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"A lie can run round the world before the truth 

has got its boots on!" (Terry Pratchett, The 

Truth) 

 

Introduction: The study of rumour and its social, emotional and cognitive 

functions 

A rumour can be described as an unofficial but interesting story or piece of news 

that quickly spreads from person to person inside a social group. The Oxford 

English Dictionary defines some meanings of rumour as: “General talk, report, or 

hearsay, not based upon definite knowledge”; “A statement or report circulating 

in a community, of the truth of which there is no clear evidence.” (OED, online) 

Synonyms or quasi-synonyms of rumour are grapevine, gossip, conspiracy 

theories, Chinese whispers, bush telegraph, anecdote, talk, speculation, myth, 

mystery, misinformation, untruth, lies, innuendo, propaganda; amongst the 

antonyms are knowledge, information, facts, truth, and evidence.  

 Inside sociology, especially the ‘Chicago School’, rumours have been 

studied from the 1920s onwards as a form of ‘collective behaviour’. Robert Park, 

Ernest Burgess and Herbert Blumer developed the analysis of collective behaviour 

as a specialist field within sociology, in part shifting attention from the motivation 

of individuals to their observable actions. Collective behaviour and collective 

movements are seen as meaningful acts that drive necessary social change (see 
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http://www.unm.edu/~lorstone/cobe.html). As Pidgen pointed out in a 1995, 

social and political crisis events, such as wars, famines, unemployment – and we 

would add epidemics – all have historically been ‘caused’ by conspiracies (pp. 22-

23; see http://todd.digiplebes.com/edumuhkashun/309paper.html). 

 Understanding the function of rumours and conspiracy theories has 

become part of the sociology of health and illness, especially after the emergence 

of AIDS in the 1980s when conspiracy theories about the origins and uses of 

AIDS abounded. Although, unlike AIDS and BSE/vCJD, FMD is not a zoonotic 

disease (a disease caused by infectious agents that can be transmitted between, 

or are shared by, animals and humans) and poses no threat to human health, the 

FMD epidemic in 2001 showed once again how quickly alternative explanations 

emerge for phenomena surrounded by scientific uncertainty and social fears and 

which seem to threaten those who see themselves as socially marginalized 

groups with relatively little economic, political and social power (see Sasson, 

1995; Cantwell, 1998). Waters has therefore described conspiracy theories as a 

type of ‘ethnosociology’, as they “explain social misfortunes by attributing them 

to the deliberate, often secretly planned, actions of a particular group of people” 

(Waters, 1997: 114-115).  

 In this article we will combine sociological and discursive approaches to 

study the functions of rumours during the 2001 FMD crisis and to gain new 

insights into the ‘public understanding of science’ and risk. 

Whereas the function of official, especially scientific, information has for a 

long time been regarded as filling in gaps or ‘deficits’ in (public) knowledge and 

as leading to better public understanding of science and risk (see House of Lords, 

2000), rumours seems to function in a different way, filling information gaps and 

knowledge deficits in less organised, more spontaneous and surprising ways. 

They lead to a ‘public understanding’ of issues that can be at odds with ‘official 

understanding’.   

http://www.unm.edu/~lorstone/cobe.html
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Half a century ago, the American sociologist Shibutani defined rumour as 

"improvised news" – "a recurrent form of communication through which men [sic] 

caught together in an ambiguous situation attempt to construct a meaningful 

interpretation of it by pooling their intellectual resources" (Shibutani, 1966: 17). 

For Shibutani, working in the tradition of symbolic interactionism and 

pragmatism, rumours are collective symbolic transactions that take place in 

situations of relative collective ignorance and ambiguity about an event. Relevant 

information is not available and yet people need to know what happened or will 

happen. They cannot satisfy the need to know through institutionalised mass 

media channels and therefore collectively engage in rumour creation to try to 

supplement (the lack of) official information (see http://bahai-

library.com/articles/piff.rumour.html). Rumours as shared narratives assume the 

characteristics of a sense-making device and can act as an instance of social 

actors’ needs to demonstrate their own competence (Goffman, 1981). 

This link between uncertainty and rumour was also explored in other 

classical rumour studies in the social psychological tradition. According to Allport 

& Postman (1947) and later Rosnow & Fine (1976), the higher the uncertainty, 

the greater the likelihood of rumour. These theories suggest that rumour provides 

individuals and communities with a way of giving meaning to ambiguous and 

uncertain situations. They also claim that higher levels of anxiety or fear affect 

rumour activity (fear that might be fuelled by gruelling media images, as in the 

case of FMD).  

Rumours also have important social functions in confirming and 

constructing social and group or community boundaries and in negotiating power 

relations. As early as 1935 Prasad argued that ‘group interest’ was one condition 

for the generation and transmission of rumours (Prasad, 1935: 5; see Bordia & 

DeFonzo, 2002).  

But rumours have not only emotional and social functions, they also have 

cognitive functions in terms of bottom-up problem solving and dissident 

http://bahai-library.com/articles/piff.rumour.html
http://bahai-library.com/articles/piff.rumour.html
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knowledge creation and knowledge sharing inside informal social networks, as 

opposed to top-down formally disseminated knowledge and information. From 

this perspective rumours “are troubling because they constitute a source of 

information that is not controlled by the powers that be.” (Kapferer, 1990: XX) 

 

FMD, rumours and public understanding of science 

During the 2001 outbreak of foot and mouth disease (FMD) in the UK the 

conditions were favourable for the creation and spread of rumour. FMD is a highly 

infectious, acute viral disease that affects cloven-hoofed animals. Symptoms 

include lameness, excessive salivation, a decline in appetite, and reduced milk 

production. Although harrowing for animals and farmers the disease is rarely 

fatal, but can lead to reductions in livestock productivity. In February 2001, FMD 

reappeared in mainland Britain after a 34-year absence. The last major outbreak 

happened in 1967, a minor one affected the Isle of White in 1981 and did not 

spread to the British mainland. Initially, the former Ministry of Agriculture, 

Fisheries and Food (MAFF) – now DEFRA (Department for Environment, Food and 

Rural Affairs) – attempted to contain the outbreak by using a century-old policy. 

