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      Praise for

      
ODD GIRL OUT

      
      “This is the book we have been waiting for. It’s a wake-up call to all of us who care deeply about girls’ development. Simmons
         has given voice to the girls who struggle everyday with friendships. She has uncovered a hidden world of aggression that unfolds
         behind adults’ backs.”
     

      
      —Susan Wellman, President of The Ophelia Project

      
      “Passionate and beautifully written. A significant contribution to our understanding of the psychology of girls.”

      
      —Michael Thompson, coauthor of Raising Cain

      
      “Required reading for young girls and their mothers.”

      
      —Boston Globe

      
      “A bold and myth-shattering work.”

—Seattle Weekly

      
      “Peels away the smiley surfaces of adolescent female society to expose one of girlhood’s dark secrets: the vicious psychological
         warfare waged every day in the halls of our middle schools and high schools.”
     

      
      —San Francisco Chronicle

      
      “There has not been so much interest in young females since psychologist Mary Pipher chronicled anorexics and suicide victims
         in her 1994 bestseller, Reviving Ophelia.”

—Washington Post

      
      
      “Finally, Simmons [shows], people are beginning to realize that the covert aggression by girls has a name: bullying. Inspired
         by Simmons’s book and others, a wrenching and, some say, unprecedented public discussion is underway on the subject of girls
         and bullying. … The sudden openness is reminiscent of the way that women started talking publicly about domestic violence
         20 years ago.”
     

      
      —Los Angeles Times

      
      “A fascinating portrait of the culture of meanness among girls.”

      
      —San Francisco Bay Guardian

      
      “With advice for girls, parents, teachers, and even school administrators, Odd Girl Out is a groundbreaking work that every woman will agree is long overdue.”
     

      
      —Des Moines Business Record

      
      “Encourages girls to address one another when they feel angry or jealous, rather than engaging in the rumor mill.” —

Chicago Tribune

      
      “Breaks the silence on subtle sniping and aggression among girls.”

      
      —Portland Oregonian

      
      “Provocative … Cathartic to any teen or parent trying to find company.”

—Detroit Free Press

      
      “Eye opening and disturbing.”

—The Camera (Boulder)
     

      
      “Hits a very topical nail squarely on its very sore head.”

—East Bay Express

      
      
      “Provides a new language for understanding and dealing with the complex layers of aggression that run through the lives and
         friendships of girls.”
     

      
      —National High School Athletic Coaches Association

      
      “Impassioned.” 

—Publishers Weekly

      
      “Invaluable to any adult struggling to help a girl get through her teens.” 

—Booklist

      
      “Suggest[s] concrete ways that adults can anticipate and prevent hidden aggression.”

—Library Journal

      
      “Explores epidemic, distinctive, and destructive aggression of girls.”

—Book News
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      foreword

      
      When it was first published, Odd Girl Out lit a fuse in the culture, setting off a passionate public dialogue about girls and bullying. Parents and girls who had struggled
         without recognition suddenly gained a platform, language, and community. Now, this thing that had lived in the shadows had
         come to light.
     

      
      Although I wrote the book as a journalist telling a story, I ended up becoming part of the story itself. Odd Girl Out’s publication launched me on a book tour that never quite came to an end. I began working with schools, families, and youth
         professionals to fight the bullying epidemic. I became a classroom teacher and cofounded the Girls Leadership Institute,
         a nonprofit organization that teaches girls, schools, and families skills for healthy relationships. I wrote two more books:
         Odd Girl Speaks Out, a collection of girls’ writing about bullying and friendship, and The Curse of the Good Girl: Raising Authentic Girls with Courage and Confidence.

      
      This is why I had to revise the book. I wrote it as an observer, but I have revised it as a practitioner. The new edition
         contains a decade of strategies, insights, and wisdom I have gathered while teaching and living with girls, interviewing administrators, coaching parents, and talking with school counselors. In four new chapters,
         readers will get down-to-earth tools to help a girl survive one of the most painful events of her life. I share the lessons
         I learned the hard way and the best practices I collected from extraordinary colleagues.
     

      
      When I first wrote Odd Girl Out, there was no texting, no Facebook, no camera phones, no video chats. Today, girl bullying has gone digital. Mobile phones
         and computers have become a new kind of bathroom wall, giving users the ability to destroy relationships and reputations with
         a few clicks. Social media has been a game changer, transforming the landscape of girl bullying.
     

      
      Technology has also altered girls’ everyday relationships, indeed girls’ very sense of self. It is not uncommon for a girl
         to say, “I don’t exist if I’m not on Facebook.” Many girls sleep with their mobile phones on their chests, waiting for them
         to vibrate with news in the night. They treat their mobile phones like extensions of their bodies and are inconsolable if
         they lose access. In 2010, the average teen texted three thousand times per month.
     

      
      There is now a seamless integration between girls’ virtual and real lives, and this new era of BFF 2.0 has brought both blessing
         and curse. On the one hand, mobile phones and social networking sites like Facebook allow girls to connect in exhilarating
         new ways. On the other hand, Facebook makes many girls anxious, jealous, and even paranoid about their friendships. Girls
         have instant access to photographs of parties they were excluded from, or conversations they were not invited to join. Mobile
         phones are posing thorny new questions about friendship, such as: Is my friend mad at me if I text her and she doesn’t reply?
         Why is she texting while I’m talking to her?
     

      
      This new edition guides readers through the sprawling world girls now inhabit online. In two new chapters, I explain the ins
         and outs of cyberbullying. I also explore the more common cyberdrama, or day-to-day conflicts and confusion that social media
         can ignite. I share concrete advice on how to guide girls through the new challenges they are facing.
     

      
      
      Still other changes have evolved within the hidden culture of girls’ aggression. As the issue of girl bullying has risen to
         new prominence, it has attracted a more troubling kind of attention. Reality television show producers discovered that mean
         girls sell, and they churned out scores of programs featuring breathtakingly aggressive females. These programs rewarded their
         stars with book deals, product lines, and other spoils of celebrity—and gained a rapt teen following. The scramble to commodify
         the mean girl trickled down to even the youngest consumers: children’s television programming began to highlight an array
         of snarky, sarcastic girl characters. As a result, girls now observe ten times the amount of relational aggression on television
         that they see in real life. In an analysis of television programs, researchers found that the meanest female characters on
         television were frequently rewarded for their behavior.
     

      
      Invariably, these changes in the culture inflect girls’ relationships. With more aggression to absorb, there is more to mimic.
         When aggression is sold as entertainment or an accessory to friendship, it is harder to define the behavior as problematic.
         Girls perceive an incentive to claim power through aggression. More than ever before, girls face pressure to be and act and
         look in ways that undermine their healthy development.
     

      
      In my travels over the last ten years, there is one comment that I hear almost everywhere: girl bullying is not only meaner;
         it’s younger.1 While three-year-old girls have always used relational aggression (the use of friendship as a weapon) to control their peers,
         today’s girls seem to reach developmental milestones sooner. Name-calling, exclusion, and popularity wars start as early as
         kindergarten. It is unclear if girls are mimicking behavior they do not really understand, or if we are now noticing what
         was there all along. Still, the age creep of girl bullying, even if it has yet to be backed up by research, is difficult to
         ignore. Parents cannot wait until their girls have started school to educate themselves and their daughters about aggression
         and bullying.
     

      
      Not all the changes of the last decade are troubling. There has been remarkable social change. The number of researchers studying girls’ aggression has skyrocketed. Scores of studies have
         been completed and published, providing the first critical mass of research on girls’ psychological aggression.2 Today, it is harder to argue that the cruelty of girls is a trivial phase, rite of passage, or “girls being girls.” Just
         a few years ago, the term “relational aggression” was largely unknown. Now, training to understand and intervene in girls’
         aggression is increasingly common in school districts across the country.
     

      
      The U.S. government is also taking notice. By early 2011, twenty states had passed legislation requiring schools to create
         anti-bullying policy (my father, a state legislator, is the primary sponsor of Maryland’s Safe Schools Reporting Act). The
         federal government launched Stop Bullying Now, a wide-ranging, multi-agency initiative to reduce bullying in schools. And
         news media is also taking notice: after several tormented children and teens committed suicide, the plight of bullied youth
         and their families became breaking news. National news programs like NBC’s Today and CNN’s American Morning led with stories of peer assault, cybercruelty, and bullying among teens. The unwelcome attention this exposure brought to
         school communities put others on notice: crises that were once private community matters could wind up leading a national
         newscast. The issue’s new prominence has inspired more parent advocacy and increased vigilance among school administrators.
     

      
      There have also been some surprises along the way. I have noticed increasing numbers of boys and their parents gathering in
         the audience of my talks. After student assemblies, boys wait in line along with girls to ask me questions. They share stories
         of being targeted by a class’s “mean girls,” or admit to “acting like mean girls” themselves. Research confirms a shrinking
         gender gap in behaviors like relational aggression, especially by the time boys reach middle school. These behaviors are clearly
         not owned by girls, and adolescent boys are telling researchers that relational and social aggression—actions that damage
         friendship and reputation—concern them more than physical intimidation.
     

