“The child is the father of the man, ”or, perhaps, “mother
of the woman.” This adage points to the importance of
primary socialization in shaping what a person will
become in adulthood. We like to think of ourselves as
making conscious, informed decisions about how welive,
but socialization constrains our choices. Can studies of
children’s lives increase our understanding of the views
we hold as adults? This article suggests that they can.

To investigate relationships between sexuality and
gender in the experiences of nine- to eleven-year-old
children, Thorne and Luria studied fourth and fifth
graders in four different schools spread over three states.
They found that the patterns of gender interaction within
and between groups of boys and girls provided great
insightintothe sexual arrangements that begin toemerge
in adolescence.

During middle childhood, boys and girls usually
maintain a sharp separation from eath other in their
friendships and activities. Typically, girls focus on their
relationships with one another and “being nice,” while
boys are concerned with sports and testing the limits of
rules, especially with respect to sexual slang and porno-
graphy. Thus, boys are being introduced to sexuality,
while girls are learning the techniques of negotiating
intimacy in relationships. In adolescence and beyond,
these early experiences are likely to leave their mark.

The ambiguities of “sex”—a word used to refer to bio-
logical sex, to cultural gender, and also to sexuality—
contain a series of complicated questions. Although our
cultural understandings often merge these three do-
mains, they can be separated analytically; their interre-
lationships lie at the core of the social organization of sex
and gender. In this paper we focus on the domains of
gender and sexuality as they are organized and experi-
enced among elementary school children, especially
nine- to eleven-year-olds. This analysis helpsilluminate
age-based variations and transitions in the organiza-
tion of sexuality and gender.

We use “gender” to refer to cultural and social
phenomena—divisions of labor, activity, and identity
which are associated with but not fully determined by
biological sex. The core of sexuality, as we use it here, is
desire and arousal. Desire and arousal are shaped by
and associated with socially learned activities and mean-

-

Y _/'_{ Lot )( VY

! /, f (e e'{r.'_ " C’I("' ~y s e 2 ey L +f L1 s

s

Sexuality and Gender in
Children’s Daily Worlds

Barrie Thorne
Zella Luria

ings which Gagnon and Simon (1978) call “sexual scripts.”
Sexual scripts—defining who does what, with whom,
when, how, and what it means-are related to the adult
society’s view of gender (Miller and Simon, 1981). Nine-
to eleven-year-old children are beginning the transition
from the gender system of childhood to that of adoles-
cence. They are largely defined (and define themselves)
as children, but they are on the verge of sexual maturity,
cultural adolescence, and a gender system organized
around the institution of heterosexuality. Their experi-
ences help illuminate complex and shifting relation-
ships between sexuality and gender.

First we explore the segregated gender arrange-
ments of middle childhood as contexts for learning
adolescent and adult sexual scripts. We then turn from
their separate worlds to relations between boys and
girls, and examine how fourth- and fifth-grade children
use sexual idioms to mark gender boundaries. Separate
gender groups and ritualized, asymmetric relations be-
tween girls and boys lay the groundwork for the more
overtly sexual scripts of adolescence.

The Daily Separation of Girls and Boys

Gender segregation—the separation of girls and boys in
friendships and casual encounters—is central to daily
life in elementary schools. A series of snapshots takenin
varied school settings would reveal extensive spatial
separation between girls and boys. When they choose
seats, select companions for work or play, or arrange
themselvesin line, elementary school children frequently
cluster into same-sex groups. At lunchtime, boys and
girls often sit separately and talk matter-of-factly about
“girls’ tables” and “boys’ tables.” Playgrounds have gen-
dered spaces: Boys control some areas and activities,
such as large playing fields and basketball courts; and
girls control smaller enclaves like jungle-gym areas and
concrete spaces for hopscotch or jump-rope. Extensive
gender segregationin everyday encountersandin friend-
ships has been found in many other studies of elemen-
tary- and middle-school children. Gender segregation in
elementary and middle schools has been found to ac-
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count for more segregation than race (Schofield, 1982),

Gender segregation is not total. Snapshots of school
settings would also reveal some groups with a fairly
even mix of boys and girls, especially in games like
kickball, dodgeball, and handball, and in classroom and
playground activities organized by adults. Some girls
frequently play with boys, integrating their groups in a
token way, and a few boys, especially in the lower
grades, play with groups of girls. In general, there is
more gender segregation when children are freer to
construct their own activities.

