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Foreword
BY ALICIA

If there’s one thing I know about adults, it’s that they pounce on the subject of adolescent sexuality with zeal. Teachers, doctors, psychologists, parents and talk-show hosts express both distaste and concern for my generation’s in-your-face, supersize-me, consumer attitude toward sex. Yet in all that we’ve read and heard, when have we gotten an insider’s perspective?
Adults look at the sex lives of children through a lens ground in the past. This limits their ability to capture and understand the world today. In this book, Laura Stepp doesn’t do this. Instead, she has taken time to observe and listen as other young women and I struggled to develop our ideas about sex and love: how both should be given and received, and what we deserve from each. She has looked through our lenses and attempted to synthesize our perspectives. Ever the journalist, she has worked hard to get the inside scoop.
 
Walking toward the bus stop on a mild fall day in Durham, North Carolina, I wasn’t sure I’d recognize her. She had interviewed me several years before for an article in The Washington Post, but our communication since had been limited. I was excited, however, by our reunion because I remembered fondly the mutual intellectual respect I’d felt in our first conversations. I scanned the faces of college students milling about until I spotted the dainty figure of a woman about my mother’s age.
She was neatly dressed à la Ann Taylor, poised and gentle in mannerism and appearance and hardly the person you’d think would request an interview about “hooking up,” the intentionally vague term my generation uses to represent any possible amalgam of sexual behaviors.
I was twenty and a junior at Duke University, tackling the core of my engineering major. I had come to college knowing I had a lot to figure out about myself, no small part of which involved relationships. Laura wanted to observe me over the course of the school year. She asked me to talk to her about the hookup culture: what it was, the extent to which I participated, and what I thought about it. Looking at me over the rims of her glasses, smile lines crinkling just around her eyes, she asked me to define “hooking up.” No, really, like, she wanted to know: Was it sex or blow jobs or what?
That first interview started our two-year collaboration, a friendship marked off in salads, coffee and sinful desserts, and measured in conversations, recorded in Laura’s spidery mom-cursive sprawling across the pages of whatever miniature notebook she happened to have with her at the time. Her questions seemed simple enough at first, but as she probed, I discovered the answers weren’t simple. I also realized that hooking up had influenced my notions of self-worth, love, relationships and expectations of men in ways I hadn’t realized.
She was a cool observer, happy to spend a night out at local pubs and clubs, asking countless questions about what was going on and why. She was not writing an exposé to criticize and demean young women, but she was asking questions that were always personal, and sometimes painful and embarrassing. She left no issue unaddressed, forcing me to think about what I had accepted unquestioningly as the norm. I knew it would be a startling thing to see my personal sexual escapades in print, but I trusted Laura and her motivations.
I’ve invested my time and thought in Unhooked because I believe in it. I’ve grown up through these conversations, and Laura and I have learned from each other. We don’t agree all the time, but there’s something to be said for simply talking. Our discussions have helped me define love for myself, and in doing so I’ve gained an appreciation for how important a process that is.
You don’t need to agree with all the perspectives in this book, nor relate to all the stories young women have contributed. Unhooked is simply a starting point for discussion, a strong argument for the importance of talking about relationships, period.
To my peers I’d like to say: Our generation is wonderfully outspoken, but it’s time we learned to listen as well. Who we love is a reflection of what we value, so what do we value? We would do well to examine our lives and the roles that love and sex play in them. This book will catalyze such introspection.
And to parents: One thing I’ve come to appreciate post-adolescence is that you’re eager to give us the very best. One critical way to do that is to engage more fully in our lives. Listen not only to Laura but to us, your children, as we transition from child to adult. Address our sexuality in a truly interactive conversation. Take a lesson from the open-minded, genuine, no-holds-barred attitude with which Laura approached the subject of Unhooked.
Our society is obsessed with sex, but no one wants to talk frankly about sex. Even now, I’m writing under a pseudonym, not because I’m ashamed of what I’ve done, but because I need protection from the stigma society places on those who publicize the messy details of their skirmishes with sex and love. If I could sign my name to this foreword without fear of losing my job or getting slandered in the media down the road, I would. I’m proud of how I’ve learned from my failures as well as my successes. I suspect the other young women in this book feel the same way.
Regardless of whose story you’re reading, what is being said is important. Silence perpetuates stigmas, and stigmas prevent understanding.
So let’s talk about sex, baby.


unhooked

Introduction

I can explain the origin of this book with two stories—one brief, the other more detailed.
In the spring of 1998, the principal of a suburban Washington, D.C., middle school called about twenty-five parents to a special night meeting. There, over the annoying hum of the fluorescent bulbs found in eighth-grade classrooms around the country, she announced that as many as a dozen girls had been performing oral sex on two or three boys for most of the school year. The thirteen-and fourteen-year-old students were getting it on at parties, in parks and even in a couple of neighborhood parking lots.