      
      
      It is unclear if the incidence of these behaviors is higher today, or if we now have a language to name what is happening.
         Researchers who once asked boys only about physical violence are now reframing their questions. Although it is true that girls
         disproportionately engage in some of these behaviors, it is also surely time for boys to have their say. In the meantime,
         this book may be written about girls, but many of its stories and strategies apply to boys and girls alike.
     

      
      Despite the extraordinary changes of the last decade, girl bullying looks a lot like it always did, and it is far from over.
         Every day, girls eat lunch in toilet cubicles because they are too afraid to sit alone at lunchtime. They sit in class, anxious
         and panicked, obsessively wondering who will play with them at breaktime. They open their mobile phones to screens blinking
         with venom. They also struggle to confront toxic friends and speak their truths. As ever, girls need our help and support.
     

      
      By now, I have spoken to tens of thousands of people. Many enjoy my advice, but most want to hear stories. They are curious
         about the other parents and girls I have met: How did they feel? What choices did they face? How did they overcome their struggle?
         The hidden culture of aggression in girls can be a hurtful, lonely place. But it is in others’ stories that we can hear and
         see ourselves. We know we are not alone. We know, too, that there is hope. We know it will not always feel the way it does
         right now.
     

      
      In this new edition of Odd Girl Out, I am proud to share all that I have learned with you. The stories, including yours, must continue to be told.
     

      




      
      
      introduction

      
      When I was eight years old, I was bullied by another girl. I remember very little about that year. My memory is fractured
         by time and will. I wore pigtails and had a lisp. I was known to my teachers as a “rusher,” the girl who tore through long-division
         worksheets and map quizzes, making careless mistakes I was told I could avoid. But I loved to finish first.
     

      
      So did Abby. She was my popular friend, not a particularly close one. I still don’t know why she did it. First she whispered
         about me to my best friend, who soon decided she’d be happier playing with other girls. When we went to dance class after
         school at the local community center, Abby rounded up my friends and convinced them to run away from me. Into the center’s
         theater I would sprint after them, winded and frantic, eyes straining in the sudden darkness. Down over rows of slumbering
         chairs and up on the stage, I would follow the retreating patter of steps and fading peals of laughter.
     

      
      Day after day I stood in half-lit empty hallways, a stairwell, the parking lot. In all of these places I remember standing
         alone. In the early evenings before dinner, I cried to my mother while she cooked. The sorrow was overwhelming, and I was sure I was the only girl ever to know it. This is what I remember most.
     

      
      Sixteen years later, I was attending graduate school in England. It was raining the day I rode my bike to the library in search
         of answers about what had happened with Abby. Exactly what pulled me there is hard to say. Something about the memory seemed
         terribly off balance to me. On the one hand, I could remember few details. On the other, the anguish of being abandoned by
         all of my friends and of losing my closest at Abby’s hand felt real and raw. It was something that never receded gently with
         the rest of my childhood memories. I wanted—I needed—to fill in the blanks.
     

      
      That day, I carried with me the memory of a late night at college, when a casual midnight snack led to six of us confessing
         that an Abby haunted our past. It was exhilarating to discover we’d all been through the same ordeal. Like me, my friends
         had spent years believing they were the only ones.
     

      
      Armed with that knowledge, I pedaled carefully along the slick streets, certain there would be volumes of books waiting to
         explain how and why girls bully each other. When my first few computer searches turned up next to nothing, I chalked it up
         to rusty research skills, or rushing. Then I called the librarian over for help. As it turned out, I’d been doing just fine
         on my own.
     

      
      In a sea of articles on boys’ aggression and bullying, there were only a small handful of articles about girls. There were
         no accessible books. No guides for parents. No cute survival manuals for kids. As I sat reading the articles, I could not
         see myself or Abby in what most of these researchers called bullying. I was first surprised, then frustrated.
     

      
      I sent out an e-mail to everyone I knew and asked them to forward it to as many women as they could. I asked a few simple
         questions: “Were you ever tormented or teased by another girl? Explain what it was like. How has it affected you today?” Within
         twenty four hours my inbox was flooded with responses from all over America. The messages piled up as women told their stories
         into cyberspace with an emotional intensity that was undeniable. Even on the computer screen, their pain felt as fresh and unresolved
         as my own. Women I never met wrote that I would be the first person ever to hear their story. It would be a long time before
         I knew it was because I was the first to ask.
     

      
      Silence is deeply woven into the fabric of the female experience. It is only in the last thirty years that we have begun to
         speak the distinctive truths of women’s lives, openly addressing rape, incest, domestic violence, and women’s health. Although
         these issues always existed, over time we have given them a place in our culture by building public consciousness, policy,
         and awareness.
     

      
      Now it is time to end another silence: There is a hidden culture of girls’ aggression in which bullying is epidemic, distinctive,
         and destructive. It is not marked by the direct physical and verbal behavior that is primarily the province of boys. Our culture
         refuses girls access to open conflict, and it forces their aggression into nonphysical, indirect, and covert forms. Girls
         use backbiting, exclusion, rumors, name-calling, and manipulation to inflict psychological pain on victimized targets. Unlike
         boys, who tend to bully acquaintances or strangers, girls frequently attack within tightly knit networks of friends, making
         aggression harder to identify and intensifying the damage to the targets.
     

      
      Within the hidden culture of aggression, girls fight with body language and relationships instead of fists and knives. In
         this world, friendship is a weapon, and the sting of a shout pales in comparison to a day of someone’s silence. There is no
         gesture more devastating than the back turning away.
     

      
      In the hidden culture of aggression, anger is rarely articulated, and every day of school can be a new social minefield that
         realigns itself without warning. During times of conflict, girls will turn on one another with a language and justice only
         they can understand. Behind a facade of female intimacy lies a terrain traveled in secret, marked with anguish, and nourished
         by silence.
     

      
      
      This is the world I want the reader to enter. It is where, beneath a chorus of voices, one girl glares at another, then smiles
         silently at her friend. The next day a ringleader passes around a secret petition asking girls to outline the reasons they
         hate the targeted girl. The day after that, the outcast sits silently next to the boys in class, head lowered, shoulders slumped
         forward. The damage is neat and quiet, the aggressor and target invisible.
     

      
      Public awareness of bullying has grown in recent years, propelled by the tragedies of youth gun violence. The national conversation
         on bullying, however, has trained its spotlight mostly on boys and their aggression. Defining bullying in the narrowest of
         terms, it has focused entirely on physical and direct acts of violence. The aggression of girls, often hidden, indirect, and
         nonphysical, has gone unexplored. It has not even been called aggression, but instead “what girls do.”
     

      
      Yet women of every age know about it. Nearly all of us have been bystanders, targets, or bullies. So many have suffered quietly
         and tried to forget. Indeed, this has long been one of girlhood’s dark, dirty secrets. Nearly every woman and girl has a story.
         It is time to break the silence.
     

      
      I set out to interview girls between the ages of ten and fourteen, the years when bullying peaks. On my first day, I worked
         with several groups of fifteen-year-olds at a coeducational private school. My plan was to encourage an informal discussion
         guided by a list of questions I’d written down. Standing before each class, I introduced myself, explained my own history
         with bullying, and told the girls what we’d be discussing. Without fail, the girls would do a double take. Talking about what? During class? They snickered and whispered.
     

      
      I started each session with the same question: “Do you think there are differences between the ways guys are mean to each
         other and the ways girls are mean to each other?” The whispering stopped. Then the hands flew like streamers. Suddenly, they
         couldn’t talk fast enough. Their banter was electric. The girls hooted, screeched, laughed, snorted, and veered off into personal stories, while
         notes flew around the room, accompanied by rolling eyes and searing and knowing glances.
     

      
      It was exhausting. My carefully organized list of research questions grew stale in my hand.

      
      Not a single one of my group discussions that day went according to plan. This, it turned out, was a good thing. I quickly
         understood that trying to box the girls’ voices into my prearranged questions would make them think I was an authority figure,
         and this was the last thing I wanted to be. I wanted them to be the authorities. After all, they were living what I was trying to understand. It wasn’t a tactic so much as an instinct.
     

      
      The girls responded in kind. Over the months that followed, we traded e-mail and instant message handles, talked about music
         groups, new shoes, summer plans, and crushes. They showed and told me things their teachers and parents couldn’t know about.
         We sometimes strayed from the topic at hand to talk about the pressures of school and family.
     

      
      Over time, however, I realized there was another reason for the ease we felt with one another. Most people who talk to kids
         about bullying approach the issue with the same message: Don’t do it. Be nice to each other.
     

      
      I came from the opposite place. My assumption was not that the girls ought not to be mean, but that they were; not that they
         should be nice, but that they weren’t. I was there not to stop them, but because I wanted them to help other girls find a
         way to deal with it. If they wanted to participate in the group discussion, fine; if they didn’t, they had to sit quietly
         and they couldn’t bother the ones who did. Either way, I told them, they’d get a free snack out of it.
     

      
      More often than not during the sessions, a girl would tell her own story of victimization. She might begin by replying to
         one of her classmates’ remarks, and then, as though taken by surprise, slide into a slow, tearful remembering of her pain.
         Although I knew I was in the classrooms only to conduct research, I was overwhelmed by feelings of protectiveness toward these girls.
     