Livestock movements ceased; veterinarians traced and inspected animals and 

ordered the slaughter of infected livestock and their contacts. Strict biosecurity 

measures where imposed, such as movement restrictions, the use of disinfectants 

etc. (see Nerlich/Wright, in prep.). When these measures proved ineffective, 

MAFF rejected calls for FMD vaccination and controversially extended the cull 

(contiguous cull) to include all livestock situated within three kilometers of an 

infected farm. Eventually, after six months and the death of millions of animals, 

FMD was eliminated from Britain. The epidemic is said to have cost the economy 

£8 billion, caused untold misery to many rural inhabitants, and provoked fierce 

conflict over the methods used to control FMD (see Woods, 2004). 

It appears that the policies used to halt the spread of the disease were 

implemented too late, not fast enough and that new factors in the rate and 
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spread of the disease were not taken into account. Uncertainty, misinformation, 

miscommunication and misunderstanding were rife – as situation in which the 

spread of rumours was almost inevitable. As one contributor to a local FMD 

inquiry pointed out in a remark published on one of the web-sites that sprang up 

during the crisis and which served as a ‘forum’ for the exchange and debate of 

official information as well as rumours and conspiracy theories: 

"It was very difficult to obtain information from MAFF especially in the 
early days of the outbreak and this totally unsatisfactory situation only 
served to feed the rumour mill among farmers." 
(http://www.warmwell.com/devoninquiry.htm) 

 

Following the FMD outbreak DEFRA and the Office of Science and Technology set 

up two important independent inquiries. The first, chaired by Dr Iain Anderson, 

looked at the lessons to be learned from the outbreak and the ways in which the 

government should handle any future major animal disease outbreak. It 

published its official findings in a report, Foot and Mouth Disease 2001: Lessons 

to be Learned Inquiry Report, in July 2002 (Anderson, 2002). The second inquiry, 

organised by The Royal Society and chaired by Sir Brian Follett FRS examined 

questions relating to the transmission, prevention and control of epidemic 

outbreaks of infectious disease in livestock (Royal Society, 2002). It published its 

official report, Infectious Diseases in Livestock, in July 2002. There was no public 

inquiry into the outbreak, something that itself, led to the spreading of rumours 

about a government cover-up. 

Between 2001 and 2002, the year of publication of these official reports 

(as well as the Curry report into the future of food and farming and the report by 

the National Audit Office; Curry 2002; NAO, 2002), there was enough time for 

unofficial or popular ‘public inquiries’, based mainly on rumour, into the causes, 

spread and handling of the FMD epidemic to be ‘constructed’, circulated and to 

form the basis of ‘public understanding’. Rumours became powerful counter-

narratives that complemented, subverted and challenged ‘official understanding’. 

Some of these counter-narratives were taken up and incorporated into the official 
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discourses of those challenging, through official channels (see especially the 

transcripts on Hansard from the House of Commons and House of Lords debates, 

analysed below), the information given by the government and its advisors.  In 

this context rumours become legitimised means of political debate. 

Semi-structured interviews with farmers carried out in 2004 by Nick 

Wright and Sam Hillyard as part of the ESRC project of which this study is a part, 

have shown that the publication of the official inquiry reports seems to have done 

little to quell the rumours still circulating widely, in unofficial networks, NGOs, the 

media, as well as amongst government officials themselves. As a DEFRA-funded 

study into the public understanding of the FMD crisis revealed (DEFRA, 2001), in 

a situation of uncertainty, when official advice was scarce and contradictory, 

public understanding of the outbreak looked to sources of information other than 

the media and government pronouncements (and one should add, the media too, 

looked for sources of information other than government pronouncements, that 

is, rumour). A focus group study into ‘public opinion’ funded by DEFRA found that 

at the end of 2001: 

Knowledge of the outbreak and how it had been handled was very 
extensive and came not just from a combination of national and local 
news coverage, but also from word of mouth and gossip derived from 
friends, neighbours, families, work colleagues, etc. Stories true or false 
gained extra credence if they came from a known source. Information 
and first hand reports emanating from the local grapevine were likely to 
attract more credence than what was reported (or not reported) in the 
news. (DEFRA, 2001: 2) 

 

As one farmer told the researchers working for DEFRA: “Don’t trust the papers, 

gossip is more reliable” (C2DE Females, Older family, Infected area, Brecon) 

(DEFRA, 2001: 2), whereas another contended that “there just seems to be a lot 

of secrecy which is why you get people starting rumours and you don’t know what 

to believe because nobody’s coming forward to tell you what is happening.” 