Most of the research on gender and children’s social
relations emphasizes patterns of separation, contrast-
ing the social organization and cultures of girls’ groups
with those of boys. In brief summary: Boys tend to
interact in larger and more publically-visible groups;
they more often play outdoors, and their activities take
up more space than those of girls. Boys engage in more
physically aggressive play and fighting; their social
relations tend to be overtly hierarchical and competi-
tive. Organized sports are both a central activity and a
major metaphor among boys; they use a language of
“teams” and “captains” even when not engaged in sports.

Girls more often interact in smaller groups or friend-
ship pairs, organized in shifting alliances. Compared
with boys, they more often engage in turn-taking activi-
ties like jump-rope and doing tricks on the bars, and they
less often play organized sports. While boys use a rheto-
ric of contests and teams, girls describe their relations
using language which stresses cooperation and “being
nice.” But the rhetorics of either group should not be
taken for the full reality. Girls do engage in conflict,
although it tends to take more indirect forms than the
direct insults and challenges more often found in inter-
actions among boys, and between girls and boys.

Interaction Among Boys

In daily patterns of talk and play, boys in all-male
groups often build towards heightened and intense mo-
ments, moments one can describe in terms of group
arousal with excited emotions. This especially happens
when boys violate rules.

Dirty words are a focus of rules, and rule breaking,
in elementary schools. Both girls and boys know dirty
words, but flaunting of the words and risking punish-
ment for their use was more frequent in boys’ than in
girls’ groups in all the schools we studied. In the middle-
class Massachusetts publicschool, both male and female
teachers punished ballplayers for frequent cries of “Shit”
and “You fucked it up.” But teachers were not present
after lunch and before school, when most group-directed
play took place. A female paraprofessional, who alone

managed almost 150 children on the playground, never
intervened to stop bad language in play; the male gym
teacher who occasionally appeared on the field at after-
lunch recess always did. Boys resumed dirty talk imme-
diately after he passed them. Dirty talk is a staple part
of the repertoire of the boys’ groups (also see Fine, 1980),
Such talk defines their groups as, at least in part,
outside the reach of the school’s discipline.

Some of the dirty talk may be explicitly sexual, as it
was in the Massachusetts public school when a group of
five fifth-grade boys played a game called “Mad Lib”
(also described in Luria, 1983). The game consisted of a
paragraph (in this case, a section of a textbook discuss-
ing the U.S. Constitution) with key words deleted, to be
filled in by the players. Making the paragraph absurd
and violating rules to create excitement seemed to be the
goal of the game. The boys clearly knew that their
intentions were “dirty”: They requested the field ob-
server not to watch the game. Instead the observer
negotiated a post-game interrogation on the rules of the
game. The boys had completed the sentence, “The
wasratifiedin_____in 1788,” with “The shit was ratified
in Cuntville in 1788.”

The boys reacted with disbelief when the adult
woman observer read the entire paragraph aloud, with
rno judgment, only requesting correction of pronuncia-
tion. The next day, in a gesture which connected rule
violation to the interests of the male group, one of the
boys asked the observer, “Hey lady, did ya watch the
Celtics’ game last night?” Sports, dirty words, and test-
ing the limits are part of what boys teach boys how to do.
The assumption seems to be: dirty words, sports interest
and knowledge, and transgression of politeness are
closely connected.