      
      For this reason, I adhered to an informal discussion format, going with the girls where they wanted to go. Like the women
         I met on the Internet, many of the girls had never been asked about this part of their lives. Like me, they seemed to feel
         that they were all alone, the only ones to have gone through this. I met their sadness at the level of my own. They had chosen
         me to hear their stories, and I wanted to honor their voices. I also wanted them to realize it happened to me and plenty of
         others. It felt inhumane to move over and through their pain and on to the next question on the list. Sometimes I got through
         all my questions, sometimes I didn’t. If my work suffers in any way, the responsibility is mine, and it’s one I am happy to
         take.
     

      
      During this period, I was guided by the work of psychologists Lyn Mikel Brown and Carol Gilligan, to whose pioneering research
         with girls I owe a huge intellectual debt. With a group of colleagues, Brown and Gilligan developed a “Listening Guide” to
         use in their interviews.3 The method emphasizes flexibility and harmony with the interview subject, and it discourages orthodox interview protocols.
         Instead, researchers are to “move where the girls [lead]” them. The method is especially important to girls who might otherwise
         stay quiet in the presence of an interviewer who appears to have an agenda. Staying with the girls’ voices, rather than emphasizing
         one’s own, “can help girls to develop, to hold on to, or to recover knowledge about themselves, their feelings, and their
         desires,” according to Brown and Gilligan. “Taking girls seriously encourages them to take their own thoughts, feelings, and
         experience seriously, to maintain this knowledge, and even to uncover knowledge that has become lost to them.” With such an
         emotional issue as girls’ bullying, this seemed more than appropriate.
     

      
      As I sought out more schools to work with, I got mixed responses from administrators. Most were relieved to have me talk with
         their students. Staff had been mystified by the intensity of the girls’ anger toward one another. They were bewildered and
         overwhelmed by the episodes unfolding around them.
     

      
      
      The smaller towns and some private schools were less welcoming. Their refusal to grant me access, though never explained,
         seemed to me a sign of anxiety that the truth would be discovered about their girls: that yes, indeed, they were capable of being mean. In a society raising girls to be loving and “nice,” this was no small exposure.
     

      
      Because of the sensitive nature of the discussions, I made another decision. To get a comprehensive account of the problem
         of girl bullying, I had originally planned to travel to as many different U.S. cities as I could. After a few intensive sessions
         with the girls, I knew this would be impossible. To earn their trust, and the faith of their teachers and parents, I would
         need to become a part of their communities. For this reason I chose to stay in three parts of the country for extended periods.
         I was rewarded with almost unconditional access and support by many of my host schools. Two schools even reversed their policy
         of not permitting researchers on campus to allow me to work with their girls.
     

      
      In exchange for their generosity, I promised to change the names of the girls, staff members, and schools. Other than giving
         an economic and racial profile, I use very few details to describe each school. I worked with a total of ten over a period
         of one year. In a major middle-Atlantic city, I visited three schools: the Linden School, a private school with mostly middle-class
         students, 25 percent of whom are minority; Marymount, a private all-girls school with a predominantly middle-class population
         and about 20 percent students of color; and Sackler Day School, a suburban middle-class Jewish day school. In a second Northeastern
         city, I visited Clara Barton High School, an alternative high school, and Martin Luther King Elementary; both schools had
         predominantly black, Puerto Rican, and Dominican populations. I also worked at the Arden School, a laboratory school with
         a mostly middle-class population that is 20 percent minority, and Sojourner Truth, an all-girls school with a majority black
         and Latina student body. Finally, I spent several weeks visiting the elementary, middle, and high schools in Ridgewood, a
         small town in northeast Mississippi.
     

      
      At each school, I conducted group and individual interviews with students and interested staff and parents. At some schools, interviews took as many as three or four hours. At other schools,
         where time for the interviews was more limited, the meetings were shorter. At two of the urban schools, I struggled to connect
         with some students and parents. The families were mostly poor, and some did not have telephones, although I am sure my presence
         as a white, middle-class woman deterred an unknown number of others. Some students and parents expressed interest, then did
         not return my call or meet me at the appointed time. At every school I was disappointed, though not surprised, to find no
         parent willing to discuss a daughter who bullied.
     

      
      In addition to girls and their parents, I interviewed approximately fifty adult women by phone and in person. I include their
         stories because time and therapy have given them broader, more nuanced perspectives on their ordeals. Their voices present
         a marked contrast to the stories of young targets and bullies.
     

      
      Although I sought guidance from the methods of Brown and Gilligan, this book is not the product of a formal research experiment.
         In it you will not find statistics or scientific conclusions about girls and aggression or information about boys. Few would
         argue that boys have access to a wide range of ways to express their anger. Many girls, on the other hand, are forced to cut
         themselves off from direct aggression altogether.
     

      
      Odd Girl Out is the first book devoted exclusively to girls and nonphysical conflict, and it tells the stories of aggressors and targets
         of what I call “alternative,” or unconventional, aggressions.
     

      
      In no way do I want to imply that only girls behave in these ways. Boys most definitely engage in alternative aggressions,
         though reportedly at later stages of childhood than girls. Nor am I suggesting that all girls do it. Although I set out to map the hidden culture of girls’ aggression, it was always clear to me that not all white,
         middle class girls lock conflict out of their relationships. Overwhelmed by what I was discovering, I neglected to talk with
         more girls who do feel comfortable with anger and conflict. I regret that.
     

      
      I will use the term “girl bullying” throughout the book to refer to acts of alternative aggression. Yet I am arguing not that girls feel angry in fundamentally different ways than boys, but that many girls appear to show anger differently. Girls’ aggression may be covert and relational; it may indeed be fueled at times by a fear of loss or
         isolation. That does not mean, however, that girls do not want power or feel aggression as passionately as their male peers.
     

      
      In their important book Best Friends, Worst Enemies: Understanding the Social Lives of Children, Michael Thompson and colleagues point out that every child wants three things out of life: connection, recognition, and power.
         The desire for connection propels children into friendship, while the need for recognition and power ignites competition and
         conflict. My point is that if all children desire these things, they will come to them, and into learning how to acquire them,
         on the culture’s terms, that is, by the rules of how girls and boys are supposed to behave.
     

      
      When I began this journey three years ago, I wanted to write so that other bullied girls would know they were not alone. As
         I spent more and more time with the girls, I realized I was also writing to know that I was not alone. I would soon discover that the bullying I endured in third grade was only the tip of the iceberg. I discovered
         that I harbored pain and confusion over many relationships in my childhood.
     

      
      Around the circles of girls I met with, I could see I wasn’t the only one who felt this way. The knowledge that we shared
         similar memories and feelings, that someone else understood what we had previously held inside, was amazing. The relief was
         palpable, and it opened unexpected doors that we were able to enter together. If we began the journey at the memory of bullying,
         we ended up asking, and answering, more questions about the culture we live in, about how girls treat each other, and even
         about ourselves than we had ever thought to imagine alone.
     

      
      When Odd Girl Out was first published, the little research that existed on alternative aggressions was buried in academic journals. It went unnoticed in the media frenzy over school shootings. Public commentary continues to suggest that bullying is most dangerous
         between boys or when it culminates in physical violence. In chapter one, “The Hidden Culture of Aggression in Girls,” I explore
         what may be unique about girls’ aggression and analyze school attitudes toward girl bullying.
     

      
      This chapter also examines the phenomenon of covert aggression between girls. A great deal of girls’ anger flows quietly beneath
         the radar of teachers, guidance counselors, and parents. It is not, as one woman told me, “something you find in your child’s
         drawer.” Girls, ever respectful, tend to aggress quietly. They flash looks, pass notes, and spread rumors. Their actions,
         though sometimes physical, are typically more psychological and thus invisible to even an observant classroom eye. There is
         the note that is slipped into a desk; the eyes that catch, narrow, and withdraw; the lunch table that suddenly has no room.
         Girls talk to me in this chapter about how and why they act in secret.
     

      
      The barbs of a girl bully go unnoticed when they are hidden beneath the facade of friendship. In chapter two, “Intimate Enemies,”
         I explore dynamics of bullying and emotional abuse between close friends. The importance of relationship and connection in
         girls’ lives, along with the fear of solitude, leads many of them to hold on to destructive friendships, even at the expense
         of their emotional safety. Aggressors, on the other hand, are hurting the close friends they appear to love.
     

      
      Although I set out to understand severe episodes of bullying between girls, I quickly discovered that everyday episodes of
         conflict can be just as harrowing. In chapter three, “The Truth Hurts,” girls answer the question, “When you are angry or
         upset with someone, do you tell them about it?” They unpack their fears of direct conflict with one another and explore the
         indirect acts they choose instead. Girls dissect the politics of how and why they gang up on each other. They explore how
         repressing anger and avoiding confrontation can lead to disastrous consequences.
     

      
      
      Some of these disasters are now digital. Social media, such as e-mail, online chat, and texting, offer the perfect alternatives
         to the direct conflict so many girls disdain. Cyber bullying has become vicious and wide-ranging, while girls have become
         virtual addicts to their gadgets in the drive to stay connected to their friends. In chapter four, “BFF 2.0,” I lead readers
         through the sprawling landscape of girls’ digital relationships and report on the unique challenges of these new communication
         channels.
     

