassiFicaTioN oF 1000 RuMors RerorTED FrROM ALL Parts
or THE CounTRy DURING THE SUMMER OF 1942

(Each entry in the table represents the percentage that a given
type of rumor constituted of the total regional sample.)

New l'itt-ic Mid. Far
U.S.A.| Eng- fS South| dle W
land | > West | o5t
board
Fear Rumors (Total) .. ............. 25.4 | 28.2 | 26.9 | 33.8 | 20.3 | 19.6 :
In armed forces
Suicides, . e .6 1.2 v, [ I .. o
Insanity....o.ooveiniennvnnnnn, 1.0 81 1.4 1.8 .5
Plagues and epidemics.......... 1.2 | 2.0 2.3 4| 1.1
Excessive casualties............ 5.1 9.6 9.9 2.8 4.6 .5
Totalivovvvvvun i, 80| 9.6 12,0 6.6 7.7] 2.1
Fifth-column activities
“Bread and submarine” story...| 2.0] . 1.6 | 1.6 | 6.1 -4 .5
Supplying the enemy........... 70 24 4] 1.4 .. .5
Spy activity, sabotage.......... 4.2 6.41 20| 8.5 3.5 2.1
1) A 6.9 10.4] 3.9136,0 3.9]| 3.2
Atrocities
“Tongue and stamp” story...... 3.7 1.6 3.8] 6.0} 3.
Others. oo vveiven il 1.0 1.6 8 9| 1.1 1.6
Total. ..o vvrv v ioiannas, 4.8 1 2.3 47| 7.0] 7.4
Unrevealed enemy action : ‘ : ‘
Sécret weapon or plans. .. ...\ .. 1.2 .8 B4 14| 1.6
Shipping losses., ......... ... 1.0 8] 1.2} 2.8 o] b
Unrevealed enemy activities. ..., 33| 5.6 5.9| 2.3 4| 4.2
Total......ooooo i i 5.70 7.2 .81 6.6 1.8] 6.9
Pipe-dream Rumors (Total)......... 2.0| 2.4| 3.9 1.4 1.6 |
Peace rumots..oooiiiviveviiia. .6 81 2.0 .. cia ¢
“Corpse in cat™. . ... oiivine. I B .8 A AN
Enemy sub washed up, destroyed ..[ .6 .8 .4 9| i 1.1
VICtory FUMOLS, « vvvsss e orvss .5 .8 .8 3 R .5
Miscellaneous Rumors (Total). .. . ... 6.7 5.6 7.8 3.8} 6.0/ 11.6 ‘
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RUMOR DEFENSE
It is small wonder that government offi-

cials and patriotic citizens became alarmed at the potential
damage of rumor to home-front morale. Though they be-
lieved that rumor mongering was somehow a natural and
inevitable symptom of wartime jitters, they did not know
how far it might go in breeding defeatism, apathy, or in-
‘ternal disruption within the nation.

One wartime study in the spread and acceptance of rumor
was conducted by Ruch and Young (1942). Certain state-
ments from the Axis broadcasts were circulated, such as
“More than goo draftees recently deserted from Fort Dix
in New Jersey.” A “circulation index” was computed for
each Axis rumor. In New York this index (i.e., the per-
centage of people interviewed who had heard the rumor)
was 8 percent, in Boston j14 percent. Nearly 23 percent
of the total sample had heard at least. one of the rumors.
Did they believe them? An “acceptance index” was com-
- puted by asking whether the subject thought a rumor true
~ (whether or not he had ever heard it previously). The
- average acceptance in New York City was 9.4 percent, in
Boston 3.8 percent. It turned out that both circulation and
acceptance were greater among poorer people than among
- the more prosperous, among those over forty-five than
- among younger persons, and among Jews than among non-
Jews. The rumor proneness of the Jews in this investiga-
tion is probably to be explained by the fact that the rumors
‘were chiefly of the “bogy” variety, easﬂy assimilated to the
insecurity and apprehenswns of many Jews in the early days
of the war.. ‘

Govemment agenmes w1th thelr Wldespread 1ntake of
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_public opinion from all over the country were aware of
the spread of damaging rumors, but what action to take was
a perplexing problem to them. On one occasion, we have
seen, the President himself took to the radio to dkeny a
specific rumor. Again, later in the war, he referred explicitly
to rumors reflecting racial and religious animosity and at-
tempted to discourage their circulation. Divide and Conquer
and other publications of the short-lived Office of Facts and
Figures were antidotes to rumor, and for a short time the
Office of War Information assigned one of its units to rumor
control, with Mr. Leo Rosten in charge.

The philosophy of this agency was somewhat different
from that underlying the privately organized “rumor clinics,”
whose story we shall shortly tell. The clinics concentrated
their effort upon the refutation of false stories. The OWI,
on the other hand, pinned its faith on the formula, “Rumor
flies in the absence of news,” and centered its energy upon
‘improving the quality of news releases and increasing the
confidence of the publi¢ in them. Although the OWI ex-
pressed doubt about the wisdom of repeating rumors for
the purpose of refuting them, it réfrained from interfering

~with the operation of the popular newspaper rumor clinics.

The OWT's philosophy held that to smother a rumor with
facts is better than to single it out for disproof, lest in the

~process it become unduly advertised. The rumor clinic
philosophy leaned in the opposite direction. People won't -

* see the relevance of facts unless it is pointed out to them.

' Name the rumor and pound it hard was the policy. Both
- agencies perhaps erred in placing too much: faith in facts ,

-and logic. Information and argument are seldom sufﬁaent
. to obliterate rumors that feed upon fears and hates. When

-an‘antx—Semue charges that the Jews are evading the draft,
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and is then confronted with irrefutable facts proving that
Jews are represented in the armed services fully in propor-
“tion to their numbers in the general population, what does
he do? He shifts his rumor (not his hostility), and now says,
“Yeah, but they hold all the cushion jobs in the Army.”
Since it is impossible to determine who had the “‘easy” jobs

 and who had the “tough” ones in the Army, refutation is

_no longer possible, even if it were profitable. It takes more -

than correct information and logic to silence the tongue of

_a motivated rumor spreader. But in a democracy (unlike a
totalitarian state) all agencies, governmental or private, are .
duty bound to make a maximum appeal to the rational
capacities of all citizens.

By and large the information agencies of the government
used ‘an indirect attack upon the problem of rumor. Rele-
vant facts were issued. The cause of national unity was
pleaded in poster and pamphlet. Undercover investigations
- by the Federal Bureau of Investigation and by the intelli-
gence branches of the Army and Navy pursued the trails
of particularly venomous rumors. :

© Most of the effort that the OWI devoted to rumot was con-
: cerned with a Very spec1al aspect of the “problem, namely,

“security of mformatmn Many arresting posters of the type
shown in Figure 1 were produced and distributed. Newspaper
~and radio cooperation was secured. Eloquent slogans were -
~invented, perhaps the most striking being “Zip Your Lip and -
~ Save a Shlp Loose talk diminished. Many observers ex- -

s ;pressed surprise at the way in which an essentially unregi-

‘mented people learned to guard war secrets. Our ability
* to do so becamie a matter for national pr1de, as the following
i NEws: story from the Boston Globe of August 9, 1945, 1nd1-
3 ‘cates ¢ :

8Reprmted by permxssxon of the Boston Globe and the Associated Press -
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Fig. 1. Typical security-of-information posters (OWI).
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HOW BEST-KEPT SECRET OF THE WAR WAS KEPT

Byron. Price, Director of Censor-
ship, says. the long work on the
“atomic - bomb was “the  best-kept
single secret of the war.
 For keeping the secret he gives
special ‘praise to the newspapers,
magazines,
bookpublishers. ‘Says. Price:

*The secrecy results obtained by
the newspapers and broadcasters

- should be sufficient answer to any-

one who thinks voluntary censor-
ship’ cannot work.”

These groups. accepted at ‘war’s
start, voluntarily, -a  censorship
code, They agreed not to publish
or broadcast anything to hurt the
war eflort.

All censorship during the war,
under Price’s direction, has been
on that voluntary basis. It.con-
tinues. that way.

About ' 20,000 news outlets—
11,000 weekly newspapers, 2000
dailies, and thousands of radio sta~

 tions, magazines, religious organs,

trade - publications, college jour:
nals, and book publishers—were
asked:

Not to pubhsh or. broadcast
about ‘new or secret military
weapons . . . experiments.”

This tequest was. followed. It
resulted in silence on a mumber
of experiments, such asradar, and
particilarly -about the atomic ex-
periments, -although " at that: time
not too many people kiew about
that,. . -

Then it was decided to build

“large  plants—two - in . Tennessee

and one in the staté of Washixig—
ton—to. carry out the work the
scientists were devising,.

This meant hiring 125,000 plant

workers,  numberless  contractors

and . subcontractors around. ‘the .
country, .and obtalmng the help .

of some universities.
So in - June, 1948, Price’s office
sent out a confidential riote to its

whole list of 20,000 news outlets,

This note said:

“You are asked mot to publlsh
or “broadcast. any information
whatever . regarding war experi-
ments involving:

“Production or utilization of
atom smashing, - atomic energy,
atomic fission, atomic splitting, or
any. of their equivalents.

*“The use for military purposes
of radium or radioactive materials,
heavy. water, - high voltage = dis-
charges; eqiipment, cycIotrons.

“The following elements or any
of their .compounds: polonium,

uranium, ytterbium, hafnium, pro:

tactinium,. radium, rheénium, tho-
rium, deuteuum < :

By surrounding uramum——the ‘
‘heart of the atomic experiments—

with those ‘of other elements, all’
legitimate although funny’sound-
ing, direct atténtion on uranium
was avoided.

About 250 newspapers and radio
statmns—m the -area around - the
experimental plants in Tennessee
and Washmgton and: around a’
testing: ground in New Mexico—
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received special requests from |though thousands of people won-

Price’s office to avoid speculation | dered what was happening and

on the work being done there. some others may have guessed—
So .all over the country—al-|the secret was kept.