Rule Transgression: Comparing Girls’ and Boys’
Groups

Rule transgression in public is exciting to boys in their
groups. Boys’ groups are attentive to potential conse-
quences of transgression, but, compared with girls,
groups of boys appear to be greater risk-takers. Adults
tending and teaching children do not often undertake
discipline of an entire boys’ group; the adults might lose
out and they cannot risk that. Girls are more likely to
affirm the reasonableness of rules, and, when it occurs,
rule-breaking by girls is smaller scale. This may be
related to the smaller size of girls’ groups and to adults’
readiness to use rules on girls who seem to believe in
them. Itis dubiousifanisolated pair of boys(a pairisthe
model size of girls’ groups) could get away with the rule-
breaking that characterizes the larger male group. A
boy may not have power, but a boys’ group does. Teach-
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avoid disciplining whole groups of boys, partly for
. of seeming unfair. Boys rarely identify those who
pmposed direct transgressions and, when confronted,
~ they claim (singly), “I didn’t start it; why should I be
punjshed?” - .
" Boys are visibly excited when they break rules
together—they are flushed as they play, they wipe their
" hands on their jeans, some of them look guilty. The Mad
Lib game described above not only violates rules, it also
evokes sexual meanings within an all-male group.
Arousal is not purely individual; in this case, it is shared
by the group. Farts and cunts-words used in the game—
are part of a forbidden, undressed, sexual universe
evoked in the presence of four other boys. The audience
for the excitement is the gender-segregated peer group,
where each boy increases the excitement by adding still
a“worse” word. All of this takes place in a game (“rules”)
context, and hence with anonymity despite the close-up
contact of the game.

While we never observed girls playing a Mad Lib
game of this sort, some of our female students recall
playing the game in grade school but giving it up after
being caught by teachers, or out of fear of being caught.
Both boys and girls may acquire knowledge of the game,
but boys repeatedly perform it because their gender
groups give support for transgression.

These instances all suggest that boys experience a
shared, arousing context for transgression, with sus-
tained gender group support for rule-breaking. Girls’
groups may engage in rule-breaking, but the gender
group’s support for repeated public transgression is far
less certain. The smaller size of girls’ gender groupings
in comparison with those of boys, and girls’ greater
susceptibility to rules and social control by teachers,
make girls’ groups easier to control, Boys’ larger groups
give each transgressor a degree of anonymity. Anonym-
ity-which means less probability of detection and pun-
ishment—enhances the contagious excitement of rule-
breaking.

The higher rates of contagious excitement, trans-
gression, and limit-testing in boys’ groups means that
when they are excited, boys are often “playing” to male
audiences. The public nature of such excitement forges
bonds among boys. This kind of bonding is also evident

- when boys play team sports, and when they act aggres-
’ sively toward marginal or isolated boys. Such aggres-
sion is both physical and verbal (taunts like “sissy,”
“fag,” or “mental”). Sharing a target of aggression may
I be another source of arousal for groups of boys.

The Tie to Sexuality in Males

When Gagnon and Simon (1973) argued that there are
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gender-differentiated sexual scriptsin adolescence, they
implied what our observations suggest: The gender
arrangements and subcultures of middle childhood pre-
pare the way for the sexual scripts of adolescence. Fifth-
and sixth-grade boys share pornography, in the form of
soft-core magazines like Playboy and Penthouse, with
great care to avoid confiscation. Like the Mad Lib games
with their forbidden content, soft-core magazines are
alsoshared in all-male contexts, providing explicit knowl-
edge about what is considered sexually arousing and
about attitudes and fantasies. Since pornography is
typically forbidden for children in both schools and
families, this secret sharing occurs in a context of rule-
breaking.

While many theorists since Freud have stressed the
importance of boys loosening ties and identification with
females (as mother surrogates), few theorists have ques-
tioned why “communally-aroused” males do not uni-
formly bond sexually to other males. If the male groups
of fifth and sixth grade are the forerunners of the
“frankly” heterosexual gender groups of the junior and
high school years, what keeps these early groups from
open homosexual expression? Scripting in same-gender
peer groups may, in fact, be more about gender than
about sexual orientation. Boys, who will later view
themselves as having homosexual or heterosexual pref-
erences, are learning patterns of masculinity. The an-
swer may also lie in the teaching of homophobia.

By the fourth grade, children, especially boys, have
begun to use homophobic labels—“fag,” “faggot,” “queer”
—as terms of insult, especially for marginal boys. They
draw upon sexual allusions (often not fully understood,
except for their negative and contaminating import) to
reaffirm male hierarchies and patterns of exclusion. As
“fag” talk increased, relaxed and cuddling patterns of
touch decreased among boys. Kindergarten and first-
grade boys touch one another frequently and with ease,
with arms around shoulders, hugs, and holding hands.
By fifth grade, touch among boys becomes more con-
strained, gradually shifting to mock violence and the use
of poking, shoving, and ritual gestures like “giving five”
(flat hand slaps) to express bonding. The tough surface
of boys’ friendships is no longer like the gentle touching
of girls in friendship.

