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Hand Clapping Games

I. Jessie and Laura Carter

Lenoir, NC

Caldwell County

August 27, 1994

II. Mt. Carmel Baptist Church

Didra Mayberry, Lakendra Little, Ashlee Shuford, Marea Daniels, Danika Roberts, Natasha Mayberry, Ebonni Parsons, with advisor Judy Scott

Taylorsville, NC

Alexander County

August 31, 1994

Fieldworker: Martha  Nelson

(Technical note: This taping of handclapping games consists of two groups and two locations. First, two sisters, Jessie and Laura Carter of Lenoir, perform a total of nine rhymes at their family home in rural Caldwell County. The girls’ parents are having a cookout and have invited a neighboring couple and their two children to share the evening. The visiting children are much younger than Jessie and Laura, and they do not participate in the handclapping games. Sound quality is good, although background noises are heard throughout the taping. 

The second recording session takes place in an asphalt parking lot in Taylorsville at Mt. Carmel Baptist Church. The session begins prior to the Wednesday night prayer meeting, and continues for more than an hour. Audio quality varies, as the cluster of girls and an adult perform as a pair or in larger groupings for handclapping games. A single omni-directional microphone collects the sounds of two or more pairs or groups performing simultaneously as the girls practice with one another. Additionally, church members are arriving in cars and the noise of moving vehicles occasionally obscures the girls’ voices. Recitation of rhymes is halted or repeated to allow an automobile to pass nearby and park. Smaller groupings are brought to stand directly in front of the microphone to record games, sometimes before a pairing has matched handclapping movements and agreed upon words in the rhymes.)

(Overview: These two recording sessions, the first involving two Anglo-American sisters and the second a group of African-American girls at a Baptist church, present handclapping rhymes reflecting two distinct collections separated by developmental age and cultural norms associated with them. The rhymes of the Carter sisters carry the hand and eye coordination of a younger pair of girls. The Carter sisters’ handclapping games are primary, traditional rhymes typically functioning as the beginner’s repertoire. Stock content of alphabet recitation and number counting is buttressed by word play and developing hand and eye coordination to play the game with a partner. These rhymes travel as part of the socialization of young girls in American culture as they begin to interact with peers in larger group settings such as kindergarten and elementary school. The Carter sisters’ rhymes exhibit the course of child development within a larger cultural context, playfully making references to the risqué words and experiences that are taboo at age five to eight, but inevitably made familiar as girls approach adolescence. Taboo words, an unknown and forbidden world that remains dark for the time being, heterosexual encounters, the presaged urban tales of babysitters, and a tiny glimpse at death are first met in these rhymes. The societal roles of women are hinted, and the shifts in population and cultural histories during the late 20th century creep in with the use of a Spanish word.

The second recording session collects rhymes from girls who are seven to fourteen years of age, and both the content and the complexity of movement and rhythm belong to more advanced stages of child development. By far the majority of rhymes draw from a traditional repertoire, and the skill sets of hand and eye coordination are complex and masterful. The content is far more wide ranging, from Smurfs to childbirth, with rhymes that flirt with heterosexual relations and incorporate a woman’s use of her body to attract male attention. One adult participates in the handclapping games with the girls, raising the speed and dexterity of hand movements and extending the number of potential participants in a single game to three or four. As this group of girls interact with one another to test skill sets for compatibility, squabbles erupt frequently over missed hand claps or mismatched verbal content. While disagreements are loud and likely to result in separation of a pair of hand clappers, they also require negotiation of conflict, competition for leadership, and challenges to learn new skills or to improve upon the abilities that attend advancing age into adolescence.)