Although the campaign for security of information was
undoubtedly a success, it was found not to be easy to design
methods for combating the less definable and more insidious
types of rumor that are subtly divisive and enervating in
character.

The bestknown attempt was the rumor clinic. Credit
for initiating this journalistic weapon of defense belongs to
Mr. W. G. Gavin of the Boston Herald-Traveler, who be-
tween March, 1942, and December, 1943, edited a weekly
feature with the aid of local psychologists and other public-
spirited citizens. The idea caught on and was imitated in
more than 4o newspapers and a number of magazines in
‘the United States and Canada. Often the rumors nailed were
simple in type and the replies brief. Occasionally, however,
‘as the following samples show, a psychologist wrote the
column, attempting to popularize some fragments of the
professional knowledge necessary to an adequate under-
standing of the more complex and insidious rumors. The
~ first example is shghtly condensed from the Syracuse Post-
Standard.® :

THE RUMOR CLINIC

CHIVALRY TOWARD WACS
Today’s clinic in charge of the Professor of Political
Psychology at the University of Syracuse

~Few items of subversive ‘gossip | which. are now circulating about
have given your Rumor Clinic|the ' WAGCs. Here are some. exam-

o . more dismay than the false rumors Pples: RUMOR: "Over 500 WACGs '

' 9Repr1nted by permlssmn of 'the’ Syracuse Post~Standar{l
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have been discharged from the
service because of illegitimate
pregnancy.” RUMOR: “so00 preg-
nant WAGs have been rcturned
from North Africa.”” RUMOR:
“General Eisenhower says the
WAGs are his greatest source of
trouble and are of no value to
him.” There is, of course, not the
slightest shred of evidence to sup-
port such tales as these,

The rumor concerning = the
WAGs in North Africa is false, for
one thing, because it is a mathe-
matical impossibility. The entire
number of WAC:s stationed in this
war theater- is considerably less
than goo. (The exact number is a
military secret.) As for what Gen-
eral. Eisenhower really said, we
have it on record that he consid-
ers the WAGs a highly superior
organization and wishes that -he
had more of them in North Africa.

The next time you hear rumors
of this kind, ask the one who.tells
them how'many cases of WAG de-
linquency he knows about by di-
rect and reliable evidence.. Then
agsk him how many WAGCs he ac-
tually knows. You: will be con-
vinced by such inquiries that these
rumors, which tar an entire service
organization, are just-another case
of ‘imagination, hearsay,” or . of
jumping. to. conclusions.

Rumor of wholesale WAC im-
morality are absurd upon  their
face and are refuted both by the
facts and by their own lack of
logic. Yet strangely ‘enough, they
are “widespread and increasingly
malicious. Something ‘must - be
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radically wrong with our Ameri-
can standards of chivalry, to say
nothing of our intelligence.

Not Stopped. by Facts

These WAGC rumors, unlike
many others, are not stopped by
the thoughtful presentation of
facts. The trouble lies deeper; it
goes down into our own inner
emotions, and is based upon
things which most of us carry
around inside of us without being
aware of it. Objective evidence
will not cure it; we must have in-
sight into ourselves.

We human beings are complex
creatures. A good deal of the time
we are disturbed about something,
but we do not know just what is
bothering us. Tho grown up, we
are in some ways still like babies,
who are frightened, frustrated,
pained, or restless, but don’t know
what it is all about.

There is a special reason, how-
ever, why we grown-ups cannot
always be -clear abhout our own
inner feelings. ‘‘Society” makes de-
mands upon us. We want to stand
high in other people’s estimation,
and also in our own. Many of the
perfectly mnatural: feelings which
we have ‘we are ashamed. to recog-.
nize ot to admit even to ourselves;

This attitude. (which is .called
“repression”) makes ‘us inclined to
imagine or to exaggerate the pres-
ence of these very tendencies in
others. We think- that:the trouble
lies in someone else—not in uvs, We
do not like to admit, for example,
that we are afraid; and we some- -
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times do violent things and make
sweeping accusations to cover up
this fact, Witness the cruelties per-
petrated and “justified” by tyran-
nical leaders when they are put on
the defensive.

We do not like to admit that
we are narrow-minded, preju-
diced, or selfish. If, therefore, we
can outwardly blame some group

' to which we are hostile for alleged
acts of selfishness, we can' thus di-
vert attention from our own inner
prejudice against this group, and
at the same time we can overlook
the selfishness which-lies within
ourselves, We do not like to recog-
nize that we have defects or in-
feriorities. And so, if we can point
out imperfections in - others, it
helps our own seclf-esteem. Many
of us are ashamed or afraid of our
own impulses; and that may lead
to accusations of irregularities in
others,

-Real Cause Found
Instead. of admitting these na-
‘tural human qualities in ourselves,
many of us tend to shut them up
in forbidden compartments of the
mind, We just pretend that they
are: not there. We keep the “front
- parlor” of ‘our minds open for our
conscious  use; but we have- our
secret “back-hall closet” which we
do not like to enter.. We receive
our respectable callers by the front
stairs; but the back stairs are re-
served for an entrance to this for-

bidden closet. '
Right here we find the real ex-
. planation for many of the false
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rumors -of hate and prejudice, the
“anti’” rumors, which drive wedges
between us and our fellow Ameri-
cans, It is not the true outer facts
which drive us to distrust and
smear certain groups of our fel-
low-citizens, but the feelings which
we have cooped up in the back-
hall closets of our own minds. Up
the backstairs come rumors of the
short-comings or  immorality . of
others. They play upon our fears
and the insecurities we feel about
ourselves. But we keep, the whole
mess- out of the front parlor.
Without realizing it we refuse
to believe that we have any such
weakness; we believe, instead,
what the rumor-monger says about
someone else. We “‘project” upon
some: relatively -innocent victim
the things which we don't like in
ourselves. And, to make ourselves
feel still more sacure, we join in
the same hue and cry against the
victim. We pass the rumor on.
Sometimes we even embellish it
" Here is something that is even
stranger, but equally true. If we
have some kind of desire: which
we think is bad or dangerous, and
so keep it shut in our back closet,
we do not kill the desire, We have
shut it out of the parlor; but that
does not mean that it is not going
to be indulged or satisfied. On thé
contrary, every bit of “juicy” gos-
sip we hear helps to “feed” it

Our Impulses Res‘ponsible‘
In short, we can ‘enjoy these for-
bidden -pleasures, at least .in im-
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agination, so long as we keep them
out of the front parlor. In fact,
shutting the closet door gives us a
better opportunity to enjoy them.
This is true so long as we are not
clearly aware of the impulse which
we are thus indulging. If we
should suddenly start to become
aware of it, we are likely to be-
come frightened. We may then
find some scapegoat to “project”
it on, and become “righteously”
indignant at somebody else.
- We can then say that the Brit-
ish, the Russians, the Jews or other
groups are secretly getting what
they want out of the war—we have
no feeling about it except the most
- noble kind of patriotism. We can
say—"“Those horrible, immoral
WAGs!—how different - they are
from sober respectable people like
us, who are not sex-minded.” But
if we have shut our sex life in the
back-hall closet, the chances are io
to one that we are getting secret
enjoyment in contemplating these
“terrible practices” of the: WACs
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—in believing them, and in talking
about them.

Need to Understand
Slanderous rumors, which divide
Americans against one another,
are not made merely by incidents,
nor by the false and careless
words; nor by Axis agents; they
are a part of the stuff which is in-
side those who listen to them.
When we learn to know ourselves
we no longer ‘enjoy such back-
stairs gossip, nor are we shocked
by it. We do ‘not pass it on to
others as something spicy or.dra-
matic. Since we understand what
it comes from inside those who

tell it, we do not believe it.
Every American, thru seif
knowledge, can play this part in
the stopping of dangerous, wedge-
driving rumors. Fach one of us
can help to uphold the honor and
dignity of our women'’s army corps
—to protect these loyal women of
America from the back-hall closets
of the human mind, Will you do

your part? ‘

: The second example is reprinted from the Boston Sunday

Herald, July 18, 1943.%°

THE RUMOR CLINIC

- Today we consider a composite
rumor.. Some part. of it you 've
surely heard.

RUMOR: Some minority group
(Negro),  (Jew),
other) is not loyal to America, but

(Catholic) ~(or

is (planning a riot), (plotting to
get control of -the government),
(evading military service).

Fact: Not one shred of tenable.
evidence has: ever been ‘produced
to justify any one of these slanders

10 Reprinted by permission of the Boston Sunday Herald.
: A
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against special groups of our fel-
low-countrymen, Such rumors are
bigoted and treacherous lies.
dAnalysis: Even. though' they are
totally unsupported by evidence,
these morale-shattering stories are
50 common that there must be
some mental quirks that account
for their spread. We have asked
a psychologist to explain why to-
day, ]ust when Americans need
most to_join hands, many of them
instead are busy spreading hate-
rumors against  their fellow-citi-
zens. The Chairman of Harvard’s
Department of Psychology answers
some important questions. His re-
plies reveal the unsavory situation
that makes us prey to racial and
religious slanders. '

Q.~Are racial rumors really
dangerous?

A.~Of all the rumors now loose
in America, racial rumors are the
MOST DANGERQUS. A spreader
of racial rumors can do more dam-
age'than a saboteur who blows up
a factory.  The Detroit slanderers,
for example, not only lost’ count-
less hours from the war industries,
butthey roused mobs that behaved

“like the most  bestial of Nazis.
~Worst of all, they embittered the
lives of one-tenth of our popula-
tion, lessening their faith in Amer-
“ican. democracy and fair-play. If
. there. are . many more “such -ingi-
* dents, we may lose the war (and
"deserve -to). - Hitler's only. hope
now is civil disunity in the Unlted
States.
Q-—Why do some people have
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racial hates and mdulge in racial
slander?