      
      Of all the insults girls can hurl at each other, one of the worst is getting called a girl who thinks “she’s all that.” In
         the chapter of the same name, I ask girls why they can’t stand it when someone appears conceited or full of herself. If this
         is indeed the age of girl power, why would someone else’s success bother them? The girls open up about why they keep jealousy
         and competition secret from one another, and along the way introduce me to a code they use to communicate uncomfortable feelings.
     

      
      I count myself among the many women and girls who have demonized the girl bullies in their lives. At some point, I began to
         wonder what it would be like to see Abby today, and I imagined the questions I might ask her. In chapter six, “The Bully in
         the Mirror,” several former and current bullies talk about why they hurt and betrayed their friends. Listening to their stories,
         I consider my own past, wondering why so many of us are quick to separate ourselves from the “mean girls,” and how this may
         affect our ability to address the problem of girl bullying.
     

      
      The culture’s socialization of girls as caretakers teaches them they will be valued for their relationships with others. In
         chapter seven, “Popular,” I challenge some of the current research on what makes girls popular. In particular, I look at how
         the politics of girls’ relationships can lead to mistreatment and aggression. I explore why some girls may be nice in private
         but mean in public and why other girls simply abandon their friends.
     

      
      Not all girls avoid conflict. Aggression may be biological, but the face of anger is learned. Although I found alternative
         aggressions most severe among white, middle-class girls, I spent time in other com munities where assertiveness and direct conflict are valued
         in girls. In “Resistance,” I explore the history and practice of direct conflict and truth telling in African American, Latino,
         and working-class communities. Although girls from these specific communities are at the center of this chapter, the reader
         should not take this as a sign of their exclusion from others. Odd Girl Out focuses on life under rules of feminine restraint that all but refuse girls open acts of conflict. Those girls are primarily,
         but certainly not only, white and middle class.
     

      
      The attention shown targets and aggressors of bullying often means the situation parents face is overlooked. Parents and guardians
         of targets harbor intense feelings of shame and helplessness, yet they are as isolated from one another as their daughters.
         Often they can only watch as their daughters come home crying day after day. Called at work because of a stomachache that
         doesn’t exist or watching their girl’s increasing isolation, they are embarrassed that their child is scorned. Some blame
         themselves, while others are angry at their daughter’s passivity. Girls, if they confide the problem, often beg their parents
         not to intervene, fearing retribution.
     

      
      In chapter nine, I explore how parents find themselves thrust into a world not unlike their daughters’. They want to help
         their children but fear making things worse. They are first torn, then muzzled, by their own confused feelings. Even as they
         struggle to help their child, they fear confrontation with another parent. Some choose to wait for the problem to pass or
         the phase to end.
     

      
      When it’s time for action, read chapter ten. “Helping Her Through Drama, Bullying, and Everything in Between” has my answers
         to the most pressing questions parents have asked me over the last decade. You will get my best thinking on what to say, how
         to say it, and the optimal course of action. You will also hear the voices of women and girls who told me what they wished
         their parents had done to make their lives easier during their ordeal—and why so many of them refused to tell their parents
         the truth.
     

      
      When should your daughter get a Facebook account or mobile phone? What kinds of limits should you set on use, and how do you
         talk to her about technology? For the answers, see chapter eleven, “Raising Girls in a Digital Age.” Readers will learn what
         every parent of a girl should know about safe, ethical, and responsible use of social media.
     

      
      Over the last decade, I have spent countless hours with educators and administrators—indeed, I have become a teacher myself.
         We work on the frontlines of the battle to end bullying. It is a complex and confusing war to wage. In chapter twelve, “The
         Road Ahead for Educators and Administrators,” I share effective intervention and prevention strategies for classroom teachers
         and school leaders.
     

      
      Are girls’ problems with conflict confined to friendship and bullying? In the conclusion, I visit girls at a leadership workshop
         and discover unexpected parallels between their identities as girlfriends and girl leaders. Remembering the girls of chapter
         two, I explore links between girls’ behavior in abusive friendships and the trauma of relationship violence. Finally, I consider
         the loss of self-esteem that besets girls around adolescence. Since alternative aggressions explode between girls around this
         time, I suggest potential connections between the two.
     

      
      Because I wanted the girls to feel comfortable saying anything, teachers almost never joined my interview sessions. At one
         woman’s insistence, I allowed her to sit in the back of a classroom I was visiting. Thirty minutes into a lively discussion
         about the ways girls are mean to each other, she was sitting stiffly, her face tightening in anger. Finally, she raised her
         hand.
     

      
      “You know,” she said, “not all girls are mean. Girls are wonderful! Women are the most important friends you’ll ever have,
         and I don’t think it’s fair to talk only about the bad parts of girls.” Although I could not agree with her more, the remark
         haunted me. It would be a grave mistake for the reader to interpret this book as a condemnation of girls and women. Nothing
         could be further from the truth.
     

      
      Our culture has long been accustomed to celebrating the “niceness” of girls. The stories of Odd Girl Out may therefore unsettle some readers. But my attempt to name the aggression of girls should not be read as an attempt to disparage them. For the purposes of this book I interviewed only girls who identified as aggressors
         or targets. Not all girls bully, nor do they inflict injury in such severe ways.
     

      
      I want to make clear that my deep affection for girls and women has guided this project every step of the way. Throughout
         my life, women and girls have nourished me with strength, wisdom, and care. I credit a great deal of my own success to older
         women mentors, many of whom were invaluable in helping this book come to life. And without the women closest to me, I would
         never have had the courage to arrive at many of the personal insights I share in this book.
     

      
      Writing this book changed my life. I was astonished to find how many of my own fears and questions about relationships were
         echoed in the girls’ remarks. Their stories forced me to look hard at my own fears of conflict, especially my need to be a
         “good girl.” It is my hope that readers will be able to confront their own fears and pose their own questions. Such a journey
         of reconnection is certainly not easy, but it is well worth the trip.
     





      
      
      CHAPTER one

      
      the hidden culture of aggression in girls

      
      The Linden School campus is nestled behind a web of sports fields that seem to hold at bay the bustling city in which it resides.
         On Mon day morning in the Upper School building, students congregated languidly, catching up on the weekend, while others
         sat knees-to-chest on the floor, flipping through three-ring binders, cramming for tests. The students were dressed in styles
         that ran the gamut from trendy to what can only be described, at this age, as defiant. Watching them, it is easy to forget
         this school is one of the best in the region, its students anything but superficial. This is what I came to love about Linden:
         it celebrates academic rigor and the diversity of its students in equal parts. Over the course of a day with eight groups
         of students, I began each meeting with the same question: “What are some of the differences between the ways guys and girls
         are mean?”
     

      
      From periods one through eight, I heard the same responses. “Girls can turn on you for anything,” said one. “Girls whisper,”
         said another. “They glare at you.” With growing certainty, they fired out answers:
     

      
      “Girls are secretive.”

      
      
      “They destroy you from the inside.”

      
      “Girls are manipulative.”

      
      “There’s an aspect of evil in girls that there isn’t in boys.”

      
      “Girls target you where they know you’re weakest.”

      
      “Girls do a lot behind each other’s backs.”

      
      “Girls plan and premeditate.”

      
      “With guys you know where you stand.”

      
      “I feel a lot safer with guys.”

      
      In bold, matter-of-fact voices, girls described themselves to me as disloyal, untrustworthy, and sneaky. They claimed girls
         use intimacy to manipulate and overpower others. They said girls are fake, using each other to move up the social hierarchy.
         They described girls as unforgiving and crafty, lying in wait for a moment of revenge that will catch the unwitting target
         off guard and, with an almost savage eye-for-an-eye mentality, “make her feel the way I felt.”
     

      
      The girls’ stories about their conflicts were casual and at times filled with self-hatred. In almost every group session I
         held, someone volunteered her wish to have been born a boy because boys can “fight and have it be over with.”
     

      
      Girls tell stories of their anger in a culture that does not define their behaviors as aggression. As a result, their narratives
         are filled with destructive myths about the inherent duplicity of females. As poet and essayist Adrienne Rich notes,4 “We have been depicted as generally whimsical, deceitful, subtle, vacillating.”
     

      
      Since the dawn of time, women and girls have been portrayed as jealous and underhanded, prone to betrayal, disobedience, and
         secrecy. Lacking a public identity or language, girls’ nonphysical aggression is called “catty,” “crafty,” “evil,” and “cunning.”
         Rarely the object of research or critical thought, this behavior is seen as a natural phase in girls’ development. As a result,
         schools write off girls’ conflicts as a rite of passage, as simply “what girls do.”
     

      
      What would it mean to name girls’ aggression? Why have myths and stereotypes served us so well and so long?

      
      Aggression is a powerful barometer of our social values. According to sociologist Anne Campbell, attitudes toward aggression
         crystallize sex roles, or the idea that we expect certain responsibilities to be assumed by males and females because of their sex.5 Riot grrls and women’s football notwithstanding, Western society still expects boys to become family providers and protectors,
         and girls to be nurturers and mothers. Aggression is the hallmark of masculinity; it enables men to control their environment
         and livelihoods. For better or for worse, boys enjoy total access to the rough and tumble. The link begins early: the popularity
         of boys is in large part determined by their willingness to play rough. They get peers’ respect for athletic prowess, resisting
         authority, and acting tough, troublesome, dominating, cool, and confident.
     