(C2DE Females, Young Family, Infected area, Skipton). The researchers collected 

the following main (national) ‘rumours’ that were circulating in the rural 
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community and beyond – there were other local ones to which we shall come 

later: 

 
• the EC wanted numbers of livestock in the UK [were] to be 

reduced. Was the FMD outbreak and subsequent culling a means 
of achieving this end?; 

• the Government had been making enquiries about buying rough 
timber suitable for pyres last autumn. Did they know about the 
outbreak then?; 

• vaccine and/or the virus had been stolen from Porton Down prior 
to the outbreak. Had the outbreak bee started deliberately?’; 

• helicopters had been heard at night over the Brecon Beacons 
days before the disease was detected. Was the virus sprayed 
onto the sheep?; 

• there had been reports of MAFF block booking hotel rooms before 
the outbreaks were reported;  

• farmers were being offered infected animals or parts of infected 
animals to get them to infect their own herds so that they could 
get compensation; infected potatoes were being thrown into 
fields to spread the disease. (p. 3) 

 

Just as during the AIDS epidemic when conspiracies abounded about the 

intentional spread of the AIDS virus to eradicate ‘undesirable’ populations, these 

theories, especially about the deliberate spread of the FMD virus to eliminate the 

economically undesirable small farms, were widespread and also re-emerged in 

our interviews. And , as in the case of AIDS, the source of the virus was again 

linked to biological warfare and bioterrorism. Whether any of this was true or not 

is unimportant, as the social impact of such rumours can be as important as the 

impact of the disease itself, be it AIDS or FMD. 

 The researchers working for DEFRA concluded on an ominous note: “This 

apparent mistrust of what was or what was not being published in the national 

media could well have serious implications for the credibility of future 

communications designed to support or uphold Government policy and action.” 

(p. 18) Rumours could flourish, not only because there were large gaps and 

contradictions in the official information provided during the outbreak, but also 

because trust in official agencies had been severely eroded since the last big 

farming crisis, the BSE crisis, in the late 1990s. The initially rather confused 

handling of the FMD crisis did nothing to restore the trust lost since then.  
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 The DEFRA report acknowledges ‘communication’ as a problem but 

conceptualises it inside the old deficit model of the public understanding of 

science according to which better communication will lead to the ‘acceptance’ of 

policies and the establishment of ‘trust’.  

 In this article we want to investigate rumour as a form of communication 

that fills ‘deficits’ in knowledge but might not lead to acceptance of policies, 

thereby challenging the deficit model itself. Only if we understand how rumour 

functioned in the UK outbreak of FMD in 2001 will one gain a better 

understanding of the public understanding of the outbreak and may one be able 

to engage future publics with FMD policy in a way that is not premised on the 

deficit model.  

 It is worth pointing out that the ‘deficit’ model links up with the ‘conduit 

metaphor’ of communication (Reddy, 1976), according to which ideas or thoughts 

are filled into words as containers which transport them between people. 

Information transfer is entirely passive and transparent, with the receiver just 

taking out the information put into the words by the sender. This fits the ideal 

model of information transfer, transmission or dissemination via official 

‘channels’; it does not fit any model of actual communication where speakers and 

hearers actively engage in making sense of what they hear or see and where 

meaning is not 'extracted', but constructed. It certainly does not fit rumour. In 

recent years policy makers, social scientists and science communicators have 

asked to replace the deficit and dissemination model of the public understanding 

of science by a public engagement model (see AEBC, 2004). However, as long as 

public engagement just remains a political aspiration or ‘tick-box’, rumour will 

take over the role of public engagement. As Piff has pointed out: 

 

Rumour, as a communal, conversational project undertaken for the 
purpose of making sense of the world, offers insights into some of the 
processes involved in the social construction of knowledge. Study of such 
discourse – the informal texts and talk produced and circulated within 
social groups – can yield insights into the particular features of the 
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reality or world view being constructed, on the communal usefulness of 
this discourse, as well as how it is presented, modified, reflected and 
dispersed in the group and over time. (http://bahai-
library.com/articles/piff.rumour.html) 
 
[…] such narratives, even those delivered first hand, draw upon and 
express pre-existing cultural themes, often addressing uncertain or 
troubling social conditions. Persistent or long-lasting rumours may 
eventually become part of the folklore of a social group, as is the case 
with so-called "modern urban legends," a phenomenon closely related to 
rumours. Unofficial information is not necessarily false; it may reflect 
actual happenings in the world, but its real importance lies in the cultural 
"truths" it carries and the insight it provides into the mythos or world 
view of the social group which creates and circulates it. (ibid.) 

 

Rumours are neither fact nor fiction. This in-between, ambiguous status, makes 

rumours more akin to poetry, which, like rumour, proliferated during the 2001 

FMD outbreak and assumed an important social role (see Nerlich & Döring, 

forthcoming). The disease outbreak was accompanied by outbreaks of poetry and 

outbreaks of rumour – viral cows and viral culture/communication (see Marsden 

http://www.viralculture.com/) stood side by side. Like poetry, rumours attempt 

to provide cultural interpretations in situations of uncertainty, stress and fear.  

 
We can accept 
Natural disaster, human error, 
Big mistakes in high places. 
What we can’t stomach is 
Fear of some other agenda 
Behind the apparent inevitability 
Of the lost sheep. 
We hear rumours. 
(Shopping for war, Pamela Sandiford, p.c.) 

 

A major fear expressed by many farmers in our interviews, on the internet, in 

poems and in letters sent to our research group, was not the loss of their cattle 

or even their livelihood, but a fear that the government had some hidden agenda, 

namely the elimination of small farms, and used FMD to achieve this aim. 

 In the following, we will focus on this and other rumours as affording 

cultural interpretations for a situation that could not otherwise be explained.  