A—The answer is not simple,
Perhaps the basic reason -is. that
the racial-gossip feels insecure in
his job or deprived of the good
things of life. He develops a deep-
seated anger. Oddly enough, he
doesn’t know exactly what he is so
angry about or whom to blame.
Hence he picks out some more or
less innocent bystander and “lets
go.” He may pick out his wife or
children, or even the family cat.
Race-haters are those insecure folk
who pick out some strange-looking
group of people who, because of
different religion or color, are con-
spicuous, They vent their aggres-
sion against these innocent. mor-
tals who have the misfortune to
have “high visibility.” For exam-
ple, we may safely say that: Ne-
groes ave seldom, if ever, the cause
of Negro-hate; the cause lies in
the economic, family or personal
tangles of the hater himself. -

Q.~Why is it that racial rumors
flourish in wartimer ;

A.—The principal reason is that
we. suffer more  confusion and
more irritations, Instead of: put--
ting the blame for our jitters
where ‘it belongs—on the enemy-—
we pick ‘out a nearer victim whom
we see daily. “Things seem strange
and uncertain to'us, s0 our tabloid .
mentality tells us that the “strange -
and  uncertain” group  that" lives
across the tracks must be to blame,

Q—-—Does everyone who spreads
racial rumors”feel, consciously ‘or
unconsciously, insecurity ot guilt?.
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A.—Not all. The ring leaders
undoubtedly do, and some of them
are first-class paranoiacs. But other
people may be merely the sheep
that follow. They like to conform,
and they gain a perverted feeling
of security by joining the perse-
cutors. Their egos get inflated
when they ally themselves with the
“whiter,” “more Christian,” “bet-
ter” group, forgetting that in so
doing they are prigs for consider-
ing - themselves better than the
other fellow, and cowards for at-
tacking a smaller and more de-
fenseless group,

Q.—How, in your opinion, can
scapegoating be controlled in this
country? ,

A.~In various ways. First, both
adults- and children should be
taught the truth regarding racial
differences (which are few and
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negligible), and they should be
taught the simple psychology of
scapegoating I have attempted to
outline. Then, we, should let our-
selves learn the good traits of our
neighbors across the tracks. The
casualty list is an answer to the
question: Who is a loyal Ameri-
can? For a real cure, however, we
shall have to - provide plenty of
economic and educational oppor-
tunity for all Americans so that
no one group will be tempted to
blame another for its frustrations.
Finally, we must demand laws pro-
tecting the rights of minorities and
Jaws against racial slander, as well
as police vigilance in enforcing
these laws, Especially in these diffi-
cult days police must be alert, re-
assuring, and impartial in dealing
with our many mixed populations.

Magazines of wide circulation gave considerable - addi-

~ tional publicity to the purposes of the rumor clinics and

through feature stories helped make the public temporarily
~ “rumor conscious.” Rumor clinics required channels of con-
tinuous intake. Most of the clinics invited their readers to

become " “rumor reportérs," and interested readers became -

 their principal source of supply. In certain centers a Divi-
sion of Propaganda Analysis or some similar bureau was
established under the local or state Committee of Public
‘Safety. In some localities air-raid officers or other individuals

selected as “rumor wardens” were solicited once a month
- to report the crop of stories they had heard currently in-
their neighborhoods. Bartenders, taxi drivers, and barbers -

- sometimes turned out to be fertile reporters,
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There proved to be; however, certain serious drawbacks
in using untrained citizens as rumor wardens, or rumor re-
porters. For one thing, many people have an aversion to
“snooping” in any form. Even though this commendable
abhorrence would scarcely seem to apply to reporting where
the name of the rumor spreader is not asked for, still the
aura of tale bearing somehow persists, and many people find
the assignment unpleasant. More serious, it was discovered
~ that few untrained people are able to recognize, write down,

and transmit a rumor when they hear one. Particularly if
people think what they hear is “true” they are disinclined
to call it a rumor. On the other hand, well-documented
truth may thoughtlessly be branded as rumor or propaganda
when the fact is unpalatable to the listener. Finally, it takes
considerable initiative and self-discipline to participate con-
tinuously in rumor defense after the first flush of novelty is
gone. Yet, in spite of these difficulties, many who- partici-
- pated in rumor-control work not only felt a satisfaction in
- their contribution to morale building but themselves learned

.to avoid irresponsible goss1p

In the course of experlence with rumor chmcs, psychol-
ogists learned to recognize the pitfalls. A badly run column
could do more harm than good. Thus it became necessary
to devise standards for the establishment and conduct of
clinics. In the Appendix are reprinted the standards ob-
served and widely distributed by the Boston Herald-Traveler
Rumor Clinic and its collaborating agency, the Committee
* - on Propaganda Analysis of the Massachusetts Committee on

- Public Safety. They were devised principally by R. H.
Knapp, who at that time was director of the Committee on
E Propaganda Analysis,

- Four questions are commonly asked concerning the work
of the clinics: (1) Did they not run the risk of spreading
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false stories? (2) Did they actually prevent rumor spreading?
(3) Why did they rapidly diminish in number after 1943?
(4) Were the stories reported ever traced to a source in Axis
agents?

. In nailing a rumor did the clinics inadvertently spread
it? So far as printed columns are concerned, it seems unlikely
that the vivid context of negation, ridicule, and shame in
which each printed rumor was set could be overlooked by
the reader. The columns were read by the more rational
portion of the population, whose motives were basically
patriotic, and whose minds were potentially critical of propa-
ganda provided they were given aid in recognizing it. The
columns were educational in intent and form. No rumor
was cited except in a context of rebuttal, Each printed story
was clearly labeled “a phony,” ‘“sucker bait,” “food for
propageese.” There was always an objective analysis of the
rumor or a factual refutation to catch the eye. In short,
when adequate standards are observed in the handling of
rumor, it seems safe to say that unwanted credibility can
scarcely result. The precautions needed, as the Appendix
indicates, include, besides a vivid context of negation and
authoritative rebuttal, attention to typography and style. It
is well, for example, not to print the rumor in boldface,
and even more important to destroy the rhythm and slogan-
like quality of some of the more scurrilous jingles and witti-
cisms.

Concerning rumor clinics on the air, the situation is dlf—
ferent. A source of danger lies in the dial-twisting habit of
the American public. A listener may tune in after the intro-
duction of the program and off before hearing the refuta-
tion. Although there were many potential commercial spon-
sors for radio rumor clinics, all authorities, ‘psychologists
and OWI officials alike, discouraged their development.
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One experiment, conducted for the OWI, showed that
this negative attitude was sound. Experimental rumor pro-
grams were privately presented to typical audiences of men
and women. An analysis of their reactions showed certain
unsatisfactory trends. For one thing, the listeners were not
very successful in recalling the refutations heard on the air.
Even for the rumors which they disbelieved at the begin-
ning, they could recall only one out of every three refuta-
tions. Of the rumors broadcast in this experiment, 70 percent
had never previously been heard by members of the audi-
ences, or else had already been rejected by them as false.
Of the remaining go percent (already heard and believed),
14 percent were still considered to be true or possibly true
even after they had been exposed on the air. (It is note-
worthy, however, that half of the rumors prevmusly believed
were successfully scotched.)

On the whole, the experimenters reached an unfavorable
judgment of radio rumor clinics. Many more rumors, they
believed, were planted than were properly debunked. With-
out further experimentation this conclusion cannot be said
to apply to printed rumor columns. For we know that diffi-
~cult and controversial material is better understood when

~ presented to the eye than to the ear.** But so far as radio
rumor clinics are concerned, thie experimenter’s conclusions

- seem to confirm the common-sense view that they are unwise.
This conclusion does not mean that the radio cannot play

its part in rumor control. Far from it. Generalized programs
con rumor may be both entertaining and instructive. A play-

let, “How the Story Spread,” ‘was successfully dramatized

_for radio, and many other variations of the same theme were

~employed to impress their general moral upon the radio

 uH. Cantril ‘and G: W. Allport (1935), Chap. g
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public. It is only the specific, current, damaging rumor that
must be excluded from broadcasting.

2. Did rumor-clinic columns cut down rumor spreading?
Their sponsors would like to think so, but it is hard to ob-
tain conclusive evidence. The problem of evaluating any
educational or propaganda campaign is a perplexing one.
Does the study of Latin do any good? Does social work do
any good? Did Nazi propaganda have any profound effects
in this country? Did rumor clinics help to diminish rumor?
* Such questions are hard to answer with finality.

There are only two lines of evidence at hand, and so far
as they go, both are favorable to rumor clinics. In cities
where these columns flourished it was clear that the public
became rumor conscious. Conversations often contained some
good-natured mention of the matter. Upon hearing a rumor,
the listener might say, ““That’s a good one. I must send it
to the rumor clinic.” Innumerable incidents of this sort indi-
cate that a certain kind of generalized immunity was a by-
product of the clinic’s effort. _

Only one experimental attempt was made to test out the
rumor immunity of clinic readers.*® In the city of Syracuse,
a representative section of the population was interviewed
regarding its belief in certain current stories dealing with
waste and special pr1v1lege supposedly characteristic of local
OPA officials. In the course of the investigation, it was found
that those who were regular readers of the Post-Standard
clinic believed these rumors less than the nonreaders by
6.5 percent. When regular and occasional readers were com-
bined, they showed a 4.4 percent greater immunity. Though
the differences are not large (and may be affected by educa-
‘tional level), they nevertheless take on significance when it

12F H; Allport and M.. Lepkin (1945).
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is pointed out that only about 27 percent of the population
accepted the rumors in the first place. Hence the actual
difference in credulity among regular readers was 2§ percent
_as compared with nonreaders.