      
      On the other side of the aisle, females are expected to mature into caregivers, a role deeply at odds with aggression. Consider
         the ideal of the “good mother”: She provides unconditional love and care for her family, whose health and daily supervision
         are her primary objectives. Her daughters are expected to be “sugar and spice and everything nice.” They are to be sweet,
         caring, precious, and tender.
     

      
      “Good girls” have friends, and lots of them. As nine-year-old Noura told psychologists Lyn Mikel Brown and Carol Gilligan,
         perfect girls have “perfect relationships.”6 These girls are caretakers in training. They “never have any fights … and they are always together. … Like never arguing,
         like ‘Oh yeah, I totally agree with you.’” In depressing relationships, Noura added, “someone is really jealous and starts
         being really mean. … [It’s] where two really good friends break up.”
     

      
      A “good girl,” journalist Peggy Orenstein observes in Schoolgirls, is “nice before she is anything else—before she is vigorous, bright, even before she is honest.” She described the “perfect
         girl” as
     

      
      

         the girl who has no bad thoughts or feelings, the kind of person everyone wants to be with. … [She is] the girl who speaks
            quietly, calmly, who is always nice and kind, never mean or bossy. … She reminds young women to silence themselves rather
            than speak their true feelings, which they come to consider “stupid,” “selfish,” “rude,” or just plain irrelevant.7 
        

     



      
      
      “Good girls,” then, are expected not to experience anger. Aggression endangers relationships, imperiling a girl’s ability
         to be caring and “nice.” Aggression undermines who girls have been raised to become.
     

      
      Calling the anger of girls by its name would therefore challenge the most basic assumptions we make about “good girls.” It
         would also reveal what the culture does not entitle them to by defining what nice really means: Not aggressive. Not angry. Not in conflict.
     

      
      Research confirms that parents and teachers discourage the emergence of physical and direct aggression in girls early on while
         the skirmishing of boys is either encouraged or shrugged off.8 In one example, a 1999 University of Michigan study found that girls were told to be quiet, speak softly, or use a “nicer”
         voice about three times more often than boys, even though the boys were louder. By the time they are of school age, peers
         solidify the fault lines on the playground, creating social groups that value niceness in girls and toughness in boys.
     

      
      The culture derides aggression in girls as unfeminine, a trend explored in chapter four. “Bitch,” “lesbian,” “frigid,” and
         “manly” are just a few of the names an assertive girl hears. Each epithet points out the violation of her prescribed role
         as a caregiver: the bitch likes and is liked by no one; the lesbian loves not a man or children but another woman; the frigid
         woman is cold, unable to respond sexually; and the manly woman is too hard to love or be loved.
     

      
      Girls, meanwhile, are acutely aware of the culture’s double standard. They are not fooled into believing this is the so-called
         post feminist age, the girl power victory lap. The rules are different for boys, and girls know it. Flagrant displays of aggression
         are punished with social rejection.
     

      
      At Sackler Day School, I was eating lunch with a group of twelve year-olds, talking about how teachers expected them to behave
         at school. Ashley, silver-rimmed glasses snug on her tiny nose, looked very serious as she raised her hand.
     

      
      “They expect us to act like girls back in the 1800s!” she said indignantly. Everyone cracked up.

      
      
      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      
      “Well, sometimes they’re like, you have to respect each other, and treat other people how you want to be treated. But that’s
         not how life is. Everyone can be mean sometimes and they’re not even realizing it. They expect that you’re going to be so nice to everyone and you’ll be so cool. Be nice to everyone!” she mimicked, her suddenly loud voice betraying something more than sarcasm.
     

      
      “But it’s not true,” Nicole said. The room is quiet.

      
      “Anyone else?” I asked.

      
      “They expect you to be perfect. You’re nice. When boys do bad stuff, they all know they’re going to do bad stuff. When girls
         do it, they yell at them,” Dina said.
     

      
      “Teachers think that girls should be really nice and sharing and not get in any fights. They think it’s worse than it really
         is,” Shira added.
     

      
      “They expect you to be perfect angels and then sometimes we don’t want to be considered a perfect angel,” Laura noted.

      
      “The teacher says if you do something good, you’ll get something good back, and then she makes you feel like you really should
         be,” Ashley continued. “I try not to be mean to my sister or my mom and dad, and I wake up the next day and I just do it naturally.
         I’m not an angel! I try to be focused on it, but then I wake up the next day and I’m cranky.”
     

      
      In Ridgewood, I listened to twelve-year-olds muse about what teachers expect from girls. Heather raised her hand.

      
      “They just don’t …” She stopped. No one picked up the slack.

      
      “Finish the sentence,” I urged.

      
      “They expect you to be nice like them, like they supposedly are, but …”

      
      “But what?”

      
      “We’re not.”

      
      “I don’t go around being like goody-goody,” said Tammy.

      
      “What does goody-goody mean?” I asked.

      
      “You’re supposed to be sitting like this”—Tammy crossed her legs and folded her hands primly over her knees—“the whole time.”

      
      “And be nice—and don’t talk during class,” said Torie.

      
      
      “Do you always feel nice?” I asked.

      
      “No!” several of them exclaimed.
     

      
      “So what happens?”

      
      “It’s like you just—the bad part controls over your body,” Tammy said. “You want to be nice and you want to be bad at the
         same time, and the bad part gets to you. You think”—she contorted her face and gritted her teeth—“I have to be nice.”
     

      
      “You just want to tell them to shut up! You just feel like pushing them out of the way and throwing them on the ground!” said
         Brittney. “I wanted to do it like five hundred times last year to this girl. If I didn’t push her, I just walked off and tried
         to stay calm.”
     

      
      Try as they might, most girls can’t erase the natural impulses toward anger that every human being knows. Yet the early research
         on aggression turned the myth of the “good,” nonaggressive girl into fact: The first experiments on aggression were performed
         with almost no female subjects. Since males tend to exhibit aggression directly, researchers concluded aggression was expressed
         in only this way. Other forms of aggression, when they were observed, were labeled deviant or ignored.
     

      
      Studies of bullying inherited these early research flaws. Most psychologists looked for direct aggressions like punching,
         threatening, or teasing. Scientists also measured aggression in environments where indirect acts would be almost impossible
         to observe. Seen through the eyes of scientists, the social lives of girls appeared still and placid as lakes. It was not
         until 1992 that someone would question what lay beneath the surface.
     

      
      That year, a group of Norwegian researchers published an unprecedented study of girls. They discovered that girls were not
         at all averse to aggression, they just expressed anger in unconventional ways. The group predicted that “when aggression cannot,
         for one reason or another, be directed (physically or verbally) at its target, the aggressor has to find other channels.”
         The findings bore out their theory: cultural rules against overt aggression led girls to engage in other, nonphysical forms of aggression. In a conclusion uncharacteristic for the strength of its tone, the researchers
         challenged the image of sweetness among female youth, calling their social lives “ruthless,” “aggressive,” and “cruel.”9 
     

      
      Since then, a small group of psychologists at the University of Minnesota has built upon these findings, identifying three
         subcategories of aggressive behavior: relational, indirect, and social aggression. Relational aggression includes acts that “harm others through damage (or the threat of damage) to relationships or feelings of acceptance, friendship,
         or group in clusion.”10 Relationally aggressive behavior is ignoring someone to punish them or get one’s own way, excluding someone socially for
         revenge, using negative body language or facial expressions, sabotaging someone else’s relationships, or threatening to end
         a relationship unless the friend agrees to a request. In these acts, the aggressor uses her relationship with the target as
         a weapon.
     

      
      Close relatives of relational aggression are indirect aggression and social aggression. Indirect aggression allows the aggressor to avoid confronting her target. It is covert behavior in which the aggressor makes it seem as though
         there has been no intent to hurt at all. One way this is possible is by using others as vehicles for inflicting pain on a
         targeted person, such as by spreading a rumor. Social aggression is intended to damage self-esteem or social status within a group. It includes some indirect aggression like rumor spreading
         or social exclusion. Throughout the book, I refer to these behaviors collectively as alternative aggressions. As the stories in the book make clear, alternative aggressions often appear in conjunction with more direct behaviors.
     

      
      beneath the radar

      
      In Margaret Atwood’s novel Cat’s Eye, the young protagonist Elaine is seated frozen in fear on a windowsill, where she has been forced to remain in silence by
         her best friends as she waits to find out what she had done wrong. Elaine’s father enters the room and asks if the girls are enjoying the parade they have been watching:
     

      
      

         Cordelia gets down off her windowsill and slides up onto mine, sitting close beside me.

         “We’re enjoying it extremely, thank you very much,” she says in her voice for adults. My parents think she has beautiful manners.
            She puts an arm around me, gives me a little squeeze, a squeeze of complicity, of instruction. Everything will be all right
            as long as I sit still, say nothing, reveal nothing. … As soon as my father is out of the room Cordelia turns to face me.
            … “You know what this means don’t you? I’m afraid you’ll have to be punished.”
        

     



      
      Like many girl bullies, Cordelia maneuvers her anger quietly beneath the surface of her good-girl image. She must invest as
         much energy appearing nice to adults as she will spend slowly poisoning Elaine’s self-esteem.
     