 

Material and method 

http://bahai-library.com/articles/piff.rumour.html
http://bahai-library.com/articles/piff.rumour.html
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This study situates itself within a tradition of the sociology of rumour that 

emerged from symbolic interactionism (see Shibutani, 1966; Strong, 1990; 

Dingwall, 2001). It wants to contribute to an understanding of FMD as a social 

mass event that social surveys and epidemiology might fail to achieve. In an 

article on urban myths, written in this tradition, Dingwall has pointed at: 

Qualitative methods may have won a degree of acceptance in relation to 
small-scale phenomena, particularly in the analysis of process as 
opposed to the measurement of outcomes. However, just as outcome 
measurement fails to capture all that might be interesting about small-
scale events, so social surveys and epidemiology fail to capture all that 
might be interesting about a mass event.  (Dingwall, 2001: 180-181)  

 

However, how do we get to the ‘interesting’ bits about mass events, especially 

the lay or public understanding of such mass events? Using qualitative interview 

data is one way, but the study of rumours might be another, especially if we want 

to understand social agency. “Rumours and contemporary legends are not easy to 

study but they are out there, as possibly the best naturally-occurring sources of 

data available.” (Dingwall, 2001: 198)  

 The mass event under study here is the outbreak of FMD, which, although 

an animal disease, can be compared to human mass disease outbreaks, such as 

the plague, to which it was often compared (see Nerlich et al., 2002), or AIDS 

(see Strong, 1990), insofar as a large number of people simultaneously found the 

basic conditions of their existence under threat (se Dingwall, 2001: 191).   

 The aim of this article is not to find out whether the rumours that spread 

so quickly and widely during the FMD outbreak were true or false, but what 

functions these rumours served during the 2001 crisis. What were the general 

questions to which the rumours were the answers? In our case the questions 

were mainly: how did the disease start, how does it spread, is mass slaughter the 

right way to eliminate it from the population of farm animals, was there any 

hidden agenda that the government tried to conceal? (see Propp 1934, Toolan 

1988)? 

 We shall study the function of rumour in three type of material: 
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• data from a focus groups study  

• interviews with farmers, valuers, experts and scientists 

• Hansard – House Commons/Lords debate on FMD and the 2002 Animal 

Welfare Bill 

This article is intended as a contribution to a social history of the impact of FMD 

and to what Strong called, somewhat ambiguously, “epidemic psychology” 

(1990). Epidemic psychology, like disease itself, can, according to Strong, spread 

rapidly, and wreak havoc both individually and collectively. Strong distinguishes 

three types of psycho-social epidemic: an epidemic of fear (see Furedi, 2002) an 

epidemic of explanation, and an epidemic of action or proposed action (Strong, 

1990: 251; see also Williams, 2001). Although FMD was not new, it was 

unexpected, and although routine social responses to the FMD epidemic were 

available, the rapid spread of the disease, its magnitude and the way the routine 

social response, namely slaughter, was handled and vividly depicted in the mass 

media, created a situation in which fear and suspicion and a desperate search for 

explanations and alternative social responses could develop. 

 In the following sections we shall investigate the functions of rumour in 

reflections about knowledge and ignorance as part of a focus group session about 

FMD, food and farming carried out in 2001 (see Wright et al., in prep. for further 

background information; see also Poortinga et al., 2003), the functions of rumour 

in handling the disease on the farm as discussed in semi-structured interviews 

carried out in 2004, and the functions of rumour as an argumentative weapon in 

parliamentary debates.  

 

Focus group: Rumour and reflexivity 

In another paper we have studied the relation between FMD science and social 

understanding of FMD through an analysis of focus group data collected in Bude 

(Cornwall0 in April 2001, at the height of the FMD crisis, by researchers from the 

University of East Anglia (see Wright et al., in prep.). The relation between 
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knowledge, rumour and hearsay was discussed extensively as well as the function 

of rumour in a situation when precise and consistent scientific information was 

absent or contradictory. Hearing things on the grapevine, listening to hearsay, 

became an important means of ‘knowledge acquisition’, as the following 

fragments from the focus groups show: 

Yes I’ve heard that… 
so I have heard, whether that’s right or not one doesn’t know… 
The propaganda that I heard was… 
I’ve heard several rumours… 
you will hear people say it’s the governments fault… 
you will hear people saying oh it is nothing to do with the government… 
you can hear the same argument about contiguous culling being a no 
no… 
But I think this idea that, I heard thing, I read something about… 
for instance I’ve heard that there is this business of hot weather… 
 

In a situation when official information was not forthcoming or confusing, hearing 

became believing. However, in the focus group, there was a lively debate about 

how gaps in knowledge should be filled and how scientific expertise, policy 

decisions and public ignorance might be reconciled. The role of rumour was 

acknowledged but the role of experts was also discussed, as well as the role of 

the media – and this in a highly sophisticated and reflexive way. The complexity 

of the interaction between science, media, government and ‘people’ was fully 

recognized by all participants. As we show in a related study, the participants 

developed their own version of the ‘deficit model’ of the public understanding of 

science which focused not on the gaps in public knowledge that scientific 

knowledge should fill, but on the gaps in the communication process between 

scientists, policy makers and the public. 

The conversation in the focus groups was peppered with a reflexive 

discussion of the limits of participants’ knowledge and critical caveats were 

attached to what and how people know. The first of these episodes took place 

less than 2 minutes into an hour and half session: 

F3 
[…] I think possibly there’s a lot of blame lies with the fact that people  
are taking a lot of short cuts to actually in the way they look after their 
animals, and the way that they try to produce food. I think possibly that 
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there is a lot of blame for the way that the foot and mouth is actually 
come about. 
M1 
It depends on what rumours you listen though. 
F3 
There are lots of rumours aren’t there.  
[…] 
F3 
…It’s very, very confusing 

 

What is known is hedged as rumour. “I think” reduces the stake, or in other 

words the weight that F3 attaches to the statement of blame. A general 

admission of confusion is made at this point in the discussion with no dissent.  