~Assuming that the clinics produced a certain degree of

generalized immunity, did they perhaps go too far and en-
gender an attitude of suspiciousness toward all news? We
recall that something of this sort seemed to happen after
World War L. The public became so propaganda conscious
that it spied a propagandist behind every bush and under
every bed. This resistance extended into World War II to
such a degree that even the most perfectly authenticated
reports on concentration camps and other Nazi atrocities
were rejected by many as inventions of propagandists. There
is no evidence that rumor clinics had any comparable effect.
The essential technique of the clinics was to offset rumor
by news, to check irresponsible tales by fact. The public
was helped in keeping this distinction in mind. Even if in
a few cases a slight hypertrophy of rumor consciousness de-
veloped, the resulting skepticism was probably the lesser
of two evils compared to the detrimental effects of over-
credulity.

8. Why did rumor chmcs decline after 19437 There was
no syndication of the columns. Each was run independently
according to local needs and the pattern of the sponsoring
newspaper. In some cases editors found it too complex and
too time-consuming a feature to maintain; others lost interest
or found that the number of rumor reporters dropped.
Most agreed that the crop' of rumors declined after 1943.
As the danger of defeat gradually vanished, jitters subsided,
and as people became busier at war jobs, they grew less
rumor prone. It is only in times of crisis and confusion

that importance and ambiguity are high. As the war effort
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succeeded and as confusion waned, the tide of rumor cor-
respondingly subsided.

4. Were some of the most damaging rumors planted by
Axis agents? It is always difficult, and uvsually impossible,
to track a rumor to its source. Civilian sleuths land them-
selves in trouble, for in attempting to trace the chain of
rumor they deal with resistant personalities at every step.
The Federal Bureau of Investigation traced an occasional
‘harmful story to its source, but the source was often found
to be innocent enough, for the original tale was frequently
mild and even truthful compared- with the later distor-
tions and accretions that occurred.

It is unlikely that any Axis “rumor factory” existed in
this country. However, the “line” of the Axis short-wave
radio and the nature of current rumors corresponded closely.
Dark hints of the President’s sanity were noised at home
at about the time Goebbels was airing the same suspicion
on the air. It is not clear whether such tales originated in
Berlin and were picked up and spread in this country by
Axis sympathizers, or whether Berlin was notified of the
prevailing complaints and distrust in this country and pro-
ceeded to exploit the same themes. The fact remains, how-
ever, that America’s wartime rumors often seemed to reflect
the current line of Axis propaganda.

RUMOR OFFENSIVES

In modern warfare rumor defense on the
home front has its counterpart in rumor offense directed
against the enemy. The psychological warfare waged by the
Nazis was marked chiefly by the strategy of divide and
~conquer and the strategy of terror. Rumor was a prominent
tactic in both. In his Strategy of Terror, Edmund Taylor

b
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(1940) tells how in preparation for a blitz, the Germans
smothered their victims with defeatist and terrorist tales.
By radio one rumor followed another into Poland, France,
the Low Countries. The tales reported impending invasion
and at the same time impending peace negotiation. Con-
fusion was their aim—confusion and demoralizaton. They
cast doubt upon the sincerity of the Allied governments
and upon their ability to aid the countries in distress. At
the same time they falsely reported stories of great Polish
or French successes, which raised hopes unduly and led soon
to disappointment and terror. In the cocksure days of early
German victory Nazi radio propaganda was highly stratified.
That is to say, it varied according to the country to which
it was beamed and according to the social group in each
country to which it was making its appeal.** Though this
propaganda was not exclusively designed to plant rumors,
most of it had this effect, for rumor in wartime is often
nothing but propaganda stories at second, third, or fourth
hand. The propositions planted were generally crisp and
“brief, easy to repeat, and calculated to travel rapidly in the
chaotic atmosphere of threatening invasion. Fear, confusion,
~contradictory purposes, and pell-mell retreat followed.

As compared with the strategy of terror, the strategy of
“divide and conquer” requires more guile, more build-up, =
more repetition. The rumors implanted are calculated to
stir up animosities within a country so that its downfall
can: be accomplished more readily. At one time Hitler

~ boasted that America’s ruin could be brought about as an
“inside job.” But he was to learn that the d1v1sxve TUmors

Were not enoucrh
Amencan psycholoomal warfare rested to.a much less ex-

18 J- 8. Brune;r (1941).. .
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tent on rumor planting. The tactic developed late, and
played but a small part in the total strategy of what came
to be called “black propaganda.” Our use of this below-
the-belt strategy, in turn, was slight as compared with our
reliance upon direct and open appeal, fortified above all
else by the logic of news and irresistible deeds.*

RUMOR IN THE ARMED SERVICES

NrARLY every veteran remembers that floods
of rumors engulfed him from the day of his induction to
the day of his discharge. While civilians were being sprinkled
with pipe dreams, bogies, and wedge drivers, men in ser-
vice were being immersed in them. The reason is simple.
The stream of events in which they were caught was of
momentous significance to them, but the course of this
stream was hidden from their view. Importance of the ideas
and ambiguity of the facts were at a maximum.

Especially in faraway lands, cut off from usual sources of
news, rumor was the only source of “information.” On a
ship, officers on the bridge may have been “in the know,”
but the common sailor was at the mercy of current scuttle-
butt, Troops waiting to move (to where?) supplied their
destination out of their hypersensitized imaginations. Anx-

" ious aviators waiting to be briefed gave vent to their fears

in stories of the dangerous targets that awaited them, in
rumors concerning the inadequacy of their equipment or

- of the menace of new enemy antiaircraft defenses.

Many commanding officers became concerned about the

_threat to morale. Some sought wisely through lectures, dem-
onstrations (like that described in Chapter 4 of this book),

‘14 Tor an interesting account of essential differences between propaganda. -
issued by totalitarian. and democratic states see F. C. Bartlert (1940).
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and through a policy of plentiful news releases to achieve
rumor prophylaxis. Rumor boards were instituted in some
camps and on some ships. The morning’s crop would be
posted. In broad daylight they looked a bit silly. In some
units rumor clinics were instituted, When well handled,
they added a bit of fun as well as instruction to the day’s
routine.

In one prisoner-of-war camp in Germany, for example, a
rumor clinic was part of the regular entertainment program
and proved an invaluable morale booster.'® Prisoners were
kept well informed about events in this camp, and false
hopes of impending liberation were not allowed to develop
prematurely.

16 Stalag IXb, at Wegscheid, near Bad Orb, Germany. The camp’s enter-
tainment was under the direction of Mr, Bryan Patterson.
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IN the last chapter we indicated the two
basic conditions for rumor: first, the theme of the story
must have some importance to speaker and listener; second,
the true facts must be shrouded in some kind of ambiguity.
This ambiguity, as we have said, may be induced by the
absence or sketchiness of news, by the conflicting nature of
the news, by distrust of the news, or by some emotional ten-
sions that make the individual unable or unw11hng to accept
‘the facts set forth in the news.

To be sure, in rumor there is often some residual particle
of news, a “kernel of truth,” but in the course of transmis-
sion it has become so overlaid with fanciful elaboration
that it is no longer separable or detectable. In the rumored
story it is almost always impossible to tell precisely what
the underlying facts are, or indeed whether there are any
Catall. ‘

THE BASIC LAW OF RUMOR ’
THE two essential conditions of importance

and ambiguity seem to be related to rumor transmission in
a roughly quantitative manner. A formula for the 1ntens1ty
of rumor might be wrltten as follows:

R~iXa
88
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In words this formula means that the amount of rumor in
circulation will vary with the importance of the subject to
the individuals concerned times the ambiguity of the evi-
dence pertaining to the topic at issue. The relation be-
tween importance and ambiguity is not additive but multi-
plicative, for if either importance or ambiguity is zero, there
is no rumor. For instance, an American citizen is not likely
to spread rumors concerning the market price for camels
in Afghanistan because the subject has no importance for
him, ambiguous though it certainly is. He is not disposed
to spread gossip concerning the doings of the people in
Swaziland, because he doesn’t care about them. Ambiguity
alone does. not launch or sustain rumor. :

Nor does importance. Although an automobile acc1dent
in which I lose my leg is of calamitous significance to me,
I am not susceptible to Tumors concerning the extent of my
injury because I know the facts. If I receive a legacy and
know the amount involved, I am resistant to rumors that
exaggerate its amount. Officers in the higher echelons of
the army were less susceptible to rumor than was G.I. Joe,
not because coming events were less important to theni,
but because, as a rule, the plans and strategies were better
known to them. Where there is no ambiguity, there can be
no rumor.

In wartime, as we have said, the conditions for rumor are
optimal. Military events are of the greatest importance.
Yet military secrecy, together with the natural confusion of
a nation on the march, and the un'predictable ‘moves of the
enemy, help create ‘profound ambiguity in prec1sely those
matters that are of greatest concern to us. X
- The law we. have presented is highly dependable. There
: 'are certain cond1t1ons, however, under which its operation:



;
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will be weakened. If a population is under close surveillance,
say by the Gestapo, and if heavy penalties are placed on
rumor spreading, people may to a greater or less degree
restrain themselves.

Again, since rumor moves only among like-minded in-
dividuals, in a population that is exceedingly heterogeneous
with little communication between component groups, ru-
mor may avoid crossing social barriers and therefore have
a vestricted circulation (see the discussion of rumor pub-
lics, p. 180).

For yet another reason, the law may not operate. It some-
times happens that as soon as a man understands what
makes him behave in a certain way, he proceeds to behave
differently. It seems almost as though in the process of real-
izing that he behaves like an automaton, man is freed from
the necessity of being one. Thus some students of psychology,
having discovered why they have this or that objectionable
mannerism, have forthwith given it up. Or, people who set
out to observe whether the course of a particular emotion
corresponds to a psychologist’s prediction find that the emo-
tion neither feels nor acts naturally. And so it is that a
person who is “rumor wise,” who understands that he is
likely under conditions of importance and ambiguity to
believe and spread rumors, is for that very reason less likely
to do so!