      
      Some alternative aggressions are invisible to adult eyes. To elude social disapproval, girls retreat beneath a surface of
         sweetness to hurt each other in secret. They pass covert looks and notes, manipulate quietly over time, corner one another
         in hallways, turn their backs, whisper, and smile. These acts, which are intended to escape detection and punishment, are
         epidemic in middle-class environments where the rules of femininity are most rigid.
     

      
      Cordelia’s tactics are common in a social universe that refuses girls open conflict. In fact, whole campaigns often occur
         without a sound. Astrid recalled the silent, methodical persistence of her angry friends. “It was a war through notes,” she
         remembered. “When I wouldn’t read them, they wrote on the binding of encyclopedias near my desk, on the other desks; they
         left notes around, wrote my name on the list of people to send to the headteacher.” This aggression was designed to slip beneath
         the sight line of prying eyes.
     

      
      Most of the time, the strategy works. Paula Johnston, a prosecutor, was dumbfounded at the ignorance of her daughter’s teacher
         when Paula demanded Susie be separated from a girl who was quietly bullying her. “[Susie’s teacher] said, ‘But they get along
         beautifully!’” Paula snorted. “I asked her to move Susie, and she moved one in front and one behind! She would say, ‘Everything’s
         wonderful; Susie’s adorable,’ and meanwhile, Susie’s in the library hiding.”
     

      
      A Sackler student described her attempt to expose a mean girl to her teacher. “[The teacher] said, ‘Oh my gosh! You in a fight?
         How can that be!’” At every school I visited, I heard stories of a teacher being told of a girl’s meanness, only to respond,
         “Fight? She’d never do that!” or “I’m sure that’s not true!” or “But they’re best friends!”
     

      
      Covert aggression isn’t just about not getting caught; half of it is looking like you’d never mistreat someone in the first
         place. The sugar-and-spice image is powerful, and girls know it. They use it to fog the radar of otherwise vigilant teachers
         and parents. For girls, the secrecy, the “underground”11—the place where Brown and Gilligan report girls take their true feelings—are hardly unconscious realms. In the film Cruel Intentions, Kathryn cloaks her anger in syrupy sweetness. In a bind, she decides to frame another student because, she purrs, “Everybody
         loves me, and I intend to keep it that way.” Later, surreptitiously snorting cocaine from a cross around her neck, Kathryn
         groans, “Do you think I relish the fact that I have to act like Mary Sunshine 24–7 so I can be considered a lady? I’m the
         Marcia-fucking-Brady of the Upper East Side, and sometimes I want to kill myself.”
     

      
      In group discussions, girls spoke openly to me about their intentionally covert aggression. When I visited a group of fifteen-year-old
         students in Ridgewood, they threw out their tactics with gusto, prompting the semicircle of bodies to lean forward, nearly
         out of their desks, as eager affirming cries of “Oh yeah!” and “Totally!” filled our fluorescent-white lab room.
     

      
      Walk down the hallway and slam into a girl—the teacher thinks you’re distracted! Knock a girl’s book off a desk—the teacher
         thinks it fell! Write an anonymous note! Draw a mean picture! Roll your eyes! Send an instant message with a new username! Steal a boy friend! Start a rumor! Tell the teacher she cheated!
     

      
      “You step on their shoe. Oops!” Jessie squealed in a girly-girl singsong voice. “Sorry!”

      
      “You walk past someone and you try to bump them. You say, ‘Excuse you!’” The girls laughed in recognition.
     

      
      “The teacher says she didn’t mean it, she just bumped into her,” Melanie explained, “but the girls, they know what it is because it happens so much.”
     

      
      “Girls are very sneaky,” said Keisha. “Very.”

      
      “We—are—sneaky!” Lacey crowed, emphasizing every word.

      
      The next day, a group of younger students met. The freight of the good-girl image still weighed heavily upon them, and they
         lacked some of the boisterous energy and sarcasm of the fifteen-year-olds. Their voices were hesitant and halting. Amy was
         brave.
     

      
      “The teachers don’t say anything. They don’t expect it. They don’t think we’re doing anything, but …” She paused.

      
      “But what?” I asked. I was getting used to sentences abandoned midway.

      
      She was silent.

      
      “The teachers think girls behave better,” Elizabeth explained.

      
      “Does that make a difference in how people get in trouble?” I asked.

      
      “Some people call each other names and stuff and the teacher wouldn’t believe it. They would say, ‘So-and-so did this to me,’
         and the teacher would say, ‘No, she didn’t.’ Some teachers have pets, and you say, ‘She called me a bad name,’ and the teacher
         says, ‘No, she wouldn’t do a thing like that.’”
     

      
      Leigh said, “Some girls act real good around the teachers, and then when they do something bad, the teachers don’t believe
         it because they never seen them do it.”
     

      
      “Boys don’t care about getting into trouble. They think they’re all bad and don’t worry about it. They don’t care if they
         got in trouble, but girls don’t want anyone to know they got into trouble,” Maura said. “Girls worry about how they’re going to look. They have more of a nervous system than boys.” The room tittered.
     

      
      Tina raised her hand. “A girl in my class passes notes and never gets in trouble for it. Around the teacher she acts all sweet
         and stuff.”
     

      
      “Everybody writes notes,” Sarah Beth added. “Teachers are so stupid. They don’t get it. You can see it. It’s easy.”

      
      Kim said, “Girls can be passing notes during class and the teacher will find out about it. She won’t get them in trouble because
         they’re like one of her best students. Most of the girls in her class are but the boys usually aren’t.”
     

      
      Torie sat up on the back of her chair, elbows on her knees. “If girls are whispering, the teacher thinks it’s going to be
         all right because they’re not hitting people. If they punch, they get sent to the office. Teachers think they’re not hurting
         you,” she said, looking cautiously at her classmates, “but they are.”
     

      
      At once I was reminded of scary movies in which only children can see the ghost. The adults pass through the same rooms and
         live the same moments, yet they are unable to see a whole world of action around them. So, too, in classrooms of covertly
         aggressing girls, targets are desperately alone even though a teacher is just steps away.
     

      
      Sixth period was about to end. Jenny’s stomach clenched harder with each loud click of the wall clock. She never jumped when
         the bell rang. Although she prided herself on her good grades, Jenny stopped paying attention five minutes before class ended.
         Still, at 1:58 her heart started to race. By 1:59 she was short of breath.
     

      
      Through the cracks between her straight brown hair she watched the rest of the class get up. As usual, she pretended to be
         slow and preoccupied. She shuffled her pencils noisily in the cool metal air inside the desk, buying time. In a moment she
         would be free to leave.
     

      
      Ever since Jenny arrived two months ago from San Diego, the popular clique at Mason Middle School had decided two things:
         first, that she was a major threat to their status, and second, that they were going to make her life miserable.
     

      
      
      She had moved reluctantly with her family to the small community in Wyoming four days after the end of sixth grade. In San
         Diego, Jenny had gone to a huge city school and had mostly Mexican friends. She spoke fluent Spanish and loved the warmth
         and friendship of Mexican culture. She never minded being one of the only white students in school.
     

      
      That everything was different in Mason was an understatement. There were eight hundred white people in the whole town. Everybody
         knew each other’s business, and outsiders were unwelcome. So it didn’t matter to Brianna and Mackenzie that Jenny’s entire
         family had grown up right in Mason. Even though Jenny spent her summers riding tractors through their families’ fields with
         her grandfather, the town alderman, she may as well have been born on a spaceship.
     

      
      Brianna and Mackenzie were the queen bees, and they presided over the seventh grade. Brianna was the prettiest, Mackenzie
         the best at sports. Their favorite hobby was having a boyfriend. Jenny wasn’t really interested in a boyfriend, but she still
         liked hanging out with the guys. Mostly she liked to play football and basketball with them after school. She liked to wear
         jeans and T-shirts instead of makeup and miniskirts.
     

      
      She had barely introduced herself when Brianna and Mackenzie gave her a code name and started calling her Harriet the Hairy
         Whore. They told everyone Jenny was hooking up with the boys in the woods behind the football field. Jenny knew that being
         called a slut was the worst thing in the world, no matter where you lived. No one was even kissing yet. It was the lowest
         of the low.
     

      
      Brianna and Mackenzie started a club called Hate Harriet the Hore Incorporated. They got every girl to join except two who
         didn’t care. All the members had to walk by Jenny in the hallway and say, “Hhiiiiiiiiii. …” They made a long sighing noise
         to make sure she knew they were sounding out the initials of the club: HHHI. Usually two or more girls would say it and then
         look at each other and laugh. Sometimes they couldn’t even say the whole thing, they were laughing so hard.
     

      
      
      Then Brianna got the idea to charge into Jenny as she walked the hallways. The other girls followed suit. Wherever Jenny was
         between classes, a girl would body slam her, knocking Jenny’s books, and sometimes Jenny, to the ground. If someone was watching,
         they’d pretend it was an accident. Even though Jenny was small for her age, only four foot eleven, she decided to start smashing
         the others first, figuring they’d stop. They didn’t. She ended up with a lot of bruises, missing papers, and an uncanny ability
         to predict when the bells would ring. There was no teacher in the hallway to see.
     