Later on similarly cautious discussion and explicit admissions of ignorance are 

made in relation to the causes of the outbreak: 

M 
What do you feel the cause was? Rex suggested it might have come 
from imported… 
M1 
Well there was, shortly before the outbreak apparently from the MAFF 
labs, a sample of foot and mouth disappeared…… 
M3 
Yes I’ve heard that  
M1 
... so I have heard, whether that’s right or not one doesn’t know.  
M3 
There’s so many rumours flying around 
M3 
Nobody knows how it started. 
M 
Is your general impression that there is a lot of confusion and a lot of 
rumours but nobody really knows? 
M2 
The propaganda that I heard was that it sort of came over from France I 
don’t know how or that and err obviously everybody’s going to blame it 
on France regardless of what the actual cause is.  
F2 
Well that is all propaganda isn’t it? 
M2 
Well exactly 

 

At the points in the discussion from which the extracts are taken there is a 

reluctance to be drawn into making definitive statements on, in this case, the 

cause and spread of the disease. The participants construct a critical relationship 

to what they know, categorising the knowledge they hold in terms of “rumour” 

and “propaganda” and therefore as not to be trusted. A sense of frustration and 



 14

confusion ‘of not knowing for sure’ how the disease is spread is tangible in the 

following extract: 

M1 
Well that’s how it happened in the Isle of Wight a few years ago, it came 
across from France.  
M3 
They said that came from France 
M1 
They reckon it could travel up to five hundred miles they said at one 
point in the air. 
M2 
Well what’s the point of? 
M1 
A road is a big enough break between farms? (laugh) 
M2 
That’s what I was just going to say, what’s the whole disinfectant thing 
and all of that then if it can travel five hundred miles? 
F1 
… Well I think the whole point of this thing is that, I find these 
conspiracy theories a bit bizarre I must say. I’ve heard several rumours 
including Saddam Hussein, that’s one of the most bizarre I think but I 
think in either direction it depends on the political point of view of the 
person who’s spreading the rumour or discussing the rumour… I think 
what’s really surprises me is the fact that people don’t seem to have any 
clue about the actual nature of the spread of viral infection. And so 
consequently because they don’t understand any of this they can believe 
all of these rumours… people don’t seem to understand the nature of the 
scientific inquiry. They don’t understand if someone says do one thing 
and another scientist does another, it doesn’t mean to say that both of 
them, that neither of them could be wrong, neither of them could be 
right. It, it, it is not an exact science it is something which is too vague. 
You can put one point of view over one day and another point of view 
the next day. 

 

The participants in this focus group show quite a sophisticated understanding of 

the functions of rumour in a situation characterised by secrecy (“They [MAFF] are 

acting like a secret service and the Gestapo”), scientific uncertainty and a general 

communication vacuum. They know that this vacuum will be filled by rumour, 

propaganda, and conspiracy theories. What the participants want is something 

else: reliable information – if possible the truth. 

F3 
And I know you can put the blame on the media but I mean…..  between 
MAFF and the media they should be able to get the message through to 
the majority of the country, that is basically what I am trying to say. 
M 
What would you all like to see in terms of information?  
M3 
327: The truth. 



 15

M1 
330: You can forget that one 
M2 
Consistency  
F3 
It’s been very, very inconsistent 
M 
From whom? 
M2 
Well there should be a government department to do with making an 
announcement it shouldn’t be that hard.  So if MAFF want to tell the 
whole of the country something they only have to put it in like all the 
newspapers, and I am sure they can go up to the newspapers and go we 
are a government department and we want a small section telling 
everyone a little bit of information. 

 

 

Interviews: Rumours as information 

The reflexive way in which rumour was discussed in the Bude focus group is not 

entirely absent from the interviews we carried out with farmers, valuers and vets 

(XX), where rumours were also mentioned, but it is certainly more subdued 

(probably due to very different contexts of data collection). It manifests itself 

mainly in ‘hedges’ (an intentionally noncommittal or ambiguous statement), such 

as, “just a rumour”, “only a rumour”, “all sorts of rumours”, “I don’t know if there 

is any truth in it”, and so on (see Goffman, 1967). Many wanted what the Bude 

focus group had wished for: information. A farmer, dairy inspector and DEFRA 

helpline operator during the crisis reported for example that some farmers had 

expressed the view that better coordinated information would have been 

preferable to rumour mongering: 

 
[…] rather than this you know bush telegraphy you know we’d get one 
rumour and this rumour and that rumour and then it might’ve come 
from a vet and then you might hear it on the news and there was so 
much you know uncertainty and rumour and it just as rife you know. 
And I mean in time most farmers and people involve realised that it was 
just rubbish was the rumour, it was just to wait until they heard for 
definite you know on information. 
 

For the farmers rumours were however not something to just reflexively think 

about, they were a matter of life and death, something on which the future of 

their businesses might depend. Whose advice you believed or whom you trusted 
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was important in handling the disease, in keeping on top of it, just as much as 

sticking to official ‘biosecurity’ measures.  

 As we have shown in another article (Nerlich & Wright, in prep.), keeping 

things “spotless” was a physical way of dealing with the threat of disease. 

However, ‘biosecurity’ was not only a practical but also a mental and emotional 

matter. It became something of a state of mind. Keeping biosecurity up reduced 

the risk of getting the disease but also reduced the anxiety that came with living 

under this threat. It also attenuated potential feelings of guilt (‘have I done 

enough to keep the disease out?’, ‘have I accidentally spread the disease?’ etc.)  