It would not be correct to conclude that self- knowledge

- or insight, automatically cures all our evil habits or confers

a sudden and unlimited freedom of the will upon us. And
yet it is a fact, too little observed by psychologists, that
knowledge of the operation of a law frequently alters, and
sometimes negates, the law in question. :

In this fact—that people who are rumor conscious are less‘
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likely to be victimized—we find a justification for all the
educational work done during the war by psychologists,
magazine writers, radio speakers, and rumor-clinic editors.
Here too lies an argument for including a basic study of
rumor in programs of social studies in the schools and col-
leges. Young people who know the law of rumor may be
able to safeguard themselves in many types of situations
where evidence is ins€cure. Pains should be taken, however,
that caution and healthy skepticism do not degenerate into
uncritical negativism. One who is too suspicious of rumor
may develop a distrust of even the best authenticated reports.

MOTIVES IN RUMOR MONGERING

‘ WHEN we say that rumor does not circu-
late unless the topic has importance for the individual who
hears and spreads the story, we are calling attention to the
motivational factor in rumor. Any human need may provide
the motive power to rumor. Sex interest accounts for much
of gossip and most of scandal; anxiety is the power behind
the macabre and threatening tales we so often hear; hope
and desire underlie pipe-dream rumors; hate sustains accusa-
' tory tales and slander.

In August, 1945, a rumor spread to the effect that Russia
declared war on' Japan only because Russia received in ex-
change the secret of the atomic bomb. Those who believed
and spread this tale were people who disliked the Russians
and, perhaps to only a slightly less extent, disliked the Ad-
ministration in Washmgton Gnawing hatred motivated the
- rumor. But instead of saying candidly, “I hate Russia,” or
~“I hate the Democrats,” the rumor spreader seized upon a
story that would relieve, justify, and explam his underlying
‘~‘emot10na1 tension.
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It is important to note here the complex purpose that
rumor serves. By permitting one to slap at the thing one
hates it relieves a primary emotional urge. But at the same
time—in the same breath—it serves to justify one in feeling
as he does about the situation, and to explain to himself
and to others why he feels that way. Thus rumor rationalizes
while it relieves., “Why shouldn’t I dislike Russia? It came
to our aid only at the cost of an enormous bribe. . . .”
“Why shouldn't T feel panicky? Our fleet was wiped out at
Pearl Harbor. . . .” “Why shouldn’t 1 distrust the Jews?
They are so clannish. . . .” “Why shouldn’t I feel superior
to my neighbor? 1 don’t indulge in his irregularities of
living. v

But to justify our emotional urges and render them rea-
sonable is not the only kind of rationalization.- Quite apart
from the pressure of particular emotions, we continually
seek to extract meaning from our environment. There is,
so' to speak, intellectual pressure along with the emotional.
To find a plausible reason for a confused situation is itself a
motive; and this pursuit of a “good closure” (even without
the personal factor) helps account for the vitality of many
rumors.) We want to know the why, how, and wherefore
of the world that surrounds us. Our minds protest against
chaos. From childhood we are asking why. This “effort after
‘meaning” is broader than our impulsive tendency to. ra-
tionalize and justify our immediate emotional state. Curi-
osity rumors result. A stranger whose business is unknown
to the small town where he takes up residence will breed
many legends designed to explain to curious minds why
he has come to town. An odd-looking excavation in a city

1 We experlence a good closure when we find satisfying explanauons and
when our view of -a situation is cléar and stable.
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inspires fanciful explanations of its purpose. The atomic
bomb, but slightly understood by the public, engenders
much effort after meaning.

To sum up, rumors often assuage immediate emotional
tension by providing a verbal outlet that gives relief; they
often protect and justify the existence of these emotions
which, if faced directly, might be unacceptable to their pos-
sessor; they sometimes provide a broader interpretation of
various puzzling features of the environment, and so play
a prominent part in the intellectual drive to render the
surrounding world intelligible. ’

This threefold dynamic is seldom, if ever, understood
by the rumor spreader. He does not know why a certain -
rumor seems intensely interesting to him and urgently to
merit widespread repetition. And he is unaware of the extent -
to which he is reflecting himself in the stories he spreads;
for he does not understand the mechanism of projection.

PROJECTION
WHEN a persons emotional state 'is re-

ﬁected unknown to himself, in his interpretation of his
environment, we speak of projection. He is failing to employ
exclusively impartial and objective evidence in his explana-
tions of the reality surrounding him. ‘

In dreams 'everyone projects. Only- after we awaken do
~ we recognize that our private wishes, fears, or revengeful
desires have been responsible for what came to pass in our’
- dream imaginations. The child asleep dreams of finding

- mountains of candy; the inferior youth asleep triumphs on

the athletic. field; the apprehenswe mother dreams of the
death of her ch11d
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Daydreams too are projective. Relaxed on a couch, we let
our mind picture events that actualize our hopes, desires,
fears. We find ourselves in fantasy successful, satisfied, or
sometimes defeated and ruined, all according to our tempera-
ment or the type of emotion that is for the time being
steering the associational train of thought.

Rumor is akin to the daydream at second hand, If the
story we hear’ gives a fancied interpretation of reality that
conforms to our secret lives, we tend to believe and trans-
mit it, ' ‘

In the following example Karl Menninger (1930) shows
how an unrecognized element of wish can simultaneously
both drive and channel a gossipy yarn: 2

Mgs. Apams to Mrs. Beck: “Where is Mrs. King today? Is
she ilI?” ‘

Mgs. Beck to MRs. CLARK: “Mrs. Adams wonders if Mrs. King
may not be ill.” : ‘ , o

Mgs. Crark (who does not like Mrs. King) to Mrs. DAvis
(who does): “I hear Mrs. King is ill. Not seriously, I hope?”

Mgs. Davis to Mrs. Erss: “Mrs. Clark is saying that Mrs.
King is seriously sick. T must go right over and see her.”

Mgs. Ervis to Mrs. Frencr: “I guess Mrs, King is pretty sick.
Mors, Davis has just been called over.” ; ’

Mgs. FreNcH to Mrs. GreGe: “They say Mrs. King isn’t ex-
pected to live. The relatives have been called to her bedside.”

Mgrs. Grece to Mrs. Hupson: “What's the latest news about
Mrs. King? Is she dead?”

Mrs. HupsoN to Mgs. INcram: “What time did Mrs. King

die?” |
Mgs. INcHAM to MRrs. Jones: “Are you going to Mis. King's
funeral? I hear she died yesterday.” - '

2 Repri‘nted from page 282 of The Human Mind by permission of Alfred

A. Knopf, Inc., publisher.
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Mgs. JonEs to Mrs. KiNg: “I just learned of your death and

funeral. Now who started that?”
Mzs. Kine: “There are several who would be glad if it were

truel”

As a slightly more complex instance of projection, let us
take a rumor from World War II, The majority of all re-
corded rumors in this war, we saw in Chapter 1, were hos-
tility rumors, containing accusations of malfeasance against
some special American group: the Jews, the OPA, the Ne-
groes, the Catholics, the Administration, the Army, the Navy,
the Red Cross—or against our allies, principally Britain and
Russia. Though the logic is more involved, it seems likely
that the dynamics of projection also sped these rumors on
their way.

Suppose a housewife said over the back fence (and many
of them did): :

I hear that out at Camp X they have so much meat
that they throw whole sides of fresh beef into the gar-
bage.
© Just what might this woman’s motivation be?

In the first place the meat shortage was a matter of im-
portance to her and her household. Further, the evidence
in -this case was ambiguous; she was not in a position to
know the facts of the matter. What is more, she was genu-
inely inconvenienced by the meat shortage, being frustrated
in the planning and preparation for her meals. When she
feels frustrated, she knows there is usually a cause. Hence

“in her “effort after meaning” she endeavored to find the
‘ culpable source, Of course, she might have blamed the Axis
- or Hitler: but these villains were not only remote but their -
misdeeds were on so grand and abstract a scale that she
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could scarcely picture their relation to her immediate, con-
crete annoyance. Besides, if there were better management,
wouldn’t there be meat enough for all? Perhaps she has
known some irresponsible and greedy army officers, or per-
haps she doesn’t like the way the Army has treated her
Johnny. At any rate, a tangible, near-by, plausible villain
emerges, and the Army is accused of causing the meat
shortage. She thus explains it herself and fixes the blame.
Such a process has been called complementary projection.?
Complementary projection is not ascribing one’s own emo-
tions to other people, but rather finding in the supposed
conduct of others a “reasonable” explanation of one’s feel-
ings. (It is in this manner, to cite an extreme case of comple-
‘mentary projection, that the paranoiac, filled with suspicion
and hate, accuses others of plotting against him.)

But we may not yet have the entire explanation for the
woman’s chatter. Suppose she has failed to save the kitchen
fats (as the government asked her to), suppose she has cheated
a bit by withholding ration coupons while buying meat,
or bought a bit on the black market. Being at heart a decent
and patriotic citizen she cannot avoid pangs of conscience.
Or can she? (Most people keep their consciences as quiet
as they can, and in order to do so, fall, at least occasionally,
into the trap of direct projection.) ,

Direct (not complementary) projection of our own guilt
is one of nature’s weird provisions for avoiding the uncom-

fortable pangs of conscience. Emerson pointed it out when
" he wrote, “What we call sin in others we call ‘experiment’
in ourselves.” Others sin; not we. (Or if we do, how small
a sin it is complared with the wickedness of others.) Now
our lady, quite unknown to herself, might well have been

3 H. A. Murray et al. (1938).
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quieting her own conscience, in effect saying: “Why should
1 feel guilty? What do my petty evasions of food regulations |
amount to? Just look, the Army wastes whole sides of beef.
* By contrast my guilt is negligible.” *

There is also some experimental evidence concerning the
importance of guilt evasion in rumor belief. Allport and
Lepkin (1945) found a tendency among people who believed
certain rumors relating to waste and special privilege in the
OPA to be people who admitted chiseling on their ration
allowances and at the same time denied feeling any guilt
or shame for having done so. Conversely, among people
who admitted cheating and confessed to feeling shame, there
was less belief in the rumors concerning the malpractice of
others. In short, when we believe the worst about others,
we are managing to escape a guilty conscience in ourselves.
If we take the blame ourselves we are less rumor prone.