The parents sat momentarily in silence, stunned. This was before President Bill Clinton and Monica Lewinsky made oral sex a household word, and two years before the popularity of oral sex in middle schools percolated through the media. One mother, who had heard the news over the phone from a school counselor before the meeting, told me later, “I almost dropped the phone.”
The school was my son’s. He was not involved, but kids he knew were. I wrote about the sex ring for The Washington Post and I remember, to this day, what one girl in particular told me.
“I did it first in the fall with a boy I kinda liked, thinking it would make him like me,” she said. “It didn’t. Then I did it a couple more times in the spring at parties. We would go outside, then come back in and sit around and talk about it. It was no big deal.”
Now, in 1964, my eighth-grade girlfriends and I were no prisses; we had secret places around town where we went to kiss and neck with our boyfriends. But when did teenaged girls—everyday girls, not just the “fast” girls or the “loose” girls—start skipping the smooching and go straight to giving head? How did they come to believe that offering their services to guys they barely knew “was no big deal”?
My reporting instincts shifted into high gear as I discovered that this was not an isolated case. School administrators were beginning to report similar behaviors in middle schools around the Washington area. My editors, extremely uncomfortable about putting the phrases “oral sex” and “middle school” in the same newspaper story, pressed for multiple, concrete examples, and I delivered. Eventually, after much debate, they published the article on the front page, and that launched me on an investigation that continues today into the sexual and romantic lives of America’s young people.
Now for the second, longer story. It took place almost seven years later, in January 2005, on a college campus in downtown Washington.
Rapper T.I.’s voice—and more than a few shots of liquor—had hundreds of students buzzed that Saturday night inside the Marvin Center of George Washington University (or GW). Crowded along both sides of an elevated catwalk, waiting for scantily clad freshman women to emerge from a tent at one end, the students sang along with the music:
Who set the city on fire as soon as he got freed
Da king back now, ho’s don’t even know how to act now
Hit the club strippers gettin’ naked ’fore I sit down
Bring ’em out! Bring ’em out!

Out they came, one act after another, eighteen-and nineteen-year-old Division I athletes, ranging from passably pretty to drop-dead gorgeous, putting themselves up for bid at the annual “date auction” sponsored by GW’s student athletic council. Big white bidding cards popped up immediately. Fifty dollars for a night on the town with a couple of lacrosse players! Seventy-five dollars for members of the crew team!
The water polo players, dressed in swim parkas and strappy black stilettos, brought down the house. They had been practicing polo for eight months, spending thirty hours a week in the pool. Their season over, they left little question in anyone’s mind that they were ready to party.
Bumping and grinding to a new rap number, they ripped off their jackets to reveal short nightgowns—see-through black, with pink polka dots—over black bras and lacy fuchsia boy shorts.
Fifty dollars! The bidding began.
A couple of players started to strip further and, drunk out of their minds, fell down.
Seventy-five dollars!
One player pretended to go down on another girl.
Eighty dollars!
Morgan, a muscular blonde freshman, started flashing the audience.
One hundred dollars! Sold!
Morgan turned to wobble back boozily into the tent.
“Nice vagina!” yelled a boy standing just below her as she left.
The next thing Morgan knew, it was early morning and she was lying in her own bed next to someone she thought of as just a friend. He told her that they had hooked up after the auction and that she had been a willing partner.
He also told her that they had had sex. After inspecting herself briefly, she realized it was true.
Four months later, she sat across a table from me in a campus coffee shop, her hair pulled back by a Burberry plaid headband. She sketched out the rest of that year at college. She’d had a series of sexual encounters, and none of them amounted to anything. She depended on alcohol to get ready for boys and, when things didn’t work out, to take the edge off her disappointment. Her grades were falling, putting her at risk of losing her scholarship. She had had several sessions with a psychiatrist, who prescribed an antidepressant that made her groggy.
“I’ve dug myself a pretty deep ditch,” she admitted.
Would she participate in a date auction again, knowing what she knew now? I asked.
“Absolutely,” she said. “It was so much fun. The energy, the hype…The next day everyone was saying, ‘Those water polo girls were outrageous.’…I knew I was an object, yeah. But I didn’t feel like a piece of meat at all. If it was in any way degrading, I never would’ve done it.”
Listening to her in the spring of 2005, my mind went back to 1968 again and I found myself making generational comparisons once more. Sure, we used to leave our college dorm windows cracked so our boyfriends could sneak in. But we were terrified of being found out and wouldn’t think of taking off our clothes until the guys were inside and the lights were off. Now girls were stripping in the student center in front of dozens of boys they didn’t know, pantomiming sex onstage and later doing the real thing without saying much, if anything, to their partners. When did conversation and negotiation drop completely out of the picture?