When not physically engaged in keeping up biosecurity measures, there were 

other more cognitive coping strategies that farmers explored, again in a bid to 

keep the disease out and the anxiety at bay. These strategies were mainly 

mapping the progress of the disease geographically and speculating about the 

spread of the disease and its causes and, most importantly, analysing rumours. It 

was good to keep physically and mentally busy. 

  According to our data, one of the main rumours going round in North 

Yorkshire, where many of our interviews with farmers took place and where FMD 

broke out very late in the spread of the disease, in June/July 2001, instead of 

February March, was that FMD spread along the road and might be spread either 

on purpose or on the tyres of careless army vehicles (after the army had been 

called in to help with the disposal of carcasses). Another rumour was that one 

farmer actually tried to infect his herd on purpose but failed. Such rumours 

undermined all official information about how the disease spread and how 

contagious it was. Some of the rumours were obviously picked up and given 

further credence by the news, especially local news media. As the Devon FMD 

inquiry stated: “But the media, like nature, abhors a vacuum and, in the absence 

of official information, will be filled from alternative sources, including rumour.” 

(Devon inquiry, final report, section 2). One rumour, for example, of a dead 

sheep found in a river, was reported by a farmers as being “on Border, it was on 



 17

TV so that was definitely official”. The relation between rumours and the media 

would deserve a separate study, as the quote from a journalist who worked for 

the Farmers’ Weekly demonstrates: 

We were duty bound to follow every rumour that came in and boy did we 
get rumours, every, every Monday morning I would sit here going 
through the rumours and we’d follow ever single one, right to the point 
where we would get to the guy who’d started it (really) or the guy who 
knew the guy that had started it.  
 

The fact that many farmers were anxiously waiting for news of the disease in 

North Yorkshire made the situation worse. The waiting time was long, as FMD 

only arrived in North Yorkshire in July, as opposed to February, March and April 

when the disease spread through other counties, such as Cumbria, Devon and 

Northumberland. This waiting increased anxiety and with it the hunger for 

information (we shall come back to this later when analyzing one speech in the 

House of Commons). Movement bans and other biosecurity restrictions also 

meant that farmers had more time on their hands than usual, which again meant 

that speculating about the causes and spread of the disease was a way to fill up 

these empty hours. One model of rumour behaviour predicts for example that 

information seeking behavior in ambiguous and anxious situations is 
impacted by the availability of free time. Categories of people with large 
blocks of free time will be more likely to search for information and 
participate in rumor and associated convergence behavior (McPhail, 
1991, 93-94). Another prediction of this model is that the social density 
experienced by potential participants in rumors–their social location and 
the number of people present in these locations--is an important 
determinant of the information they receive and their participation in 
rumor checkxx 

 

The Office of Trading Standards, which was very much involved in dealing with 

the FMD crisis, was well aware of all the rumours that were circulating in the 

densely knitted farming community – even before the start of the epidemic, it 

seems. It therefore released a press release on 1 February, 2001 saying that: 

Local farmers and public are being warned of unsubstantiated rumours 
and hearsay on the foot and mouth crisis. 
Officers at Suffolk County Council’s Trading Standards department have 
warned that farmers may be alarmed unnecessarily by reports of 
outbreaks based on rumour alone and which later turn out to be 
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unfounded. 
(http://www.suffolkcc.gov.uk/press_releases/footmouth/rumour.html) 

 
 

On the other hand, one of the internet sites that sprang up during the crisis, 

became a forum for the exchange of rumours amongst the frightened farming 

community. A search on warmwell.com, one of the most important FMD sites, 

under ‘rumour’ provided 30 hits in September 2004, an indication that official 

information about the FMD epidemic has done nothing to reassure the ‘public’ or 

to restore trust in the government.1  

 

Hansard: Rumours as argumentative tools 

Whereas in the focus group rumour became one parameter in reflecting on the 

relation between science and society and whereas rumour became a matter of life 

and death for farmers’ businesses, rumour was turned into an argumentative 

weapon in debates on FMD carried out in the House of Commons and the House 

of Lords. It was used to question government policy on FMD and, in particular, to 

call for a public inquiry that would find ‘the truth’. 

 A keyword search using ‘rumour’ and ‘foot and mouth disease’ found 

rumour being invoked six times during debates in the House of Commons in 2001 

and three times in the House of Lords in 2001. Additionally, rumour was 

                                           

1 Warmwell is an independent website, set up near the beginning of the Foot and 

Mouth crisis in 2001, updated nearly every day. It is unfunded and has no 

political or commercial affiliations of any kind. Its main purpose as well as 

providing a daily commentary on matters having a connection with animal health 

or welfare or legislation from the perspective of an independent onlooker, is to 

provide an archive of information about the Foot and Mouth epidemic 2001. In 

particular, the site presents material about FMD vaccination and about animal 

disease control. 
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mentioned three times in the House of Lords in 2002, mainly during or after the 

publication of the official FMD reports and during debates surrounding the 

Animals Health Bill (2002).  

Rumour made its first appearance as early as 26 February, 2001 in the 

House of Lords. Baroness Byford, a vocal advocate for the farming community 

said: 

Fifthly, am I correct in understanding that the ban [movement ban] 
applies to the whole of the UK and not to the separate devolved parts of 
the United Kingdom? Can the Minister comment on rumours in the press 
that perhaps there will be regional bans and sanctions may be lifted in 
some regions if the disease ceases to spread? 
 

A bit later Baroness Miller of Chilthorne Domer also referred to newspaper reports 

when she said: 

First, there is a report in today’s Evening Standard that modelling is 
being done based on wind and weather and the statistics to emerge is 
that some 2,000 farms will affected. Is the noble Baroness [Baroness 
Hayman] aware of that [she wasn’t]? Can the Minister say whether MAFF 
is involved in that modeling? 