Confirmation of the same principle is found in the ex-

periments of Frenkel-Brunswik and Sanford (1945). These
investigators discovered that among a group of outspokenly
anti-Semitic college women there was a tendency to avoid
assuming blame and respon51b1l1ty for their own shortcom-
ings. Conversely, in a group of students who were notably
free from anti-Semitic bias there was a marked tendency ;
~for them to be “intropunitive,” that is, to take blame upon
»themselves for their misfortunes and failures. People who
refuse to face their faults find scapegoats; those who know
their own Weaknesses, do not seem to need scapegoats.

41t i, of couzse, very difficult to pzove that people who tell accusatory\

i :rumors, are themselves guilty of ‘the very. crime which they ascribe: to others.
It is, however, a matter of common, obsetvation that people seem singularly

self-righteous when " they. ‘are criticizing “other people for faults whmh we
know “they themsclves possess. :
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A GENERALIZATION OF THE RUMOR FORMULA

WE may summarize our discussion thus
far in the following way:

Rumor is set in motion and continues to travel in a
homogeneous social medium by virtue of the strong in-
terests of the individuals involved in the transmission.
The powerful influence of these interests requires the
rumor to serve largely as a rationalizing agent: explain-
ing, justifying, and providing meaning for the emotional
interest at work. At times the relationship between the
interest and the rumor is so intimate that we may de-
scribe the rumor simply as a projection of an allogether
subjective emotional condition. :

- Having thus established the close connection. between

rumor and subjective emotional conditions, let us glance

again at our formula:

R~iXa

This mode of analysis closely resembles McGregor’s (1938)

approach to the factor of wishful thinking in the making

of predictions. In the latter’s experiment people were asked
(it was in the year 1936) whether they thought Hitler would

be in power a year from that date. About g5 percent thought

he would be. They were also asked whether their personal

“attitude toward Hitler was favorable. Most hated him: The
point is that the dislike people felt did not affect their

predictions because there was liltle ambiguily in the situa-
tion. Hitler's hold on Germany at that time was firm.. On
the other hand, the subjects were asked to predict the likeli- -
hood of King Edward VIII of England’s announcing plans -
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for marriage within the year, and were asked whether they
thought he should marry. Of those subjects who were op-
posed to the King’s marriage, 32 percent predicted in the
affirmative, whereas of those who favored the King’s marriage
80 percent predicted “yes.” At the time of the experiment
the news about the King’s marital plans was highly ambigu-
ous and contradictory. Unguided by objective evidence,
most people will make their prediction in accordance with

their subjective preference.
McGregor writes, “ . . . the influence of subjective factors

upon prediction is limited by the degree of ambiguity of
the stimulus situation, but also [by] the importance for the
predictor of the issues involved. If either importance or
ambiguity is zero, the influence of subjective factors upon
prediction would presumably be zero. In the former case
there would be no wishes to influence prediction, and the
predictor would simply record . . . the ambiguity of the
existent stimulus situation. If ambiguity were zero, on the
other hand, the stimulus situation would be completely
coercive. Even an intense wish would be inoperative.”
McGregor’s work leads us to the conclusion that rumor
is following a more generalized law of social psychology
which may be stated as follows:

‘Subjective emotional distortion in the perception . -
and interpretation of the environment can occur only
in proportion to the combined effects of importance and
ambiguity. -
Projection and wishful thinking are not unlimited tend-
encies. They operate only when the conditions permit. Men
will fortify their desire with belief, will rationalize, project,
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and spread false rumors, only in proporiion to the ambiguity
of the subject and its private importance.®

Thus rumor, as one of the less rational forms of social
activity, turns out to be a limited phenomenon. Like wish-
ful thinking in McGregor's experiment, it flourishes only
when ego involvement is felt and when objective evidence
or knowledge does not place rational constraints upon judg-
ment and report.

In this connection it is well to recall likewise that a num-
ber of rumors seem to betray an intellectual hunger rather
than an emotional need (cf. p- 87). Because people are
curious and want to know, a condition of importance is
established. But since they do not know, and since they
find the topic in question ambiguous, they are susceptible
to rumor. The quaint stories that children tell concerning
their interpretations of the workings of nature, the mind,
the Deity, partake of this character of “curiosity” rumor.
Myths and legends, though by no means always free of
‘emotional tendency, also seem often to be little more than
primitive versions of science. In short, the “effort after
meaning” can by itself constitute the factor of “importance”
that underlies rumor (or myth) spreading. Important needs
are not exclusively visceral; they can be intellectual as well.

5 Readers who are familiar with the so-called projective techniques in
psychology will recognize at once a similarity’ between rumor and projective
tests, These tests are based on ambiguous stimuli. An ink blot is amorphous;
therefore, its meaning is supplied by the individual who interprets it. Simi-
larly the Thematic Apperception Test elicits a thinly disguised personal
story only if the stimulus’ picture is susceptible of many interpretations.
Unless the stimulus figures are highly ambiguous, the subject will not in.
terpret them according to his own needs. It is a scrious question whether

some of .the currently ‘used “projective” methods (including the Thematic -
Apperception Test pictures) are sufficiently equivocal. - )
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SECONDARY REASONS FOR THE CIRCULATION OF RUMOR

It would not be safe to assume that every
individual rumor spreader is motivated by the dynamic pat-
tern we have described. In certain instances, the motivation
may be quite special and bear no thematic relation to the
story told. For example, the rumor spreader may merely
be seeking attention. “I know something you don’t know”
is often the child’s prelude to rumor spreading. To be “in
the know” exalts one’s self-importance. While telling a tale
a person is, for the time being, dominant over his listeners.
Such gratification may be quite irresistible to individuals
whose lives are otherwise colorless and uneventful. Further,
the rumor spreader may find himself able to bestow a favor
on some friend who loves tidbits of scandal, or who has a
fondness for macabre stories of death and’ disaster. Indif-
ferent to the rumor himself, he passes it on for the delecta-
tion of his friend.

Again, a person may find it convenient to fill an otherwise
awkward gap in the conversation by repeating what he has
just Tecently heard. People who do not share the emotional
tendeéncies implied in the rumor may nonetheless keep it
~ moving. Such meaningless social discourse would not in it-

- self‘account for the existence or :form of the rumor, but

it would serve to keep the rumor traveling across a “‘dead
spot” in the chain,

. At.a time when the United States was still at war with
Italy, it was found that 25 percent of the members of a
certain poor. Italo-American community listened regularly
to Radio Roma and passed along the ‘Axis propaganda to
their neighbors. At first sight it would seem hat the loyalty
- of ‘the group should be gravely questioned. But the motiva-.
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tion behind the situation was discovered to be simple and
uncomplicated. People whose radios were good enough to .
pick up the Italian station enjoyed superior prestige in the
community. To maintain this prestige they took pains to
listen and felt pride in passing along what they heard to
their envious neighbors.®

HOME-STRETCH RUMORS

Rumor is most frenzied when the public
is expecting a momentous event to occur. The frenzy is
enhanced by the entry of the press and radio upon the scene.

- The Armistice of 1918 was preceded by a false press an-

nouncement four days in advance. In 1945 at the time of
both V-E Day and V-J Day the same thing happened. In
all these cases premature celebrations resulted. Aside from
the understandable desire of the news services not to be
caught napping and to bring the good news at the earliest
possible moment to the public (before a competitor does
50), there are psychological reasons underlying the tendency
of all people to “jump the gun” so far as important antici-
pated news is concerned. :

‘We encounter here the powertully dynamic condition of
anticipation in the individual’s mental life. When, after a

long, long wait there is only one more piece to fit into the

jigsaw puzzle, we are all “set” for the completion. We are
like the animals who, in running a maze to reach their food

box, speed up as they near the end of the experimental

labyrinth. Like them we have our “goal gradient.” Even'
those who are disciplined .in news gathering cannot wait,
as the United Press experience prior to V-] Day shows: *

6 J.-S, Bruner and J. Sayre (1941).
7 Reprinted by permission of the Newspaper PM Inc.
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PHONY FLASH SETS OFF PREMATURE CELEBRATION

At ¢:84 p.M, Sunday (EWT)
United Press sent the following
over its news teletype wires:

FLASH

WASHINGTON—Japan accepts
surrender terms of Allies.

Two minutes later, at 9:36, an
urgent note was sent through.

FLASH
. EDITORS:

Hold up that Flash.

But  the  bulletin had  been
broadcast over the air and im-
mediately sirens and whistles be-
gan - blowing - throughout New
York.

Managers of many movie houses
stopped the shows to announce
the “news” and thousands more
poured into. the streets to- join the
premature . celebrations.

At g:40 p.M., United Press bulle-
tined:

EDITORS:

Our Washington Bureau advises
they did not send the flash just
transmitted on our leased wires.
We are investigating to ascertain
the origin. ,

By this time the radio stations
had put out urgent announce-
ments that the report was false.
Apparently all the broadcasts were
based on the United Press flash.

Meanwhile, the United Press
teletypes - were as though para-
lyzed. For at least go minutes not
a word came through.

At 10:05 P.M. UP sent this note;

EDITORS:

We are still checking on the
Washington flash but as. yet have
not been able to determine its
origin. We will carry an explana-
tory story as soon as possible,

Goal gradient rumors do not contradict the principles
we have described, but merely illustrate them in a special
case. The expected finale is of great importance to many
people. The fact that official news is momentarily antici-
pated actually enhances the present ambiguity of the situa-
- tion (Has it come or hasn’t it?). News gatherers and news

customers are concentrated wholly on the expected finale,
and it takes but a slight stretch of credulity to assert and

believe that the end has come,
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BY definition rumor is a social phenome-
non. It takes at least two people to make a rumor. Yet, at
any given moment, one individual is the vehicle of the tale.
What goes on in his mind is the crux of the whole matter.
To be sure, a chain is more than the sum of its links; yet it is
the separate links that constitute the stuff and substance of
the chain. Hence we cannot expect to understand rumor
fully without a careful analysis of the typical operations
which' take place in the successive individual minds that
constitute a rumor chain.