Clearly, young women have changed not only the way they relate intimately to young men but also the way they think about intimacy. My Post articles on sexuality since the oral-sex scandal have not been about isolated acts of a promiscuous few but indications of a large cultural shift. To some degree, depending on their temperament, upbringing and luck, all girls are caught up in the changes. Young people have virtually abandoned dating and replaced it with group get-togethers and sexual behaviors that are detached from love or commitment—and sometimes even from liking. High school and college teachers I’ve talked to, as well as researchers, remark on this: Relationships have been replaced by the casual sexual encounters known as hookups. Love, while desired by some, is being put on hold or seen as impossible; sex is becoming the primary currency of social interaction. Some girls can handle this; others, like Morgan, are exhausted physically, emotionally and spiritually by it. They struggle largely outside the awareness of parents who either don’t know what is going on or are vaguely aware but don’t know what to do.
Science tells us that sexual attractiveness plays a significant role in the emotional and social lives of young women. Parents seem largely unaware of this or of how firmly hooking up has taken hold in young people’s imaginations and lives. They are reassured by statistics that show a significant decline in teen pregnancies and a slight drop in the proportion of high school students having intercourse. What they don’t understand is that sexual intercourse, or any other sexual act, is only part of the story. What is—or isn’t—going on in addition to sex is at least as important.
The crucial thing to remember in all of this is that hooking up, in the minds of this generation, carries no commitment. Partners hook up with the understanding that however far they go sexually, neither should become romantically involved in any serious way. Hooking up’s defining characteristic is the ability to unhook from a partner at any time, just as they might delete an old song on their iPod or an out-of-date “away” message on their computer. Maybe they tire of their partner, or find someone who is “hotter” or, for some other reason, more to their liking. Maybe they get burned badly in a relationship, or find themselves swamped with term papers and final exams. The freedom to unhook from someone—ostensibly without repercussions—gives them maximum flexibility. Although I use both phrases, this is not a hookup culture so much as an unhooked culture. It is a way of thinking about relationships, period.
One can see this same impermanence in some of their other commitments—to their jobs and their life plans, for example. In their personal lives, many young women carry it with them as they move through their twenties, when the “hookup buddy” becomes the “sometime boyfriend.” One national study found that among eighteen-to twenty-nine-year-olds, only slightly more than a third were in committed relationships. Of the rest, more said they were not looking than looking.
This book explores, through the eyes of real girls and young women, how complex this unhooked culture is, how firmly entrenched and how it has affected the thoughts, feelings, behaviors and aspirations of this generation—including those girls who want no part of it. Of particular interest to me, having come of age during the women’s movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s, is that the new sexual landscape has been designed in part by girls, to the delight of guys who no longer have to work very hard for girls’ attention or their bodies. Young women’s goal was, at one time, to save their bodies and their reputations for someone they loved, while young men were encouraged to play the field. Young men are still expected to be players, but now young women have jumped into the arena with them. And so I have chosen to focus my attention on these female architects. How do they feel about their new freedom? Great or used? Loved or lonely? Free or trapped in unexpected ways? What do they really think about relationships, including marriage?
Shortly before I started my research, I spent three hours talking to four young working-class women in their early twenties about men and sex. Never once during the conversation did they use the word “love.” When I finally pointed this out, one of them explained, “Sex is different from love.” The other three nodded.
On another morning I watched a half-dozen girls who had just graduated from an exclusive Virginia high school padding around a North Carolina beach house in camisole tops and low-slung pajama bottoms, cooking breakfast for guy friends and listening to music that would make their mothers blush. It occurred to me that these young women did not worry, as their mothers did, about showing off their imperfect bodies. They did not shy away from talking frankly about sex. As they move through college and into jobs, they might be less apt to worry, as their mothers did, about compromising their identity or independence in bed. These were good things.
But who, I wondered, was telling them that they were worth taking more care with—that they deserved to take care with themselves and insist that boys take care with them, too? Who was reminding them that sex, in any form, is more powerful when you don’t throw it around, more satisfying when it’s savored with someone you love? Who was asking them to think seriously about their goals for happiness beyond the law degree or to consider that having sex with lots of men might limit their ability to sustain a long-term commitment as well as their ability to conceive children? Who was helping them see that loving relationships are uniquely satisfying and manageable—and need not tie them down for the rest of their lives?
As I explained my research to acquaintances in my neighborhood, church and job, I would often hear something along the lines of “What is wrong with these girls?” That is not the right question. The question should be how this came to be, and what, if anything, should be done about it. Loving may be as basic as breathing, but loving well is a learned behavior. Who and where are young women’s teachers?