Interaction Among Girls

In contrast with the larger, hierarchical organization of
groups of boys, fourth- and fifth-grade girls more often
organize themselves in pairs of “best friends” linked in
shifting coalitions. These pairs are not “marriages”; the
pattern is more one of dyads moving into triads, since
girls often participate in two or more pairs at one time.
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This may result in quite complex social networks. Girls
often talk about who is friends with or “likes” whom;
they continually negotiate the parameters of friend-
ships. :

For example, in the California school, Chris, a fifth-
grade girl, frequently said that Kathryn was her “best
friend.” Kathryn didn’t proclaim the friendship as often;
she also played and talked a lot with Judy. After watch-
ing Kathryn talk to Judy during a transition period in
the classroom, Chris went over, took Kathryn aside, and
said with an accusing tone, “You talk to Judy more than
me.” Kathryn responded defensively, “I talk to you as
much as I talk to Judy.”

In talking about their relationships with one an-
other, girls use a language of “friends,” “nice,” and
“mean.” They talk about who is most and least “liked,”
which anticipates the concern about “popularity” found
among junior high and high school girls (Eder, 1985).
Since relationships sometimes break off, girls hedge
bets by structuring networks of potential friends. The
activity of constructing and breaking dyads is often
carried out through talk with third parties. Some of
these processes are evident in a sequence recorded in a
Massachusetts school:

The fifth-grade girls, Flo and Pauline, spoke of them-
selves as “best friends,” while Flo said she was “sort of
friends” with Doris. When a lengthy illness kept
Pauline out of school, Flo spent more time with Doris.
One day Doris abruptly broke off her friendship with
Flo and began criticizing her to other girls. Flo, who
felt verybadly, went around asking others in their net-
work, “What did I do? Why is Doris being so mean?
Why is she telling everyone not to play with me?”

On school playgrounds girls are less likely than boys
to organize themselves into team sports. They more
often engage in small-scale, turn-taking kinds of play.
When they jump rope or playonthebars, they take turns
performing and watching others perform in stylized
movements which may involve considerable skill. Some-
times girls work out group choreographies, counting and
jumping rope in unison, or swinging around the bars. In
other synchronized body rituals, clusters of fifth- and
sixth-grade girls practice cheerleading routines or dance
steps. In interactions with one another, girls often use
relaxed gestures of physical intimacy, moving bodies in
harmony, coming close in Space, and reciprocating cud-
dly touches. We should add that girls also poke and grab,
pin one another from behind, and use hand-slap rituals
like “giving five,” although less frequently than boys.

In other gestures of intimacy, which one rarely sees
among boys, girls stroke or comb their friends’ hair.

They notice and comment on one another’s physica] &
appearance such as haircuts or clothes. Best friendg #
monitor one another’s emotions. They share secrets and o8
become mutually vulnerable through self-disclosure,

with an implicit demand that the expression of one’s =1
inadequacy will induce the friend to disclose a relateq b |

inadequacy. In contrast, disclosure of weakness among
boys is far more likely to be exposed to others through
joking or horsing around.

Implications for Sexuality

Compared with boys, girls are more focused on con-
structing intimacy and talking about one-to-one rela-
tionships. Their smaller and more personal groups pro-
vide less protective anonymity than the larger groups of
boys. Bonding through mutual self-disclosure, espe-
cially through disclosure of vulnerability, and breaking
off friendships by “acting mean,” teach the creation,
sustaining, and ending of emotionally intimate rela-
tions. Girls’ preoccupation with who is friends with
whom, and their monitoring of cues of “nice” and
“mean,” liking and disliking, teach them strategies for
forming and leaving personal relationships. In their
interactions girls show knowledge of motivational rules
for dyads and insight into both outer and inner realities
of social relationships. Occasionally, girls indicate that
they see boys as lacking such “obvious” knowledge.