      
      She tried to shrug it off the first few days, but by the end of the week, Jenny burned with embarrassment and fear. What had
         she done? It seemed like Mackenzie and Brianna had suddenly made it their goal in life to ruin her. Nothing like this had
         ever happened before. In San Diego, she had three best friends. She had always been good at everything but not because it
         was easy. She strove for success in everything she did. In her head she heard her father’s voice: “If you try hard enough,
         you can do anything.” This was her first failure.
     

      
      It was her fault.

      
      She knew she’d never touched a boy, but maybe there was something really wrong with her. There were two other new girls in
         her school year, and they were doing just fine. They worked hard to fit in, and they did. They bought the same clothes and
         listened to the same music as everyone else.
     

      
      Jenny closed her eyes. They also let Mackenzie and Brianna and the others determine who they would be. Jenny didn’t want that,
         at any price. She wanted to keep speaking her mind. She liked her California clothes and Mexican embroidered shirts. Maybe
         she didn’t want to try hard in the ways you had to at her age. Her father was right.
     

      
      Jenny began to weep quietly in her room not long after she realized there would be no end to her torture. She managed to wait
         until her homework was done, and then she cried, silent always, her sobs muffled by her pillow. There was no way she’d tell her mother, and certainly not her father. She felt nauseous just thinking about telling her parents she was such
         a reject.
     

      
      
      Every day was an endless battle. She was exhausted trying not to cry, stiffening her body against the hallway attacks, sitting
         through lunch after lunch alone. There was no one else to be friends with in the class because everyone, the few that there
         were, was against her. Her cousin was a year ahead of her and felt sorry for Jenny. Sometimes she let Jenny hang out with
         her clique. It was small consolation that they were the popular group in their year. In fact, it seemed to make Brianna and
         Mackenzie even angrier.
     

      
      One night Jenny’s sadness left no room for her fear, and she picked up the phone. Jenny called Brianna, Mackenzie, and a few
         other girls. She asked each of them, “Why do you hate me?” They denied everything. “But why are you doing the Hate Harriet
         the Hore club?” she pleaded.
     

      
      Their voices were light and sweet. “We don’t have a Hate Harriet the Hore club!” each one assured her, as though they were
         telling her the earth was round. They were so nice to Jenny that for a second she didn’t believe it was really them. Then
         she could almost feel her heart surging up through her chest. The next morning, she actually looked forward to getting out
         of bed. It would be different now.
     

      
      Then she got to school.

      
      “Hhhiiiiiiiii …!” Slam.

      
      Jenny blinked back tears and locked her jaw. She hated herself for being surprised. She should have known. The strange thing
         about it was, even though she was used to it, this time her heart felt like it was breaking open. Brianna and Mackenzie had
         seemed so genuine on the phone. And Jenny, stupid, stupid Jenny, she muttered to herself, had imagined herself at their lunch
         table in the back of the cafeteria. “Stupid, stupid, stupid,” she repeated through gritted teeth, raising her books as a shield
         as she made her way into class.
     

      
      One day, months later, searching through desks after seeing the girls pass it around the classroom, Jenny found the petition.
         “I, Mackenzie T., promise to Hate Harriet the Hore forever,” it said. Every single girl in the class had signed it, and it
         was appended with a long list of reasons why everyone should hate her. Jenny’s eyes bore into the paper until the words blurred. She suddenly
         felt dizzy. The weight of her anguish was too heavy. She couldn’t take it anymore. Jenny felt like her world was crumbling.
         She went to the headteacher.
     

      
      Mr. Williams called Brianna, Mackenzie, and some of the others into his office. They glared at her for weeks but said nothing.
         HHHI was officially disbanded.
     

      
      Jenny struggled through the school year alone. Because the meanness of her peers was almost invisible, not one teacher had
         noticed or intervened on her behalf. Because she was a new student, it was difficult to observe changes in her behavior and
         character. Her parents had known something was wrong, but had they asked her how she was, Jenny told me, “I would have told
         them, ‘Fine.’”
     

      
      HHHI never resurfaced and Jenny adjusted well over the next several years. She became captain of the softball team and pep
         club president, but her pain stayed fresh and hidden as she waited patiently for revenge.
     

      
      Brianna, her chief HHHI tormentor, had begun dating the most popular boy at Cheyenne High School at the age of eleven. That
         was the way things were, Jenny said. “You pretty much picked who you were going to date when you were ten or eleven and that’s
         who you dated until you left Wyoming.” Eric was captain of the basketball team and everything else that was important at Cheyenne.
         Brianna had lost her virginity to him and wanted to marry him.
     

      
      Jenny’s chance came a few months later, when she was asked to manage the boys’ basketball team. She quickly became friends
         with Eric. “I made it my goal to steal him from her, and I did,” Jenny said. “I know for a fact it had nothing to do with
         him. It had everything to do with taking what was important to her.” Jenny and Eric dated secretly for a month before Jenny
         made him call Brianna from her bedroom and break up with her. I asked Jenny how it made her feel.
     

      
      “I just had this feeling of victory. I wanted to rub it in her face. I felt really good that I had hurt her back,” she said.
         “It’s vindictive and it’s sad, I know, but to this day I hate this girl and I wanted to hurt her.” Today Jenny is thirty-two, and she feels
         neither shame nor remorse, only the anger that still smolders some twenty years later.
     

      
      relationship and loss

      
      At first glance, the stories of girls not being allowed to eat at the lunch table, attend a party, put their sleeping bag
         in the middle, or squeeze inside a circle of giggling girls may seem childish. Yet as Carol Gilligan has shown, relationships
         play an unusually important role in girls’ social development. In her work with girls and boys, she found that girls perceive
         danger in their lives as isolation, especially the fear that by standing out they will be abandoned. Boys, however, describe
         danger as a fear of entrapment or smothering. This contrast, Gilligan argues, shows that women’s development “points toward
         a different history of human attachment, stressing continuity and change instead of replacement and separation. The primacy
         of relationship and attachment in the female life also indicates a different experience of and response to loss.”12 The centrality of relationship in girls’ lives all but guarantees a different landscape of aggression and bullying, with
         its own distinctive features worthy of separate study.
     

      
      To understand girls’ conflicts, one must also know girls’ intimacy, because intimacy and anger are often inextricable. The
         intensity of girls’ relationships belongs at the center of any analysis of girls’ aggression. For long before they love boys,
         girls love each other, and with great passion.
     

      
      Girls enjoy unrestricted access to intimacy. Unlike boys, who are encouraged to separate from their mothers and adopt masculine
         postures of emotional restraint, daughters are urged to identify with the nurturing behavior of their mothers. Girls spend
         their childhood practicing caretaking and nurturing on each other. It is with best friends that they first discover the joys
         of intimacy and human connection.
     

      
      
      Yet ours is a culture that has ignored the closeness of girlfriends. Many people believe girls should reserve their true emotions
         for boys, and that girls should channel their caretaking toward husbands and children. Anything up to that life stage is assumed
         to be practice, if not insignificant.13 
     

      
      In fact, it is the deep knowledge girls have of relationship, and the passion they lavish on their closest friends, that characterizes
         much of their aggression. The most painful attacks are usually fashioned from deep inside a close friendship and are fueled
         by secrets and once shared weaknesses.
     

      
      Moreover, the relationship itself is often the weapon with which girls’ battles are fought. Socialized away from aggression,
         expected to be nice girls who have “perfect relationships,” many girls are unprepared to negotiate conflict. As a result,
         a minor disagreement can call an entire relationship into question.
     

      
      What do I mean by this? In a normal conflict, two people use language, voice, or fists to settle their dispute. The relationship
         between them is secondary to the issue being worked out. But when anger cannot be voiced, and when the skills to handle a
         conflict are absent, the specific matter cannot be addressed. If neither girl wants to be “not nice,” the relationship itself
         may become the problem. And when there are no other tools to use in a conflict, relationship itself may become a weapon.
     

      
      Since relationship is precisely what good, “perfect” girls are expected to be in, its loss, and the prospect of solitude,
         can be the most pointed weapon in the hidden culture of girls’ aggression.
     

      
      During her interviews with adults, sociologist Anne Campbell found that where men viewed aggression as a means to control
         their environment and integrity, women believed it would terminate their relationships.14 I discovered identical attitudes in my conversations with girls. Expressing fear that even everyday acts of conflict, not
         to mention severe aggressive outbursts, would result in the loss of the people they most cared about, they refused to engage
         in even the most basic acts of conflict. Their equation was simple: conflict = loss. Like clockwork, girl after girl told me twenty variations on the following remark: “I can’t tell her how I feel or else she
         won’t want to be my friend anymore.” The corollary works like this: “I just don’t want to hurt anyone directly, because I
         want to be friends with everyone.”
     

      
      Fear of solitude is overpowering. In fact, what targets of bullying recalled most to me was their loneliness. Despite the
         cruel things that happened—the torrents of vulgar e-mail and unsigned notes, the whispered rumors, the slanderous scribblings
         on desks and walls and lockers, the sneering and name-calling—what crushed girls was being alone. It was as though the absence
         of bodies nearby with whom to whisper and share triggered in girls a sorrow and fear so profound as to nearly extinguish them.
     