 
The research was a natural outgrowth of my previous book, Our Last Best Shot. In that book, I wrote about ten-to fifteen-year-olds who, as young adolescents, were beginning to shape a self-image based in part on whether they felt loved and capable of love. The romantic encounters the younger ones, boys as well as girls, enjoyed were short-lived and confined to passing notes, messaging each other on the computer and stealing kisses at school dances when no one was looking. But starting in eighth grade, things changed: Kids thought nothing of sneaking to movies with a boyfriend or girlfriend or going to parties where couples made out. Girls were as likely to pursue as be pursued, and the pressure to “go all the way” (the old-fashioned expression used by two ninth-grade girls I interviewed in a small Kansas town) was intermittent but occasionally intense.
In general, however, the struggles these younger adolescents had with boyfriends and girlfriends were of less importance than the battles they waged with parents and peers. That tends to be true with most teens until the later years of high school and particularly in college, when adolescents begin to focus seriously on the kind of romantic partners they are becoming. What does that exploration look like? I wondered as I prepared to start this book.
I began with scientific reports, and didn’t find much that was helpful. Sex research, sorely underfunded in this country, has been confined primarily to younger teenagers, and survey questions are worded in a way that rarely matches the language that teenagers use, leaving one wondering how well the findings match what teens are really doing. Nonetheless, I commissioned my own analysis of available data and am grateful to the independent organization Child Trends for help in making sense of the most reliable large-scale studies.
We found, for example, that the proportion of young women ages eighteen to twenty-two who reported having intercourse—seventy-five percent—equaled that of young men. Seventy percent of both sexes had had sex before their nineteenth birthdays. Only one-third of young women said they truly wanted to have sex the first time they did so, compared to one-half of the young men. One particularly interesting finding was that while two out of three young men said it was better to get married than go through life single, fewer than half of the young women felt that way.
Statistics do not talk, however; they only point us to the people to whom we need to talk. The heart of the book, then, became the insights provided by the most important people: Alicia, Sienna and the other young women whose personal lives fill the following chapters.
 
The need to be connected intimately to others is as central to our well-being as food and shelter. In my view, if we don’t get it right, we’re probably not going to get anything else in life right. My goal for this book stems from this premise and is twofold. First, I hope to encourage girls to think hard about whether they’re “getting it right,” whether their sexual and romantic experiences are contributing to—or destroying—their sense of self-worth and strength. Their studied effort to remain uncommitted convinces me only of how strongly they want to be attached.
Second, I hope to encourage adults, men as well as women, to have the kind of conversations with girls that I’ve had. If you’re a woman reading this, put yourself in the shoes of the young woman you’re reading about and ask what you would have done in her situation. As a man, think of these girls as your daughters and ask yourself what you hope your daughter would do. You may want to separate yourself from these women—I know I did—but you end up realizing you can’t, because they and their partners are wrestling with the same needs and desires we all share at some level.
Discussion over a period of time can help girls make wiser choices; I’ve seen it happen. One college junior, on the heels of a rough period with a guy she was hooking up with, talked to me at lunch one day for a couple of hours. Several days later, I received an upbeat e-mail. “Conversation with adults is a big part of why I’ve begun to feel better about myself,” she wrote. “Really my happiest moment at home during those two weeks was our conversation that Tuesday.”
Such conversation takes place only if we approach young people hoping to understand rather than intending to censure. This book is written to further that effort by showing grayheads what the current sexual culture, so different from the one we remember, is like. The book is full of terms that will be new, even shocking, to some readers. We don’t have to adopt these terms—just as we need not agree with everything young people do—but we do need to know what the terms and actions mean and don’t mean to those involved.
Many adults, protective in other parts of their children’s lives, turn a blind eye to sexual matters. How else to explain Lingerie Barbie dolls purchased for three-and four-year-olds? Or parents spending a hundred dollars at Club Libby Lu so their kindergarteners can dress up in spandex and sparkles and learn how to shimmy and shake it on a catwalk? By the time they’re in middle school, girls are reading young-adult novels such as Rainbow Party, in which a high school sophomore invites her girlfriends to perform oral sex on a group of boys. By high school, girls and guys can watch videotapes of themselves having sex or, with the help of a webcam, their friends having sex.
“In many of these situations,” says Deborah Roffman, a teacher who lectures nationally about sex education, “it is clear that adults are complicit, either by their neglect, cluelessness or even subtle encouragement.”
Although familiar with Roffman and the efforts of organizations such as the National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy, I had not realized the depth of adults’ reluctance to talk openly about sex among teenagers until I wrote a story for the Post about girls keeping track of how many guys they had hooked up with.
These young women chatted about their numbers as if they were compiling data in a brokerage firm. They kept count in planners stowed away in bedside tables and typed names on Excel spreadsheets along with details and grades for performance. One of them, a college senior, described in my story how common this practice had been at her Catholic high school, which I did not name.