Girls’ greater interest in verbally sorting out rela-
tionships was evident during an incident in the Massa-
chusetts public school. The fifth-grade boys often in-
sulted John, a socially isolated boy who was not good at
sports. On one such occasion during gym class, Bill, a
high status boy, angrily yelled “creep” and “mental”
when John fumbled the ball. The teacher stopped the
game and asked the class to discuss the incident. Both
boys and girls vigorously talked about “words that kill,”
with Bill saying he was sorry for what he said, that he
had lost control in the excitement of the game. The girls
kept asking, “How could anyone do that?” The boys kept
returning to, “When you get excited, you do things you
don’t mean.” Both girls and boys understood and verbal-
ized the dilemma, but after the group discussion the
boys dropped the topic. The girls continued to converse,
with one repeatedly asking, “How could Bill be so stu-
pid? Didn't he know how he’d make John feel?”

When talking with one another, girls use dirty
words much less often than boys do. The shared arousal
and bonding among boys which we think occurs around
public rule-breaking has as its counterpart the far less
frequent giggling sessions of girls, usually in groups
larger than three. The giggling often centers on care-
fully guarded topics, sometimes, although not always,
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. gbout boys- : :
i .. The sexually related discourse of girls focuses less

~ on dirty words than on themes of romance. In the
" Michigan school, first- and second-grade girls often
i jumPEd rope to rhymes about romance. A favorite was,
- «pown in the Valley Where the Green Grass Grows,” a
saga of heterosexual romance which, with the name of
the jumper and a boy of her choice filled in, concludes:
"« alongcamedason,and kissed heronthecheek.. . first
comes love, then comes marriage, then along comes
Cindy with a baby carriage.” In the Michigan and Cali-
fornia schools, fourth- and fifth-grade girls talked pri-
vately about crushes and about which boys were “cute,”
as shown in the following incident recorded in the
lunchroom of the Michigan school:

The girls and boys from one of the fourth-grade
classes sat at separate tables. Three of the girls talked
as they peered at a nearby table of fifth-grade boys,
“Look behind you,” one said. “Ooh,” said the other two.
“That boy’s named Todd.” “I know where my favorite
guyis...there,” another gestured with her head while
her friends looked.

i In the Massachusetts private school, fifth-grade girls
o plotted about how to get particular boy-girl pairs to-
gether.

As Gagnon and Simon (1973) have suggested, two
strands of sexuality are differently emphasized among
adolescent girls and boys. Girls emphasize and learn
about the emotional and romantic before the explicitly
sexual. The sequence for boys is the reverse; commit-
ment to sexual acts precedes commitment to emotion-
laden, intimate relationships and the rhetoric of roman-
tic love. Dating and courtship, Gagnon suggest, are
processes in which each sex teaches the other what each
wants and expects. The exchange, as they point out, does
not always go smoothly. Indeed, in heterosexual rela-
tionships among older adults, tension often persists

between the scripts (and felt needs) of women and of
men.

Children’s Sexual Meanings and the
Construction of Gender Arrangements

Girls and boys, who spend considerable time in gender-
Separate groups, learn different patterns of interaction
which, we have argued, lay the groundwork for the
sexual scripts of adolescence and adulthood. However,
Sexuality is not simply delayed until adolescence. Chil-
dren engage in sexual practices—kissing, erotic forms of
touch, masturbation, and sometimes intercourse. As
school-based observers, we saw only a few overt sexual
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activities among children, mostly incidents of public,
cross-gender kissing, surrounded by teasing, chasing,
and laughter.

Heterosexual Teasing and the Importance of
Third Parties

The special loading of sexual words and gestures makes
them useful for accomplishing nonsexual purposes.
Sexual idioms provide a major resource which children
draw upon as they construct and maintain gender seg-
regation. Through the years of elementary school, chil-
dren use with increasing frequency heterosexual idi-
oms—claims that a particular girl or boy “likes,” “has a
crush on,” or is “goin’ with” someone from the other
gender group.

Children’s language for heterosexual relationships
consists of a very few, often repeated, and sticky words.
In a context of teasing, the charge that a particular boy
“likes” a particular girl (or vice versa) may be hurled like
an insult. The difficulty children have in countering
such accusations was evident in a conversation between
the observer and a group of third-grade girls in the
lunchroom of the Michigan school:

Susan asked me what I was doing, and I said I was
observing the things children do and play. Nicole
volunteered, “I like running when boys chase all the
girls, See Tim over there? Judy chases him all around
the school. She likes him.” Judy, sitting across the
table, quickly responded, “I hate him. I like him for a
friend.” “Tim loves Judy,” Nicole said in a loud, sing-
song voice.