 

Parliamentarians reported on the fact that rumours abound ‘out there’ in the 

countryside: 

The farming community has retreated into itself behind walls of 
disinfected straw. Rumours abound, and gossip has it that most livestock 
between Penrith and Langholm might be wiped out. It is not a question 
of if one gets the disease; it is a matter of when. (Lord Inglewood, 13 
March, 2001) 

 

But they were also admonished for repeating and spreading rumours. Lord 

Whitty, the Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State, Department for Environment, 

Food and Rural Affairs, for example said on 22 November 2001, in relation to the 

official inquiries that were set in motion.  

We are all looking for the truth. We are all looking for ways in which we 
can deal with such a situation better in the future and at how we can 
learn the lessons of the outbreak. The continual regurgitation of rumours  
and innuendoes, which, I regret to say, some Members of this House go 
in for, does not help that quest for the truth. 
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Here the ‘regurgitation of rumour’ is set against the noble ‘quest for truth’. 

However, this quest for the truth is, as some saw it, not quite what it seems. 

Many demanded a public inquiry into the handling of the outbreak, not just some 

‘official’ reports. The feeling was that the government actually tried to hide some 

‘truths’. Baroness Miller of Chilthorne Domer replied to Lord Whitty in the 

following way, pitting rumours and innuendoes against ‘the facts’: 

My Lords, I regret that I must return to this issue. I want the Minister to 
explain why the reason given at the beginning for there being no public 
inquiry was that such an inquiry would take a long time. […] such an 
inquiry would have quelled all the innuendoes because it would have 
dispelled the rumors and extracted all the facts. Was the lengths of time 
an inquiry would have taken the only reason why we are not having one? 

 

Baroness Byford chipped in by saying:  

My Lords, perhaps I may press the Minister further. I believe that we 
could save irritation if the government would give way and hold a public 
inquiry. Then the rumours would go away. 

 

Similar demands were made in the House of Commons. David Curry (Skipton and 

Ripon – part of North Yorkshire) said on 21 June, 2001: “I hope that the 

government will not funk having a proper inquiry” and Nigel Evans (Ribble Valley) 

said a few days later on 26 June, 2001, again pitting rumours mongering against 

a public inquiry and conspiracy against honesty: 

People also want to know that there is a future for farming. That 
question was raised yesterday. The hon. Member for Pendle mentioned 
the rumours that persist that when restocking takes place it will be at a 
greatly reduced level and that there is a conspiracy to reduce the 
number of animals. I was assured when the Minister said that there was 
no such policy. We want to know what is to happen in the short and the 
long run./I hope that the inquiry will be full and public. […]/ People want 
a full debate about the disease. […]/People want honesty about the 
disease. 
 

The same day, Mr Russell Brown (Dumfries) warned: 

The inquiry must find out how the outbreak started. […]/ We need 
explanation for cases that suddenly arose some 30 miles from the 
nearest previous case. The inquiry should examine traffic movement and 
vehicle movements, and the potential for the spread that arose from 
hose. It should consider human movements – people working uncleanly 
and causing spread./ One of my local newspapers printed a letter from a 
chap inquiring about mushroom sheep—sheep that had not been there in 
the evening but had appeared the next morning. […] Of course there has 
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been rumour and gossip, and the inquiry must get to the bottom of 
some of that, too. 

 

In the end no such public inquiry into either the origin and spread of the disease 

or the origin and spread about rumours about the disease took place. Instead 

there were official reports, the most important in our context, the Lessons to be 

learned report, compiled by Dr Iain Anderson, which, as expected, did not satisfy 

all members of Parliament. On 22 July 2002, upon the publication of the report, 

Lord Whitty read out a letter from the Secretary of State for Environment, Food 

and Rural Affairs (Margaret Beckett), in which she explicitly praised the report for 

dealing with persistent rumours: 

“Dr Anderson makes some trenchant criticisms to which I shall return, 
but he also deals comprehensively with the myriad conspiracy theories in 
circulation then and since. He does not just dismiss them; he 
investigates and then dispels them. One in particular – the charge that 
the handling of the crisis was driven by concern over the general election 
– Iain Anderson explicitly rejects. […]” 

 

The Westmoorland Gazette, a local newspaper that reported the outbreak in the 

worst affected region, Cumbria, wrote on 26 July 2002 that Dr Anderson: 

 
was also at pains to put to rest persistent alternative, or conspiracy 
theories, about the outbreak. 
He said the Canadian Government had told the inquiry claims that 
visitors from Britain were disinfected on arrival as early as December 
2000 because officials there knew rumours about foot-and-mouth in 
Britain were "absolutely not true".  
That the government's microbiological research facility at Porton Down 
did not have any of the virus and therefore could not have lost the 
fabled phial blamed for starting the epidemic, and that Government 
inquiries about stock of railway sleepers used in pyres were indeed 
standard practice. 

 
http://www.thisisthelakedistrict.co.uk/archive/display.var.670633.0.0.html 

 

As expected, in the House of Lords, Baroness Byford pointed out in reply to the 

reading of the letter from Margaret Beckett: “Indeed, it will not surprise the 

Minister when I say that however good these reports are [Royal Society, 2002; 

Anderson, 2002], we should have had a full public inquiry.” 
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 In this context the issue of the general election was a vexing one. A 

general election should have taken place in May 2001, but, as the outbreak was 

not yet under control, it was postponed until 7 June, 2001, after which, 

somewhat miraculously, the disease was said to be under control. This is what 

one MP, speaking for a Yorkshire farming community hit by FMD around that 

time, had to say about the matter on 21 June in the House of Commons: 