TESTIMONY |
AvtHOUGH until the recent war psycholo-

gists paid little attention to serial (multi-individual) repro-
ductions in rumor, they have for some time been interested

in the basic pattern of perception-retention-report as it oc-
curs in the individual. It was about fifty years ago that they
undertook seriously the study of testimony, or Aussage as
the first German investigators called it. ‘
Testimony, the study of the “observer as reporter,” was
a field in which a great many psychological interests met,
for, as Whipple said,* '

1 igog, p. 169,
49
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the report arises from processes of perception and -thereby in-
volves the whole psychology of sensation, attention, and apper-
ception; it hinges upon retention and recall, and thereby in-
volves the whole psychology of memory; it issues in verbal state-
ments, and thereby involves the psychology of language and
expression; it is conditioned by numerous subjective factors, tem-
peramental tendencies, sentiment, susceptibility to suggestion,
etc.

At the time Whipple wrote, psychologists found them-
selves attracted to the study of testimony, one suspects, be-
cause it was about the only applied field involving many
higher mental processes where they felt they could put their
science to practical uses. It gratified them to.be able to
illiminate an issue arising in the hustle and bustle of the
courtroom and the newspaper office.

Among the early pioneers two names stand out—Binet
and Stern. Binet (19oo) called attention to the need for a
systematic experimental study and was among the first to
carry out such investigations. He was a pioneer in the use
of the “picture test,” through which the fidelity of report on
pictorial material is investigated. His materials included also
object-description tests and tests of memory for verbal ma-
terial. The ability to report: was included in his scale of
measurements and still constitutes a part of the Stanford
Binet Intelhgence Tests.

Another systematic investigator was William Stern, whose
“Zur Psychologie der Aussage (1902) is a classic in the field
‘of testimony. It is primarily through Stern’s influence that
Aussage developed along two principal hnes»—plcture tests
and reality experiments. In picture tests the subject is shown
~a‘scene which he must describe from memory as accurately

as he can, To make conditions more lifelike the reality ex-
~ periment enacts some vivid incident and the subjects are
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unaware of the fact that the “incident” they are witnessing
has been carefully rehearsed. One typical “close-to-life” ex-
periment involved the following incident: During a meet-
ing of a scientific seminar two stooges among the students
engaged in a quarrel. Their discussion became increasingly
vehement until one participant drew a gun and threatened
to shoot his adversary. At that point the professor separated
the antagonists and asked the witnesses to describe the in-
cident in detail.

In examining the observer’s ability to report, two methods
“have been used: (1) the narrative, or free account given by
the subject without aid, guidance, or interruption from the
experimenter. This type of report has the advantage of being
uninfluenced by suggestion. It does not, however, probe the
" subject’s remembrance as thoroughly or as exhaustively as
the second type of report, viz., (2) the interrogatory or cross-
examination (Ausfrage) which consists of a series of pre-
pared questions covering all details and aspects of the stimu-
lus material. The main disadvantage of this method is, of
course, the danger of suggestion. The witness prompted
by “leading questions” is a familiar figure in the courtroom.

Stern (1938) found many factors affecting the observer’s
reports. The first distortions and omissions seem to occur
during the original perception of the picture or episode
itself. The observer tends to blot out details peripheral to
the ‘main theme. There is much that-he doesn’t see at all.
As time elapses, his report becomes less and less accurate,
and the distortions more serious, especially if the witness
s subjected to a cross-examination. As long as he is permitted
to give ‘a spontaneous narrative he can plck and choose

among the details of the original event and report only

those which stand out clearest and presumably most ac-
curately in his memory. Under cross- exammauon, “however,
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he is forced to make definite statements about items which
lie only on the dim margin of remembrance. In such cir-
cumstances he is liable to be guided by the form and
innuendo of the examiner’s question.

Stern found likewise that the event to be reported must
stand alone in the subject’s mind if reasonably accurate
reporting is to be obtained. If he confuses the scene with
other similar experiences, the report becomes a sorry mix-
ture. Stern remarks, and the point has great importance
in rumor, that “there are countless people in whose conscious-
ness the past has but little temporal organization.” Some-

_thing that happened at a certain time becomes hopelessly

confused with other things that happened at other times.
Anyone who has tried to give an orderly chronological
description of his childhood memories can testify to the
blurring -that occurs in the time frame of memory.

Testimony, Stern found, does particular violence to odd,
unfamiliar features in the stimulus. Either they are rein-
terpreted to conform to what the subject is accustomed to,
.or else their unusualness is greatly exaggerated and made
a central feature of the report.

In the verbal reporting, additional sources of distortion
are brought into play. Subjects do not have unlimited vo-
cabularies. They employ clichés and verbal conventions to
-express their frequently incomplete and unordered memory
images. When words are used, more definite form is given
to the recall than the unverbalized recall itself possesses.
Words sculpture our thoughts and commit us to ideas which
‘are uncertain until uttered. ‘

. Finally, Stern discovered that differences among subjects
in intelligence and in habits of oral expression markedly
affect the report. One subject is inclined to give a simple
enumeration of disconnected features in his experience; an-
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other spins a yarn in which explanation and evaluation are
all mixed up with the report itself. On the whole, there
seems to be no consistent difference between the accuracy
of men’s and women’s reports. Children, however, are so
inaccurate and so readily influenced by suggestion (because
their store of experience is neither adequate nor well enough
assimilated to hold a firm structure) that virtually no confi-
dence can be placed in their accounts. Stern’s demonstra-
tion of the unreliability of child testimony was responsible
for changes in German law that restricted the extent to
which such testimony was admissible in court.

Following Stern’s work many comparable investigations
were made.? Some dealt with the suggestive influence of
* cross-questioning,® some with the effects of various intervals
of time elapsed upon the accuracy of report,* others with
age and sex factors. All of them found serious limitations
to eyewitness testimony, especially in conditions where ex-
citement existed during the original perception or in the
process of narration. Normal defects of perception, reten-
tion, and verbal report are serious enough, but emotional
states greatly magnify them.

Figure 2 presents a typical testimony stimulus employed
by Freyd (1921) in his attempt to devise a picture test for
accuracy of reporting. This Aussage test was part of a battery
designed for the purpose of gauging journalistic aptitude.
Freyd’s subjects were allowed to look at the picture for one
minute and were then tested on a large number of details,
such as the license number of the automobile, the number
and route of the streetcar, the time of day indicated on Lhe
jeweler’s clock.

2 A review of the work done until 1g0og may be found in G. M. Whlpple
(190g). ‘
3 For example, E. Claparéde (1gof).
+Tor example, M. Borst (1go4).
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Experiments such as these all show clearly how unreliable
eyewitness accounts usually are. Even firsthand reports are
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Fig. 2. A test for ability to report.

so faulty that they seldom can be trusted in detail. Rumor,
being once, twice, or a thousand times removed from eye-
witness testimony, is just so much more invalid. No wonder,
then, that in most courts hearsay evidence is strictly ruled
out. ‘

PERCEIVING, REMEMBERING, REPORTING , :
= THE three psychological steps in testimony
‘are. perceiving, remembering, reporting. The same three
‘steps make up rumor transmission, excepting that in the
latter case the steps are endlessly repeated throughout each
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link in the chain, and perceiving is reduced, in all links but
the first, to a mere matter of listening to hearsay.

Strictly speaking, the three steps cannot be rigidly sepa-
rated. What we perceive is already influenced by what we
remember concerning relevant expeériences in the past and
is sometimes influenced also by what we intend to report.
Remembering depends upon the perception but also upon
the words with which the situation is held in mind. Report
is a function of both the preceding stages but also of the
social situation in which the report is made. Its form de-
pends upon our available vocabulary and upon our purpose
in speaking.

As this complex process unfolds itself, progressing from
initial perception to final report, many fascinating trans-
formations occur as the original sensory impressions, past
memories, and emotions inextricably fuse. Selective forget-
ting and subjective distortion inevitably change the values of
nearly all events in the outer world. '

The story is told most completely by Bartlett (1932),
whose numerous experimental approaches bring him close.
to the basic phenomena of rumor. This investigator demon-
strates in many ways the creative or constructive character
of memory. No recollection, he proves, lasts as a mere trace,
like an image fixed upon a sensitive film, reproducible .
whenever needed. On the contrary, memories start to change
immediately following a perception. Indeed, the original
perception itself is no mere aggregate of sensory components,
for it is always fused from. its beginning with relevant
previous experience. Habit, emotion, cultural conventions .
- play their part, The most crucial role of all is played by
attitudes and expectations. It is they that make remembering
a’ constructive rather than merely a reproductive function
of the mind. ‘ |
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Bartlett’s central concept is “effort after meaning” (a con-
cept we have employed in previous pages). In his words,
“It is fitting to speak of every human cognitive reaction
—perceiving, imaging, thinking, and reasoning—as an effort
after meaning.” ® Bartlett here calls attention to the tendency
of the mind to reshape all experience into neat, meaning-
ful, useful categories. If these categories are sometimes fanci-
ful and unfounded, it makes no difference. Memories must
fit into the “schemata” by which a person regulates his life.
However false from an “outside” point of view, a memory
is always the result of the individual’s effort to make eco-
nomical sense out of his experiences.