She later regretted being so honest. Early on the morning that she was to take a summer job in the development office of her college, which was also Catholic, an administrator called to rescind the job offer, citing her quotes in the newspaper. That same day, her parents told her to stop talking to me. I heard also from a friend whose daughter attended that particular Catholic high school and had helped me on other stories. My friend informed me coolly that her daughter was to have no more contact with me ever, on any story.
How, I wondered at the time, can we expect young people to make good decisions about their sexuality—the essence of what it means to be female or male—when adults they know resist discussing it publicly and thereby deny its central place in all of our lives?
 
To observe this culture in depth, I interviewed dozens of young women, ages sixteen to twenty-one and white, black, Latin, Asian and Middle Eastern. These girls had grown up in various communities across the country and attended public and private schools and universities on the East Coast. Slightly more than half of them had been raised by two biological parents. They shared one significant demographic: Their families were at least moderately well-off. This meant that regardless of race, ethnicity or the address they called home, they dressed similarly, shared the same jargon, listened and danced to the same music, used the same technology to communicate and related to their friends and families in similar ways.
I decided early to focus mainly on women enrolled in four-year colleges for several reasons. The majority of high school graduates now start at such a college or university, although some don’t finish. I could talk freely with college women, who are legal adults. I also would have more freedom to follow them throughout their days and nights as they went about their various activities with various friends and in various moods. College women also appealed because it is in college where young women first begin to contemplate seriously the traits they want in a life partner—and to my surprise, when I began my investigating, I found that little had been written about that struggle in popular nonfiction.
Much of my work at the Post had centered on middle school and high school students, and I knew that decisions in late adolescence are based partly on experiences during these earlier “gateway” years. So I decided to begin the book with high school girls.
The reader will notice that I use the words “girl” and “girls” in this book, along with “young woman” and “young women.” That is because female college students, and even some women in their twenties and thirties, call themselves girls. This practice puzzles those of us who came of age during the women’s movement and demanded that we be called women as soon as we reached eighteen, just as boys became men at that age. But it reflects, I think, the way young women, particularly those in middle- and upper-income families, have been protected, even coddled, to the point where they think of themselves as not yet adults. Economics and social custom play a part in this. Adulthood, in the conventional sense, means getting a job, leaving home and starting a family. As young women, like young men, postpone these milestones, they remain stuck being not quite adolescents but also not quite adults.
I have changed the names of the girls, using names they chose for themselves, and left out some of the details of their lives. I also changed the names of their family members, friends and partners.
I chose subjects who: illustrated something surprising or significant about the hookup culture; could articulate clearly what was happening to them and their friends in this culture; and seemed candid but not prone to exaggeration. Because of the sensitive nature of the information they would be sharing, it was important to have easy, personal access to them. I did not want to be confined to e-mails and telephone calls as means of discussing blow jobs and date rape. Ultimately, I selected three girls in Washington, D.C.–area high schools, two public and one private, and six young women at two universities I could get to quickly: George Washington University, in D.C., and Duke University, a four-hour drive away in Durham, North Carolina. At Duke, campus social life was driven largely by thirty-eight fraternities and sororities. This was not so at George Washington, with twenty Greek organizations and a much larger student body. Officials at both universities were open and cooperative, and I should add that the observations I make about these two institutions could be made about many other schools.
I taught a course on love, sexuality and the media in George Washington’s School of Media and Public Affairs, and those students contributed enormously to my understanding. I also observed and corresponded with two girls who identified themselves as lesbians—one at Brown University in Providence, Rhode Island, and the other at the tiny University of Mary Washington in Fredericksburg, Virginia. At year’s end, after extensive discussion with one of those girls, I decided to include neither in the book because I believed they were distinct in many ways. It is not that they didn’t hook up or relate to their partners in some of the same ways as the straight girls. But they also had other issues—of identity and disclosure, for example—that complicated their stories and made them unique. And their power struggles were with other girls, not with guys.
I came to this decision reluctantly. The gay female population is larger than we used to think. According to a recent national study, 8 percent of high school girls report having had some kind of sexual experience with another girl. For older girls, that figure increases to 14 percent. Americans frequently assume that young women all speak in the same voice, when they most certainly do not. Gay and bisexual girls need to have a separate account written of their hookup world, and I hope someone will do that.
I spent time in class with the girls in this book, attended sporting events and plays, and sat with them in coffee shops and restaurants. I shopped with them (improving my wardrobe considerably) and partied with them. Some of the most memorable moments were observed from a bar stool—a scene I hadn’t been a part of in more years than I care to admit. Occasionally, on returning to my hotel at, say, two a.m., I would call my husband and say, “I am way too old to be doing this.” But I also enjoyed being with them, and now, frankly, I miss them and their energy, enthusiasm and challenge to my ideas.
