Petting and Necking, 1924

... [In 1924] I was at a student conference of young women comprised of
about eight hundred college girls from the middle western states. The
subject of petting was very much on their minds, both as to what attitude
they should take toward it with the younger girls (being upperclassmen
themselves), and also how much renunciation of this pleasurable pastime
was required of them. If I recall correctly, two entire mornings were devoted
to discussing the matter, two evenings, and another overflow meeting.

So far as I could judge from their discussion groups, the girls did not
advise younger classmen not to pet—they merely advised them to be mod-
erate about it, not lose their heads, not go too far—in fact the same line
of conduct which is advised for moderate drinking. Learn temperance in
petting, not abstinence.

Before the conference I made it my business to talk to as many college
girls as possible. I consulted as many, both in groups and privately, as I
had time for at the conference. And since it is all to be repeated in another
state this summer, [ have been doing so, when opportunity offered, ever
since. Just what does petting consist in? What ages take it most seriously?
Is it a factor in every party? Do “nice” girls do it, as well as those who are
not so “nice”’? Are they “‘stringing’’ their elders, by exaggerating the prev-
alence of petting, or is there more of it than they admit? These are samples
of the questions I have asked, and have heard them ask each other in the
discussions where I have listened in.
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One fact is evident, that whether or not they pet, they hesitate to have
anyone believe that they do not. It is distinctly the mores of the time to be
considered as ardently sought after, and as not too priggish to respond.
As one girl said—"I don't particularly care to be kissed by some of the
fellows I know, but I'd let them do it any time rather than think I wouldn’t
dare. As a matter of fact, there are lots of fellows I don’t kiss. It’s the very
young kids that never miss a chance.”

That petting should lead to actual illicit relations between the petters
was not advised nor countenanced among the girls with whom I discussed
it. They drew the line quite sharply. That it often did so lead, they admitted,
but they were not ready to allow that there were any more of such affairs
than there had always been. School and college scandals, with their sudden
departures and hasty marriages, have always existed to some extent, and
they still do. But only accurate statistics, hard to arrive at, can prove
whether or not the sex carelessness of the present day extends to an increase
of sex immorality, or whether since so many more people go to college,
there is an actual decrease in the amount of it, in proportion to the number
of students. The girls seemed to feel that those who went too far were
more fools than knaves, and that in most cases they married. They thought
that hasty and secret marriages, of which most of them could report several,
were foolish, but after all about as likely to turn out well as any others.
Their attitude toward such contingencies was disapproval, but it was ex-
pressed with a slightly amused shrug, a shrug which one can imagine
might have sat well on the shoulders of Voltaire. In fact the writer was
torn, in her efforts to sum up their attitude, between classifying them as
eighteenth-century realists and as Greek nymphs existing before the dawn
of history!

I sat with one pleasant college Amazon, a total stranger, beside a
fountain in the park, while she asked if I saw any harm in her kissing a
young man whom she liked, but whom she did not want to marry. “It's
terribly exciting. We get such a thrill. I think it is natural to want nice men
to kiss you, so why not do what is natural?”” There was no embarrassment
in her manner. Her eyes and her conscience were equally untroubled. I
felt as if a girl from the Parthenon frieze had stepped down to ask if she
might not sport in the glade with a handsome faun. Why not indeed? Only
an equally direct forcing of twentieth century science on primitive simplicity
could bring us even to the same level in our conversation, and at that, the
stigma of impropriety seemed to fall on me, rather than on her. It was
hard to tell whether her infantilism was real, or half-consciously assumed
in order to have a child’s license and excuse to do as she pleased. I am
inclined to think that both with her and with many others, it is assumed.
One girl said, “When I have had a few nights without dates I nearly go
crazy. I tell my mother she must expect me to go out on a fearful necking
party.” In different parts of the country, petting and necking have opposite
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meanings. One locality calls necking (I quote their definition) “’petting only
from the neck up.” Petting involves anything else you please. Another
section reverses the distinction, and the girl in question was from the latter
area. In what manner she announces to her mother her plans to neck,
and in what manner her mother accepts the announcement, [ cannot be
sure. . . .