Most of Bartlett’s experiments were conducted on indi-
vidual subjects in the Cambridge Psychological Laboratory.
Each was shown a picture or given a story to read. At vary-
ing intervals of time they were asked to reproduce as ac-
curately as they could what they had seen or heard. Some-
times the recalls were elicited a few minutes after exposure,
sometimes after an interval of months, occasionally after
the passage of years. '

In all cases, Bartlett found extensive omissions from the
material. Details dropped out to a marked degree. There

was a marked tendency for any picture or story to gravitate

in ‘memory toward what was familiar to the subject in his
own life, consonant with his own culture, and above all,
~to what had some special emotional significance for him. In
their effort after meaning, the subjects would condense or
fill in so as to achieve a better “Gestalt,” a better closure—
a simpler, more significant configuration.

Bartlett found that elaboration (increase in complexity)
was relatively rare, In general, people skeletonize their
memories Tather than elaborate them. The same trend, as

5F. C. Bartlet (1932), p. 44.
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we shall later see, holds for rumors. They are seldom
elaborated; more often they are extremely simplified ver-
sions of the original event. One exception occurs, however,
when the memory of some single feature becomes greatly
“sharpened,” leading to an elaboration of that one feature
at the expense of others, which tend to fade out. Bartlett
gives as an example the illustration of a gecometrical figure
containing seven circles.

STIMULUS FIGURE ‘ REPRODUCTION
Fig. 3. Circles become sharpened at the expense of other features.

The reproduction in Figure g diminishes emphasis upon
the angular features and elaborates the circles. The subject
who drew the reproduction from memory was fairly well
satisfied with his attempt but remarked, “There ought to
be more circles in it.” '

In his experiments in story telling Bartlett approached'
more closely to the problem of rumor. Even the same indi-
vidual retelling the same story at intervals of a few days or
weeks continuously lost details. The final versions were al--
ways shorter than the original version, and hardly ever recog-
nizable. Especially faulty were names, dates, numbers. Again
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and again it appeared that the transformation of material
in recall follows the course of an individual’s personal in-
terest, this course being established in his first perception.
He obtains a “general idea” from the story that accords with

A

Oddgine) Drawing «

Fig. 4. How the owl bccame a cat—a visual rumor.

‘his own biases, and as time goes on fits the story more and
 more closely to this preconception.
- Bartlett repeated his experiments using a chain of sub]ects
(serial reproduction) instead of individuals. Here he is ap-

proaching very closely the conditions for true rumor, except

- that successive versions of the story were written and read '
. rather ‘than. bemv spoken and heard. The important result
is that all the same types of change occur as are found in -
- the decay of individual memory, though to a magnified
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and accelerated degree. Those restraints that might hold
an individual within bounds (because, after all, he has seen
the original object) do not operate in serial transmission.
In Figure 4, reproduced from Bartlett, we see the serial
transmission of a drawing (from person to person).
Starting with a drawing of an owl, we end up with a cat.
It was sufficient for one member of the series to make a
basic mistake in identification. Henceforth the errors snow-
balled under the influence of the new directive idea. In
successive reproductions by the same individual, on the
other hand, we may confidently expect an original directive

idea determined by the first perception to persist to the end.

The form of the owl might change, but the idea of an owl
would remain.

INDIVIDUAL vs. SOCIAL MEMORY
THI: courses of individual memory and of
soc1a1 memory” are in most respects palallel The same

‘pattern of distortion exists in both. And this is not surpris-

ing since “social memory” is a matter of successive individ-
ual minds handling the same essential material.’
Suppose the question is asked, “Which is more accurate,

~individual or social memory?” The answer would, on the
whole, be in favor of individual memory. To a considerable =
degree the original perception constrains the individual to
keep his transformations within bounds. Usually with the -

aid of imagery and verbal labels, he holds onto the essential

- features of the original perception, and may likewise do a
considerable bit of rehearsing between the time of the =~
presentation and the report. Social memory, on the other

hand, has no comparable anchorage. A new listener has no

“remaining image against which to check his conceptions and,
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however unlikely he may regard some of the details that
he hears, he has little choice but to accept them at their
face value. '

Yet individual memory may be less accurate if an indi-
© vidual misperceives and continually rehearses and reinforces
his error. Such distortion is especially serious if the errors
are in accordance with the subject’s salient interests, past
habits, or prejudices. Of course, the same danger exists in
social memory, especially if the group is homogeneous and
shares the same biases and preconceptions. Still, it often
happens that by shifting from individual to individual the
story is prevented from being too closely tailored to one in-
dividual's interests, and the resulting product may actually
be more accurate. ‘

It is a characteristic of social memories that they usually
become highly conventionalized. Since a number of individ-
uals are involved, the meaning that emerges is likely to
be what is common to the group in question. The idiosyn-
crasies of one respondent are apt to be omitted by the next,
and thus the story is whittled down to a core understandable
to all. Rumors are therefore usually more standardized, more
acculturated, and have more of a common denominator than.
do individual memories. For the same reason they are more
likely to acquire a moral tone characteristic of the culture.
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‘; &HENEVER possible, psychologists,
like other scientists, prefer to investigate a problem under
the restricted and controlled conditions of an experiment.
They want to discover what essential changes take place
when certain known influences are operating. They like,
if possible, to vary these influences systematically in order
to discover the contribution that each one makes to the
phenomenon in question. But many mental phenomena
resist the experimental approach. How could we experiment
systematically, for example, with such common phenomena
as falling in love, mystical experience, the thrill of receiving
an unexpected legacy; with grief, or with irritation at one’s
mother-in-law? ‘

How do matters stand with rumor? The experimentalist
would like to plant a rumor and trace each link in its chain
~ of transmission, discovering not only every successive version
of the tale but analyzing exhaustively the interest systems
and mental contexts of each rumor agent. Although the
first step, the planting of rumors in the social soil around
us, is easy enough, it soon becomes impossible to follow the
chain in detail. The best we can do is to pick up later and .
- random versions as the story we launched circumnavigates
back to us. . ’

During the tense period of waiting for Japan’s surrender,
when conditions for rumor spreading were optimal, a wag
in Washington conducted such an incomplete experiment.-

‘ 61
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The story as told by john C. Metcalfe in the New York
Herald Tribune (August 18, 1945) follows: *

RUMOR DELIBERATELY PLANTED

Perhaps the most fantastic false
rumor of the entire “death watch
- over Japan” was born in a de-

liberately planted story which two

newsmen concocted in Washing-
ton and which within six hours
bounced back with high alarm

- from Naval sources. in San Diego.
The false rumor was created two
nights before the official surrender
in a Washington café at midnight.

It was based on the Hitlerian

theory that “‘the bigger the lie, the

more people will believe it.”
“Just for the fun of testing this
theory,” one ‘of the reporters said
. later, “we dreamed up a story so
fantastic that it even staggered our
‘own imaginations.”
The. story was that Emperor
" Hirohito, accompanied . by 'a
heavily-armed squadron of Japa-
nese Kamikaze suicide planes, had
flown to:Guam for a rendezvous
- with General of the Army Douglas
MacArthur, Allied Supreme Comi-
mander- in the Pacific and “Far

East, and Fleet Admiral Chester:

‘W. . Nimitz. . The story went on
to say that these two American
-officers .and " the Emperor . then
boarded -a huge American trans-
port plane and accompanied by a

. powerful bomber squadron were

flying to ‘Washington, The climax

of this incredible talewas that the|

Emperor was coming to the White
House to sign the surrender terms
in the presence of President Tru-
man, the Cabinet and the Ameri-
can military and naval command.

To plant this false rumor with
hope of devastating effect, one of
the reporters phoned an- officer of
the Navy Department who he be-
lieved would be sure to spread
the story. Then the newsmen went
home for the night to await the
anticipated repercussion,

The reaction was not long in
arriving, but:even the reporters
were amazed at what took place.

Six_hours later a girl reporter
on. the staff of another publica-
tion phoned one of the two insti-
gators of the rumor and in a high
state of alarm ‘confided that she
had just received a  phone call
from her husband, a naval officer
stationed in San Diego; and went
on to repeat breathlessly the full
account of the planted story.

To what other distant points
this hair-raising tale ‘may have
spread must be left to speculation
in light of the account of the offi-
cial surrender. But the false rumor
for a brief time bounced merrily
about the White House.. :

Some of the other tales spun
about reports.that Emperor Firo-
hito had flown to Moscow to 31gn

1Rep11nted by permlssmn of the New:York Herald Tribune.
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the surrender terms in the Krem-
lin; that the Japanese had dis-
_covered the secret of the atomic
bomb and were stalling for' time
.to. prepare for its use in a great
surprise attack on the American
Navy; that the Emperor had ar-
rived in San Francisco and would
broadcast to the American people;
that ' Admiral Nimitz and other
high naval officials were discussing
terms with the Japanese at a secret
meeting place near Tokyo.
Then, too, there were scores of
false rumors regarding the de-
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livery of messages in Washington,
in Bern and in Tokyo; of secret
American-Japanese conferences in
Guain, in Okinawa, in Manila and
in Pearl Harbor. And to top all
of them, the nation was momen-
tarily set afire with false belief in
the fake surrender flash that the
United Press carried, and, officials
said, was instigated by a prankster
whose " identity is still under in-
vestigation by the Federal Bureau
of Investigation and half a dozen
other government and private de-
tective units.

Accepting this account at its face value, we note first the

speed with which rumor seems to travel, especially in times
of tense expectancy. We are struck too by the home-stretch
or “goal gradient” phenomenon—the nearer the realization
of a hope seems to be, the more fertile is the soil for antici-
patory rumors (see p. 47). In the account we note also the
amazing fecundity of rumor when ambiguity and importance
are at a maximum. |

The prankster who planted this story did conduct an ex-
- periment (an incomplete and loose experiment) on rumor.
But the results tell us nothing about the successive links in -
the chain, or about the specific distortions that the original
story underwent. Perhaps we can improve upon the prank--
ster’s technique by shifting to the psychological laboratory.

THE LABORATORY APPROACH , ‘
THE laboratory approach to Tumor has its

roots in the experimental work on memory and testimony

described in the preceding chapter. The basic procedure of







