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      Chapter 1

      From Forever to Twilight

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         Virginity can be lost by a thought.—St. Jerome, theologian
         

      

      
      
      
         Virginity is such a personal thing. You can’t judge anyone on it. A lot of young women
                  feel they want to save themselves for the man who they think they’ll love forever.—Joyce Brothers, psychologist and advice columnist
         

      

      
      
      Here’s a story that you probably won’t see in a popular young adult (YA) novel today:
         Katherine Danziger is a senior in high school when she meets Michael Wagner at her
         cousin’s New Year’s Eve party. They begin dating and eventually fall in love. After
         some thought and a trip to a free clinic for birth control, Kath decides that she
         is ready to have sex. Later, Kath and Michael leave town for different summer jobs.
         Kath begins to have feelings for someone else, and she realizes that she is too young
         to make a long-term commitment. Kath experiences—and survives—her first epic romance.
         She survives the breakup as well. Years after reading the novel when I was just a
         teen, I still vividly remember the name of Michael’s penis: Ralph. But I also remember
         the sex scenes because it was the first time that I’d ever read anything that felt
         like an honest portrayal of sex and love. That is, the author created two teens who
         experience joy, pleasure, heartache, embarrassment, doubt, and just about every other
         human emotion in the course of their relationship. Michael and Kath might be fictional,
         but they represent the same feelings that every teen experiences, especially when
         it comes to first love.
      

      
       Kath’s story is the subject of Judy Blume’s 1975 novel Forever,[1]   a book that’s still in print and has sold more than three million copies.[2]   It continues to be challenged for its explicit content. Forever is a timeless story about firsts—first loves, first times, and first broken hearts.
         Even today, readers look to it for an honest discussion about sex and love, yet parents
         and educators all over the country are still fighting to have it removed from schools
         and libraries. As recently as 2005, a librarian in Texas vowed to remove the book
         from every school library in the state.[3]  
      

      
      Forever’s frank portrayal of sex is one that’s difficult to find in any other novel aimed
         at YA readers, even today.[4]   Blume explains her rationale for writing the novel:
      

      
         My daughter Randy asked for a story about two nice kids who have sex without either
            of them having to die. She had read several novels about teenagers in love. If they
            had sex the girl was always punished—an unplanned pregnancy, a hasty trip to a relative
            in another state, a grisly abortion (illegal in the U.S. until the 1970’s), sometimes
            even death. Lies. Secrets. At least one life ruined. Girls in these books had no sexual
            feelings and boys had no feelings other than sexual. Neither took responsibility for
            their actions. I wanted to present another kind of story—one in which two seniors
            in high school fall in love, decide together to have sex, and act responsibly.[5]  
         

      

      While the novel has always been challenged somewhere since the time of its publication,
         it seems that it was less controversial in the 1970s than it is now. July Blume notes
         that “Forever was used in several school programs then, helping to spur discussions of sexual responsibility.
         This would never happen today.”[6]   Yet, contrary to what we might expect, Forever did not forever change the YA landscape in terms of how authors treat teen sex. YA
         literary critic Patty Campbell notes that Forever did not open the door for other YA authors to openly and graphically write about
         sex. In fact, Campbell says, Forever’s “notoriety brought parents’ attention to the free speaking that had been going
         on under their noses in books for teens, so that a wave of censorship followed.”[7]   Publishers surely saw the parental uproar coming. That might explain why they originally
         published the novel as a book for adults (Campbell, 9). Young readers still read Blume’s
         novel, but if they are looking for similar novels written in the last decade, they
         have to search. The novels exist, but they certainly do not enjoy the same status
         as megaselling YA series books, some of which are now household names.
      

      
      The Virgin Fetish and Abstinence Porn

      
      Fortunately, some authors since Blume have successfully addressed first-time sex in
         thoughtful and healthy ways. As Campbell suggests, well-written YA novels can be excellent
         avenues for teens to learn about sex and thus make informed decisions about their
         own behaviors (130–35). But the fact remains that many current YA novels reaffirm
         versions of the very narratives that Blume’s daughter hoped to challenge. Some of
         the most popular YA novels published within the last eight years feature teens who
         are punished for having sex (usually in the form of slut shaming). Virgins, in contrast,
         are presented as the embodiment of purity. That purity proves to be a powerful aphrodisiac
         for literary male love interests, usually much older men.
      

      
      The most popular contemporary YA novels[8]   since 2005 often rely on a trope that I have called abstinence porn,[9]   a narrative strategy directly counter to Blume’s mission in Forever. Abstinence porn is the fetishization of virginity. It’s the romanticizing, idealizing,
         and objectifying of the bodies of young girls. Like real porn, virginity fetishizing
         reduces female characters to objects whose sexual acts, or lack thereof, are the sole
         expression of their identities. Virginity in these novels is supposed to be arousing,
         sensual, and taboo. Readers are intrigued by girls who are in constant moral, sometimes
         mortal, danger—forever on the precipice of losing both their virginity and their identities.
      