I interviewed the friends and boyfriends of these girls, visited the girls in their homes and talked to some of their parents. I listened with interest as mothers and fathers told me how little they knew about their daughters’ sexual and romantic lives. I was intrigued that some seemed not particularly concerned about that. Parental anxieties were reserved for grades and plans for graduate school and careers—a reality that, as you will see in later chapters, has important repercussions for girls’ private lives.
 
What will you read in this book, and through whose story? In Section One, you will read first about the hooking-up phenomenon itself—its definition, scope and short history—through the story of a Duke senior I called Jamie. I chose Jamie in part because she hooked up during her first year at Duke and then moved into a deeper, more lasting relationship that gave her some perspective on her earlier experiences. You will see how hooking up can blindside an unsuspecting freshman; how it has become not just a temporary fancy but a replacement for dating, affecting even those who, against the odds, date; and how young women, empowered by Title IX–inspired success in school and on the playing field, have been the driving force behind this change.
Whether they’re looking to hook up serially or, less often, for something more substantial, what young women want most is control over the guys they’ve set out to conquer. In Section Two, through the stories of Sienna, Anna and Mieka, you’ll see what the contest looks like in high school and the influence that friends have in egging each other on. You’ll also witness the kind of influence parents have on girls’ choices. Sienna and Anna were close to their mothers; Mieka was close to neither parent.
Section Two ends with Nicole, a George Washington sophomore, who illustrates that, while hooking up may seem like a game in high school, it becomes a serious campaign in college, the prize being the ability to walk away at will. Nicole’s experience suggests that as a result of hooking up, close friendships between girls have replaced long-term relationships with guys. Without parents or college authorities helping them figure out how to navigate the new social terrain, college women depend on their gal pals to push them out there and then protect them from going too far.
Nicole was a closet romantic. Indeed, most of the girls I observed came across initially as ball-busters, but privately, either late at night or after a couple of drinks, they morphed into softer versions of Bridget Jones, hoping for someone to knock on their door, flowers in hand. As hard as they tried to run away from love, they ended up falling in love, usually only briefly, and were reluctant to call it anything but “having feelings for.”
So why did they continue to hook up? Section Three, which shares the stories of Shaida, Cleo and Victoria, suggests three reasons: the ethic of female empowerment; parental expectations for academic and professional achievement; and reluctance on the part of authorities on campus to intervene in students’ social lives.
Shaida was a declared feminist who arrived at college assuming, as many older feminists do, that girls who feel powerful in the classroom will act in their own best interests in the bedroom. Personal and painful experiences changed her mind—and also made her believe that feminism needs to revisit its assumptions and expand its vision of what it means to be a woman.
Cleo was Nicole’s older sister. Their mother was a successful lawyer who wanted her daughters to prepare themselves for a successful life with or without husbands. Cleo, internalizing her mother’s and father’s hopes, grew up believing that she should ace the SATs and later the foreign service exam, star on a winning basketball team, date someone equally talented, graduate from college summa cum laude and move on to a top graduate school, all without breaking a sweat. She fell in love her junior year in college but, unable to see how the relationship could work in the perfect future she envisioned for herself, also hooked up on the side. Interestingly, although both sisters were influenced by their parents’ dreams, and both attended the same university, Cleo, more than Nicole, ended up confused and uncertain—the result, in part, of their different temperaments.
In all these stories, the reader may be struck, as I was, by the total freedom that college students enjoy on campus today. They move from their years at home, when so many decisions are made for them, to a place where everything is up to them. College authorities, at one time surrogate parents, have become absentee landlords. Rules that both inhibited and protected students are gone. Although the pendulum is beginning to swing back in the direction of college control, the movement is slight, and Victoria’s story shows how one young woman managed that freedom and at what cost. The religious rituals and beliefs that she brought from home helped ground her, as did a couple of college programs. Her parents’ relationship, unlike that of some of the other parents in this book, provided a model for her of what she’d like to have one day in her own life. Early in the year, she decided that the only way to win at the hookup game was not to play, and these supports helped her maintain her resolve.
The early-twentieth-century British actress Beatrice Tanner Campbell, when asked about two actors who took an unusual liking to each other, reportedly replied, “Does it really matter what these affectionate people do, so long as they don’t do it in the street and frighten the horses?” It is tempting to say the same thing about young women once they get to college. Section Four suggests why we shouldn’t. As Alicia, a junior at Duke, helps us understand, hooking up regularly puts girls at risk both physically and emotionally. It also carries potential implications for their future roles as mothers, workers and members of a community.
Alicia came to college looking and feeling like the odd girl out, and she used hooking up to reassure herself that someone, or in her case, a series of someones, found her desirable despite her differences. This had consequences for her that, fortunately, because of her extraordinary observational powers, she was able to recognize and rectify.