Sexual and romantic teasing marks social hierar-
chies. The most popular children and the pariahs—the
lowest status, excluded children—are most frequently
mentioned as targets of “liking.” Linking someone with
a pariah suggests shared contamination and is an espe-
cially vicious tease.

When a girl or boy publicly says that she or he “likes”
someone or has a boyfriend or girlfriend, that person
defines the romantic situation and is less susceptible to
teasing than those targeted by someone else. Crushes
may be secretly revealed to friends, a mark of intimacy,
especially among girls, The entrusted may then go
public with the secret (“Wendy likes John”), which may
be experienced as betrayal, but which also may be a way
of testing the romantic waters. Such leaks, like those of
government officials, can be denied or acted upon by the
original source of information.

Third parties—witnesses and kibbitzers—are central
to the structure of heterosexual teasing. The teasing



L :

R —

1
| H
A

54  Culture, Social Organization, and the Individual

constructs dyads (very few of them actively “couples”),
but within the control of larger gender groups. Several
of the white fifth graders in the Michigan and California
schools and some of the black students in the Massachu-
setts schools occasionally went on dates, which were
much discussed around the schools. Same-gender groups
provide launching pads, staging grounds, and retreats
for heterosexual couples, both real and imagined. Mes-
sengers and emissaries go between groups, indicating
who likes whom and checking out romantic interest. By
the time “couples” actually get together (iftheydoatall),
the groups and their messengers have provided a net-
work of constructed meanings, a kind of agenda for the
pair. As we have argued, gender-divided peer groups
sustain different meanings of the sexual. They also
regulate heterosexual behavior by helping to define the
emerging sexual scripts of adolescence (who “likes”
whom, who might “go with” whom, what it means to be
a couple).

Heterosexually Charged Rituals

Boundaries between boys and girls are also emphasized
and maintained by heterosexually charged rituals like
cross-sex chasing. Formal games of tag and informal
episodes of chasing punctuate life on playgrounds. The
informal episodes usually open with a provocation—
taunts like “You can’t get me!” or “Slobber monster!”,
bodily pokes, or the grabbing of possessions like a hat or
scarf. The person who is provoked may ignore the taunt
or poke, handle it verbally (“leave me alone!”), or re-
spond by chasing. After a chasing sequence, which may
end after a short run or a pummeling, the chaser and
chased may switch roles.

Chasinghasa gendered structure. When boys chase
one another, they often end up wrestling or in mock
fights. When girls chase girls, theyless often wrestle one
another to the ground. Unless organized as a formal
game like “freeze tag,” same-gender chasing goes un-
named and usually undiscussed. But children set apart
cross-gender chasing with special names-“girls chase
the boys”; “boys chase the girls”; “the chase”; “chasers”;
“chase and kiss™ “kiss-chase”; “kissers and chasers”;
“kiss or kill”-and with animated talk about the activity.
The names vary by region and school, but inevitably
contain both gender and sexual meanings.

When boys and girls chase one another, they be-
come, by definition, separate teams. Gender terms over-
ride individual identities, especially for the other team:
“Help, a girl’s chasin’ me!”; “C’'mon Sarah, let’s get that
boy”; “Tony, help save me from the girls.” Individuals
may call for help from, or offer help to, others of their
gender. In acts of treason they may also grab someone of

their gender and turn them over to the opposing tea;
as when, in the Michigan school, Ryan grabbed Bjj
from behind, wrestled him to the ground, and th
called, “Hey girls, get "im.”

Names like “chase and kiss” mark the sexual mea;
ings of cross-gender chasing. The threat of kissing—mgq,
often girls threatening to kiss boys—is a ritualized for
of provocation. Teachers and aides are often amused }
this form of play among children in the lower grade.
they are more perturbed by cross-gender chasing amon,
fifth- and sixth-graders, perhaps because at those age
some girls “have their development” (breasts make Sexu:
meanings seem more consequential), and because ofth
more elaborate patterns of touch and touch avoidance i
chasing rituals among older children. The principal ¢
one Michigan school forbade the sixth-graders fror
playing “pom-pom,” a complicated chasing game, be
cause it entailed “inappropriate touch.”