 
Since the general election was called, there have been 80 confirmed 
cases and one slaughter on suspicion in my constituency and the 
neighbouring part of Lancashire. In addition, 326 premises have been 
culled out; nearly 250,000 animals will have been slaughtered in the few 
weeks since the Prime Minister announced that he intended to dissolve 
Parliament.  
My constituency had already been at a standstill for weeks before that 
because of the impact of foot and mouth in Wensleydale, Cumbria, 
Lancashire and Bradford. When the rest of the country believed that 
things were over--indeed, the Government were telling us that the 
disease was under control and all the graphs happily pointed to it 
petering out on or about 7 June--we had a virulent, violent and 
destructive outbreak that consumed all other activity. For many of my 
constituents, the general election was a surreal event taking place on a 
distant planet.  
First, we had a long silence. For two weeks after the outbreak, we did 
not hear a word from any Minister of any description to acknowledge 
that it even existed. The sense of rising anger was palpable; people felt 
that they were being left to cope with the outbreak by themselves. Not 
merely did the world not know about the outbreak, it did not want to 
know about it. Then, we felt a sense of claustrophobic embattlement. 
Anybody who has driven down certain roads and seen fields where there 
used to be animals, but where there is now nothing, or witnessed the 
absolute silence and people not coming out of their houses, will have 
picked up a palpable sense of paranoia that is almost intimidating.  
Anger followed, because nobody understood what was happening and 
did not want to know about the unfolding drama. We had no information 
and nobody explained what was happening, so we had myths, which will 
always take the place of information when it is lacking. We now have 
myths that are so virulent that they have almost become gospel. There 
is the myth that in 1998 the Government agreed with the European 
Union simply to remove the livestock industry from the United Kingdom. 
Some people believe that passionately. There is also the belief that on 8 
June there would be a super-cull of all the remaining animals; that was 
part of the same process. We even had the myth--it sounds comic, but 
one has to live in this atmosphere to understand how it was born--that 
Saddam Hussein was flying across the constituency in a helicopter, 
chucking out infected meat. That sounds comic, and people laugh at it 
instinctively, but one has to have experienced the sense of living on a 
nervous edge to understand why those myths took root.  
It is vital that the Government deal, first, with the rumours and say 
simply that those things are not true. That may be self-evident, but 
sometimes what is self-evident has to be expressed. I welcome the fact 
that the Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs came 
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to the House today to make a statement. That was a good start, but she 
should also explain what is happening. The former Ministry of 
Agriculture, Fisheries and Food was booking hotel rooms around the 
country, reserving lorry parks and putting logistics in place. It was 
perfectly sensible do so because its epidemiologists were trying to 
forecast where there might be another problem and be ahead of it, not 
behind it. People are mature enough to understand that that is a 
sensible activity; they should not pick it up from rumour and assume 
that it indicates that a plot or conspiracy is afoot and that the 
Government know something that they do not.  
[…] If, in addition, there is evidence that the disease has been spread 
because of improper observation of the rules and negligence, it is 
important that that is spelt out and that prosecutions follow. Once again, 
we have rumours, we have hints of a cause, but substance has not been 
given to those hints. In a landscape of shifting sentiment, it is important 
that as many anchors as possible should be put in place. (italics added) 

 

 

Conclusion 

Rumour is part of what Marsden calls ‘viral culture’, which has many things in 

common with ‘viral nature’. Rumour can metaphorically be seen as a ‘virulent’ 

(social) disease, an epidemic of ideas that travels and spreads. It is contagious 

and can be harmful. In many ways a rumour works like FMD. It emerges from an 

unknown source, travels and spreads to ever-new hosts and is almost impossible 

to stop, to be contained or to be held in check. It can, just like FMD, travel ‘like 

wildfire’ or flare up in certain social (rural) hotspots. It spreads not only itself but 

it also spreads fear and anxiety and is not readily silenced.  

 In the material we have studied rumour was, however, more 

stereotypically conceptualised as a ‘rumour mill’. The perceived lack of official 

communication and information was seen as feeding the rumour mill. Whereas 

the information vacuum was food for the mill, or regarded as fuelling the rumour 

mill, the products that came out of the mill were rumours, which again were seen 

as food. Instead of being given accurate information or ‘confirmed facts’, people 

were ‘fed a diet of rumours’. During the FMD crisis this mill could be seen ‘running 

in overdrive’, even ‘at warp speed’ -- ‘the local rumour mill keeps turning’. This 

endless and ever increasing turning of the rumour mill could also be perceived as 

producing a ‘maelstrom of rumour, counter rumour, misinformation and lies’. 
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Schank and Abelson (1995) have argued that virtually all human 

knowledge is based on stories constructed around past experiences and that new 

experiences are interpreted in terms of old stories. In this sense rumours are 

essential tools for the creation and dissemination of knowledge. But not all 

knowledge is the same. Some knowledge is sanctioned by those in power, some 

knowledge is sanctioned by those who feel powerless. Official and dissident 

knowledge constitute two different modes of what some call ‘knowledge transfer’ 

inside social groups, which can come into conflict and lead to different ‘public 

understandings’ of science and, in this case, of disease control.  

In the material studied so far rumour seems to have served three main 

functions: to reflect on the shortcomings of science and policy and the relation 

between lay knowledge and expert knowledge; to gather and spread information 

about how to deal with FMD when official information was lacking, confusing or 

contradictory, either via local networks or via the web; to strengthen the 

argument that a public inquiry should be held into the causes, spread and 

management of the FMD epidemic.   
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