One of my Post colleagues, reviewing a Katie Roiphe book, wrote that sex is not “the sum total of two people, a bed and a viral scare.” How true. Sex in fact is a Rorschach test for how we treat all people—casually or with care. Skin to skin, we are at our most vulnerable, and so is our partner. We learn to trust or distrust, to give and receive in the most basic way possible, and we take those lessons with us into the wider world.
In that spirit, I end the book with “A Letter to Mothers and Daughters,” a template for conversations we should be having with the next generation. These are not our daughters in the following pages. But they and so many young women like them are the ones who will be teaching, doctoring and in other ways attending to our children and grandchildren. Right now, they are trying to make sense of what is arguably the most confusing sexual landscape any generation has ever faced.


section one
Hooking Up: What It Means
JAMIE’S STORY
“The girls made all the effort. The guys didn’t have to do anything.”
—JAMIE, TWENTY


Stroll across Duke University’s East Campus late at night on any fall weekend, and you’ll see them at the bus stop: clusters of young women sitting on concrete benches, pulling their thin, cropped cardigans tight against the wind that whips down the freshman yard of one of America’s most prestigious universities. One girl rummages through her Fendi handbag. Another taps her Bebe heels impatiently on the pavement. Several of them check their watches as they wait for the blue-and-white bus that will take them on a twenty-minute ride to the Gothic dorms of West Campus, and the upperclassmen who have promised them a good time and all the Bud Light they can drink.
Jamie, a senior, knows this scene well. Three years ago, she was part of it. She was the one who went to the room of a guy she barely knew because it felt good to lie beside him, skin to skin, her head on his shoulder. She was the one who, at dawn, crawled out of the bed of a guy who didn’t know her name because she woke up, saw he wasn’t there and heard a girl in another room scream, “So, did you fuck her?” She was the one who spent much of her first semester taking the bus from East to West to have sex with a senior named Jake and returning to East alone the next morning, even after he told her his feelings for her had cooled.
Back then, she wouldn’t have called it hooking up, but that’s what she calls it now.
I met Jamie immediately after a guest lecture at Duke in the early fall of 2004. My host, a professor who teaches a course on the family, had asked me to lead a class on hooking up. I anticipated a lively, intelligent discussion and was not disappointed. Duke students, drawn from around the country and abroad, are among America’s most gifted. They score, on average, higher than 700 out of a possible 800 on the math and verbal portions of the traditional SATs, the standardized test universities use to select students. As Division I athletes, they are consistently ranked at or near the top nationally in basketball, tennis, soccer, cross-country and golf.
I was just starting my journey into the hookup culture. Prior to my visit to Duke, I had written several articles about hooking up for my newspaper, but more as an occasional tourist than a serious sojourner. I knew enough to know that I no longer needed just a road map; I needed a Michelin guide. Tom Wolfe’s novel about sex at Duke had not yet been published, and the lacrosse sex scandal that roiled the campus and would attract national attention had not yet happened. I went to Duke because I had lectured on the campus in past years about other subjects and suspected that a new class might be able to provide me with some serious resources as I set out on my expedition.
They were a clean-cut bunch that afternoon, these twenty-five students sitting on carpeted tiers in front of me, and a far cry from the unshaven, slouching, somewhat morose classmates I remembered from my college years. Generational experts say their demographic group is more team-oriented, achievement-driven and polite than those of us who went to college in the late 1960s and 1970s. In appearance at least, that seemed to be the case. The young men, more than half of the class, wore khaki shorts, polo shirts and sandals, or designer jeans, supersized T-shirts and tennis shoes so clean they could have been purchased that day. The young women, in brightly colored skirts or neatly pressed shorts, were equally tailored. The classroom could have been a setting for late-1950s television except for two things—there were as many black students as whites, and we were talking about sex in a way that would have yanked any show off the air.
I first asked them to give me their definitions of hooking up.
“A physical encounter of affection,” one smart aleck suggested, eliciting laughs from around the room.
“Third base and beyond,” said another, followed quickly by, “More than making out,” “Don’t have to work at it,” “Immediate gratification” and “Fast food.”
I pushed them for additional descriptions and the tenor of their responses shifted: “No relationship,” “Lack of communication,” “Increases cynicism,” “No emotional fulfillment,” “Doesn’t teach intimacy” and “Postpones marriage.”
And “Easy to talk about.”
So it was. The students described a work-hard, play-hard atmosphere at Duke that characterizes many elite colleges and universities. One-third of Duke’s undergraduate men belonged to fraternities; one-half of the women were sorority members. Because Greek organizations’ parties were open to anyone, the Greeks essentially were campus social life. Parties were one place hookups were arranged, the students said. But it also wasn’t uncommon for a guy or girl to decide to take a study break and text-message a friend on a cell phone saying, “Let’s roll.” The students didn’t seem particularly thrilled by the concept of hooking up, but it was clear that many had adopted it as a life form, for the present.