Cross-gender chasing is sometimes structure:
around rituals of pollution, such as “cooties,” wher.
individuals or groups are treated as contaminating o
carrying germs. Children have rituals for transferring
cooties (usually touching someone else and shouting
“You've got cooties!”), for immunization (e.g., writing
“CV” for “cootie vaccination” on their arms), and fo
eliminating cooties (e.g., saying “no gives” or using
“cootie catchers” made of folded paper). Boys may trans
mit cooties, but cooties usually originate with girls. One
version of cooties played in Michigan is called “gir,
stain.” Although cooties is framed as play, the import
may be serious. Female pariahs—the ultimate school
untouchables by virtue of gender and some added stigma
such as being overweight or from a very poor family-are
sometimes called “cootie queens” or “cootie girls.” Con-
versely, we have never heard or read about “cootie
kings” or “cootie boys.”

In these cross-gender rituals girls are defined as
sexual. Boys sometimes threaten to kiss girls, but it is
girls’ kisses and touch which are deemed especially
contaminating. Girls more often use the threat of kiss-
ing to tease boys and to make them run away, as in this
example recorded among fourth graders on the play-
ground of the California school:

Smilingandlaughing, Lisaand Jill pulled afourth-grade
boy along by his hands, while a group of girls sitting on
the jungle-gym called out, “Kiss him, kiss him.” Grab-
bingathishair, Lisa said todill,“Wannakiss Jonathan?”
Jonathangotaway, andthe girlschased after him. “Jill's
gonna kiss your hair,” Lisa yelled.

The use of kisses as a threat is double-edged, since the
power comes from the threat of pollution. A girl who



pquently uses this threat may be stigmatized as a
- fhsgﬁder-marked rituals of teasing, chasing, and pol-
Jution heighten the boundaries between boys and girls.
-"TheY also convey assumptions which get worked into
flatel' sexual scripts: (1) that girls and boys are members
'of distinctive, opposing, and sometimes antagonistic
groups; (2) that cross-gender contact is potentially sexual
and contaminating, fraught with both pleasure and
danger; and (3) that girls are more sexually-defined (and

: polluting) than boys.

Conclusion

Social scientists have often viewed the heterosexual
dating rituals of adolescence-when girls and boys “fi-
nally” get together-as the concluding stage after the
" geparate, presumably non-sexual, boys’and girls’groups
that are so prevalent in childhood. We urge a closer look
I atthe organization of sexuality and of gender in middle
fi7" and late childhood. The gender-divided social worlds of
1 children are not totally asexual. And same-gender groups
have continuing import in the more overtly sexualscripts
of adolescence and adulthood.
. From an early age “the sexual” is prescriptively
- heterosexual and male homophobic. Children draw on
sexual meanings tomaintain gender segregation—to make
cross-gender interaction risky and to mark and ritualize
boundaries between “the boys” and “the girls.” In their
& separate gender groups, girls and boys learn somewhat
different patterns of bonding—boys sharing the arousal of
group rule-breaking; girls emphasizing the construction
ofintimacy and themes of romance. Coming to adolescent
sexual intimacy from different and asymmetric gender
subcultures, girls and boys bring somewhat different
needs, capacities, and types of knowledge.
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Review

1. What do Thorne and Luria maintain are the three
domains of the word sex? What are the meanings of
each?

2. What are the ways in which girls and boys are gender-
segregated at school?

3. What roles do dirty words and rule-breaking play in
boys’ interactions?

4. What are the important considerations of girls’ inter-
actions?

5. What types of sexual activity were found among the
children observed in this study?

Applications

1. Develop a checklist to use in observing children nine-
to eleven-years old in a school or other type of setting.
Include behaviors and activities as related in this chap-
ter. Tally the number of times each is observed and
whether it was done in all female, all male, or mixed

groupings.

Example: All Male All Female Mixed
Chasing
Dirty talk

Rule Violation

Summarize and discuss your findings as they apply to
the findings of Thorne and Luria.

2. Select another age group to observe, adjusting your
checklist of behaviors and activities so that itis relevant
to that age group.

3. Interview a teacher of children aged nine to eleven.
Develop interview questions that pertain to Thorne’s
and Luria’s findings. Summarize and discuss the results
of the interview.
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