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Abstract
Exclusivity is a phenomenon whereby friendship between two children is threatened by friendship between one of them and a third child. This paper presents evidence that expectations of exclusivity were more common among girls than boys at a large London primary school. I draw on rich ethnographic and interview data to make three points, all of which contribute to our understanding of exclusivity and relational aggression. Firstly, the material shows how exclusivity demands can polarise girls’ peer groups into two ‘gangs’. Secondly, physicality is a crucial aspect of exclusivity and gang formation. This is important because girls’ physicality is neglected in standard contrasts between girls’ ‘relational’ and boys’ ‘physical’ aggression. Thirdly, girls differ sharply in their ability to command exclusivity, such that more submissive girls become pawns in their more dominant friends’ disputes. Finally, I argue that ethnographic methodologies generate data and insights otherwise inaccessible to the developmental psychologist.