“If a girl offers, I’m not going to turn her down,” said one guy whose frame was so tall it barely fit into his chair. “But I’m also not going to call her up and ask her for a date afterward.”
This gave the professor the opportunity to jump in and attempt to make a case for “courtship”—a word that elicited a large amount of eyeball-rolling. Dating, he argued, encourages partners to put their best selves forward. A woman has more power when she holds her sexuality in reserve rather than play it out, he argued. A man who must prove his interest by asking a woman out to dinner is more likely to find that he is truly interested.
A cute, curly-haired female student raised her hand gingerly and I wondered for a split second whether she was going to agree with what seemed a convincing strategic argument. She didn’t.
“That sounds like playing games,” she said. “I don’t have time to play games.”
I decided to shift the conversation. How many of them wanted someday to be married? Virtually all hands went up.
The professor picked up on this. “Tell me, then, how do you go from hooking up to wedding vows?” Not a hand went up. Before he could continue, the bell rang and all the students scooted out except Jamie, who approached me while I packed up my notes. She said she had been reluctant to speak up in class because she would seem to be criticizing too many people she knows.
“I’m so glad you’re looking into hooking up,” she said. “I’ve always had a good head on my shoulders. I wasn’t going to do anything stupid in college. But I certainly got caught up my first year in everything that was going on.”
She told me she was a senior and currently in love with a boyfriend of more than two years. His name was Austin and he lived in her home city. My eyes lit up. Here was someone who could look back on her hooking-up experiences with the maturity that comes with age—and from the perspective of someone who had moved into something more permanent. We arranged to meet midafternoon the next day in the common room of a nearby dorm.
I got there early. Shafts of sunlight streamed through arched windows, giving the room the feel of a medieval cloister. Large, comfortable-looking couches and chairs, upholstered in neutral beiges and browns, showed no sign of recent use. Not another soul was present. There was a time when girls might have entertained guys in such a room, but that never happened anymore, Jamie would tell me later. Why should it, when students were free to lounge in the privacy of each other’s rooms ’round the clock?
Jamie arrived precisely on time, striding across the room to shake my hand, a tall blonde dressed in a black Lacoste shirt and green linen skirt with tiny ruffles around the hem. Her hair was in a loose ponytail; her feet, toenails painted pink, were tucked into the rainbow flip-flops I had seen on other girls around campus. Everything about her, from those toenails to her gracefully erect posture, spoke of good breeding and self-control. I could see her living someday on Manhattan’s Upper East Side and spending weekends in the Hamptons.
Parents of Duke’s 6,500 undergraduates pay a lot of money annually to send their kids there—about $40,000 the year I observed Jamie. Although almost half of the students receive financial assistance, many students come from families of means, and Jamie, I would learn, was no exception. Her father worked in business overseas and earned enough money so that her mother, Ann, could be a full-time homemaker. Jamie and her brother grew up in a midsized city on the East Coast, doted on by Ann, who served them dinner every night and attended all their sporting competitions. Ann was an expert shopper, according to Jamie, and would spend days or weeks searching for exactly the right clothes, furnishings or other items Jamie might want at any given time. The weekend before I met Jamie, she had been missing Austin so much that her mother drove to Duke to take her to dinner and a movie. Some girls might have felt suffocated by so much attention, but Jamie didn’t. She considered her mom a close friend and phoned her at least once a day, filling her in on her studies and friends.
“I’m lucky,” she told me during that first interview. “I have so many friends who don’t say ‘I love you’ to their parents.”
Two things bothered her about her mother’s life, however. As much as she benefited from Ann’s attention, she didn’t understand why her mother had stopped working outside the home once she had children. Ann had made her children her job; Jamie had no such plans. She wanted a career, she said, in media or film. She also wanted more romance in a marriage than what she saw at home; sparks should fly every time she and her husband saw each other, for years after they married.
High school had produced no golden boy but Duke did. Or so she thought when on a visit to the campus during her senior year in high school, she met a junior named Jake. Like her, he was tall and blond, “the hottest thing I’d ever seen.” They had e-mailed each other over the summer before she arrived as a freshman in the fall. He contacted her once school began, and she started riding the campus bus from East to West several nights a week to visit him at his fraternity house. Social life at Duke revolved around the Greek system, and since fraternities had residential houses and sororities didn’t, much of the action took place on the guys’ territory.
Talking came easy to Jamie and Jake. They discussed sports, religion, even their philosophies of life with ease. He mentioned sharing a future with her and what they might name their kids. Although she knew not to take him seriously, the romantic in her loved these conversations.
Their leisure time, on the other hand, sounded dull at best. They spent most of it watching television at his fraternity and playing video games with his fraternity brothers. In late evening, they’d retire to bed and have sex. They never went to a movie and only once did Jake take her to dinner. Occasionally, they’d arrange to meet at a club and dance together, with the
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