      
      Girls may try to avoid being alone at all costs, including remaining in an abusive friendship. “You don’t want to walk alone
         at breaktime,” one twelve-year-old explained when I asked why she wouldn’t stay away from a mean friend. “Who are you going
         to tell your secrets to? Who are you going to help and stuff like that?” Another student, recalling a television documentary,
         remarked plaintively, “If a female lion is alone, she dies. She has to be part of the group.”
     

      
      As girls mature, the prospect of being seen alone by others becomes just as daunting. They know that “perfect girls” have
         “perfect relationships.” “Walking through a hall and feeling like everyone’s looking at you is the worst,” a Linden student
         told me. “People who are alone are pitied and no one wants to be pitied. They’re secluded. Something’s wrong with them. Being
         seen as a loner is one of our biggest fears.” Driven by the fear of exclusion, girls cling to their friends like lifeboats
         on the shifting seas of school life, certain that to be alone is the worst horror imaginable.
     

      
      Every child, boy or girl, desires acceptance and connection. Most boys would not prefer or even tolerate being alone. Yet
         as girls grow up, friendship becomes as important as air, and they describe the punishment of loneliness in dramatic terms.
         “I was so depressed,” Sarah explained. “I sat in class with no friends. Everything I cared about completely crumbled.” A ten-year-old said of her solitude, “It was like my heart was breaking.”
     

      
      it’s just a phase

      
      When thirteen-year-old Sherry’s friends suddenly stopped speaking to her, her father, worried for his devastated daughter,
         approached a friend’s mother to find out what happened. She was underwhelmed. “Girls will be girls,” she said. It’s typical
         girl behavior, nothing to be worried about, a phase girls go through. It will pass. “You are making a mountain out of a molehill,”
         she told him. “What are you getting so upset about?”
     

      
      Her remarks echo the prevailing wisdom about alternative aggression between girls: girl bullying is a rite of passage, a stage
         they will outgrow. As one school counselor put it to me, “It’s always been this way. It will always be this way. There’s nothing
         we can do about it.” Girl bullying, many believe, is a nasty developmental storm we have no choice but to accept. Yet the
         rite-of-passage argument paralyzes our thinking about how the culture shapes girls’ behavior. Most importantly, it stunts
         the development of anti bullying strategies.
     

      
      The rite-of-passage theory suggests several disturbing assumptions about girls. First, it implies that there is nothing we
         can do to prevent girls from behaving in these ways because it’s in their developmental tea leaves to do it. In other words,
         because so many girls engage in alternative aggressions, they must be naturally predisposed to them. Bullying as a rite of
         passage also suggests that it is necessary and even positive that girls learn how to relate with each other in these ways.
         Rites of passage, after all, are rituals that mark the transformation of an individual from one status to another. So the
         rite of passage means that girls are becoming acquainted with what is in store for them later as adults. Because adult women
         behave in this way, it means it’s acceptable and must be prepared for. (Many despairing mothers I spoke with, as well as those
         who shrugged off the bullying, confided a sense of consolation that their girls were learning what they’d come to know sooner or later.)
     

      
      The third assumption emerges directly from the first two: it suggests that because it is universal and instructive, meanness
         among girls is a natural part of their social structure to be tolerated and expected. And there is one final assumption, the
         most insidious of all: the abuse girls subject each other to is, in fact, not abuse at all.
     

      
      I have heard schools decline to intervene in girls’ conflicts because they do not want to interfere in the “emotional lives”
         of students. This philosophy makes two value judgments about girls’ relationships: it suggests that unlike aggressive episodes
         between the sexes, which are analyzed by lawyers and plastered on evening news programs, problems between girls are insignificant,
         episodes that will taper off as girls become more involved with boys.
     

      
      Second, it trivializes the role of peers in children’s development, turning into school policy the myth that childhood is
         “training for life,” rather than life itself. A strategy of noninterference resists the truth of girls’ friendships, remains
         aloof from the heart of their interpersonal problems, and devalues the emotional intensity that leaves permanent marks on
         their self-esteem.
     

      
      Yet there is an even simpler reason why schools have ignored girls’ aggression. They need order in the classroom. On any given
         day, the typical teacher is racing against the clock to meet a long list of obligations. She must complete her lesson plans,
         fulfill district and state standards requirements, administer tests, and occasionally find time for a birthday party. Like
         an emergency room doctor, the teacher must perform triage on her discipline problems. Disruptions are caught on the fly and
         met with swift punishment. Generally, boys are more disorderly. Girls, ever the intuiters of adult stress, know that passing
         a nasty note or shooting mean looks like rubber bands is unlikely to draw the attention of an exhausted teacher who is intent
         on completing her lesson plan.
     

      
      When she sees a perpetrating girl, a teacher has little or no incentive to stop the class. Taking the time to address relational
         discord is not always as easy as yelling at a boy to remove his peer from the rubbish bin. As one student explained to me, “Teachers
         separate the boys.” Relational problems, however, demand attention to something that is more complex. Invariably, the teacher
         is far more concerned with the boys flinging balls of paper and distracting the other students.
     

      
      Schools lack consistent public strategies for dealing with alternative aggressions. In the absence of a shared language to
         identify and discuss the behavior, student harassment policies are generally vague and favor acts of physical or direct violence.
         The structure of school days also complicates teacher intervention: in many schools, for instance, lunch aides supervise at
         breaktime, when bullying is rampant.
     

      
      Since alternative aggressions have been largely ignored, their real life manifestations are often seen through the lens of
         more “valid” social problems. For example, at many schools, the threat “do this or I won’t be your friend anymore” is considered
         peer pressure, not relational aggression. In academic writings, researchers explain girls’ manipulation of relationships as
         a form of precocity or a way to “establish central position and to dominate the definition of the group’s boundaries.” Some
         psychologists classify teasing and nasty jokes as developmentally healthy experiences. They call rumors and gossip spreading
         “boundary maintenance.”15 
     

      
      Also common is the assessing of the targets of meanness among girls as having a social skills deficit. According to this school
         of thought, bullied children are obviously doing something wrong if they are attracting the social abuse of others. This usually
         puts the onus on the target, who must toughen up or learn to integrate socially. Perhaps she is responding to social situations
         inappropriately, failing to “read” the feelings and attitudes of others correctly. Perhaps she needs to pay more attention
         to clothing trends. Perhaps she is too needy, daring, as one book lamented, to say “Let’s be friends” instead of the more
         subtle “Let’s go to the mall this weekend.”
     

      
      Relational aggression in particular is easily mistaken for a social skills problem. When a girl is nice one day and cruel
         the next, or is possessive, or overreacts to another child, the behavior can be interpreted as a sign of delayed development. This is an especially
         insidious problem because the targets may be encouraged to show patience and respect to their aggressors. In the course of
         things, the aggressive aspect of the behavior is lost, and the aggressor is left alone.
     

      
      Most disturbingly, what the target understands to be true about her own feeling of injury is denied by adults. Since aggressors
         are often friends, girls, ever compassionate, spring easily to the rescue with their endless understanding when shown human
         mistakes. Annie, who is profiled in chapter two, remembered Samantha, the girl who made her cry all night, with whom she was
         still friends. “Right now Samantha has a lot of friends and is more socially skilled,” Annie explained. “But back then she
         wasn’t really. … If she had a friend, and if they said some slight thing to her, she would think that it was the most offensive
         thing that anyone’s ever said to her. I don’t think I really ever said [this was wrong]. I think she was trying to keep the
         friendship just as she could have it.” In order to be a good friend, Annie showed compassion for Samantha’s social limitations
         while shelving her own painful feelings.
     

      
      Misdiagnosing bullying as a social skills problem makes perfect sense in a culture that demands perfect relationships of its
         girls at any cost. Social skills proponents claim that the best interactions are situation appropriate and reinforced by others,
         reflecting abilities in which girls are already well schooled. Indeed, the majority of female bullying incidents occur at
         the behest of a ringleader whose power lies in her ability to maintain a facade of girlish tranquillity in the course of sustained,
         covert peer abuse. She also directs social consensus among the group. As far as the social skills school is concerned, then,
         girl bullies appear from the outside to be doing A-plus work. At one school trying the social skills solution, for example,
         the mean girls were simply urged to be more “discreet.”
     

      
      The trouble with the social skills argument is that it does not question the existence of meanness, it explains and justifies
         it. As a result, it has helped alternative aggressions to persist unquestioned.
     

      
      
      As they try fiercely to be nice and stay in perfect relationships, girls are forced into a game of tug-of-war with their own
         aggression. At times girls’ anger may break the surface of their niceness, while at others it may only linger below it, sending
         confusing messages to their peers. As a result, friends are often forced to second-guess themselves and each other. Over time,
         many grow to mistrust what others say they are feeling.
     

      
      The sequestering of anger not only alters the forms in which aggression is expressed, but also how it is perceived. Anger
         may flash on and off with lightning speed, making the target question what happened—or indeed whether anything happened at
         all. Did she just look at her when I said that? Was she joking? Did she roll her eyes? Not save the seat on purpose? Lie about
            her plans? Tell me that she’d invited me when she hadn’t?

      
      Girls will begin summoning the strength to confront alternative aggressions when we chart them out in their various shapes
         and forms, overt and covert. We need to freeze those fleeting moments and name them so that girls are no longer besieged by
         doubt about what’s happening, so that they no longer believe it’s their fault when it does.
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