      
      Porn is a strong word, to be sure, but it underscores the highly erotic way that naïve
         teen girls and their first-time sexual feelings and actions are often presented in
         these novels. The teens—and, by extension, their virginity—become objectified bodies
         that male characters find irresistible, intoxicating, and addictive. As readers, we’re
         asked to participate in that eroticization of virginity. Eventually, it becomes hard
         to offer a clear distinction between the themes of soft- and hard-core Internet porn
         featuring “barely legal” girls in pigtails and school girl uniforms and some of the
         YA lit that I discuss in this book. YA novels generally contain less graphic images
         of sexual activity than porn does, but they often use the idea of sex with teen girls
         as the primary signifier of eroticism.
      

      
       I’m not suggesting that popular YA novels are obscene, but I do suggest that their
         obsession with the purity of their young protagonists is potentially dangerous to
         readers. Virginity fetishes remind readers that protagonists are sexy and thus valuable
         because of their purity. Once that purity is lost, the girls can never again return
         to that lauded identity. Virginity fetishizing requires readers to see the character
         as morally defined by the act of heterosexual sex.[10]  
      

      
      Most YA novels require good girls to remain pure to be desirable, but the stories
         also put them in dicey situations—where they are tempted and tempting. We worry whether
         the heroine will make it to the end of the novel with her purity intact. When she
         does, we feel a sense of relief. She’s safe—for the moment. Then the sequel puts her
         in another precarious position.[11]   Authors repeat the same cycle for as many sequels as necessary. Only by the last
         book does the character become truly safe from any threat to her virginity.
      

      
      I am certainly not maligning abstinence as a valid choice for YA characters and readers.
         What I am critiquing is turning virgin characters into passive fetishized objects
         meant to arouse audiences. Virginity need not be a moral identity, and authors can
         use other plot devices to drive a narrative. Kath in Forever, for instance, is a fully realized individual before and after she has sex. Furthermore,
         Kath experiences events, unrelated to sex, that help propel her forward as a character.
         Novels that fetishize virgins rarely give them anything to do other than worry about
         whether or not to have sex.
      

      
      The Purity Myth

      
      Feminist scholar Jessica Valenti calls America’s obsession with abstinence “the purity
         myth,” a cultural ideology that conflates passivity—the act of not having sex—with
         superior morality. The purity myth turns virginity into a “stand-in for actual morality.”
         As Valenti argues, “you can be vapid, stupid, and unethical, but so long as you’ve
         never had sex, you’re a ‘good’ (i.e., ‘moral’) girl and therefore worthy of praise.”[12]  
      

      
      Valenti recounts South Dakota state representative Bill Napoli’s 2007 comment about
         the circumstances under which an abortion should be allowed: “The girl was a virgin.
         She was religious. She planned on saving her virginity until she was married. She
         was brutalized and raped, sodomized as bad as you can possibly make it, and is impregnated”
         (14). Napoli’s description of virgin rape illustrates an underlying message that sexual
         violation is worse for virgins, who are more pure and innocent than the rest of us.
         His graphic imaginings of brutal virginal sodomy show that, in his mind, such violence
         is far worse for a virgin. The unstated part of his offensive line is that nonvirgins
         (i.e., sluts) are used to, even deserving of, violation.
      

      
       The purity myth has become ingrained in our cultural understanding of young girls.
         We easily and readily associate virginity with moral integrity, so when we read YA
         books that present virginal and nonvirginal characters, we know exactly who is “good”
         and who is “bad.” Twilight, the multimillion-dollar saga created by author Stephenie Meyer, relies heavily on
         the purity myth to remind readers that Bella Swan, the protagonist of the novels,
         is worthy of our admiration and support. The entire plot of Twilight hinges on the fact that Bella and Edward will eventually have sex but can’t before
         they are married. Frankly, the entire plot of the popular series hinges on this idea
         that unrelenting self-denial is the hottest thing ever. Bella, the heroine, is in
         agony trying to resist the charms of Edward, a super-sexy vampire who literally lusts
         after her blood. Bella is absolutely obsessed with whether or not she should do it,
         and it makes her distracted, perpetually aroused, and often tortured by her own indecision
         and Edward’s refusal to give in to her desires. As the audience, we’re supposed to
         feel the same way as Bella. We feel her pain as she tries to resist her own desires.
         We eagerly anticipate the next scene where Bella and Edward will tempt each other
         but also resist at just the last moment. Abstinence porn tells us that the most titillating
         aspect of a sexual relationship is obsessing about doing it—not actually doing it.
         Because once you do it, it’s all over. We can never get back to that original state
         when everything depended on virginity, the state of being untouched.
      

      
       The abstinence porn narrative requires that girls operate in a state of unrelenting
         obsessive sexual desire, constantly feeling angst about whether or not to give up
         their virginity. It’s this uncertain equilibrium that so turns on audiences. Our obsession
         with virginity makes the Twilight series compulsively readable. If, as a culture, we didn’t fetishize virginity—and
         the dangerous threats to it—Twilight would be about five pages long.
      

      
         Twilight is not the only YA novel series to rely on abstinence porn. In fact, we are barraged
         with complicated and contradictory messages about sex everywhere we turn. A girl is
         supposed to be so desirable that she makes grown men salivate, but she can’t express
         her sexual desires until the right male partner shows her the way. Sluts are without
         redeemable qualities, yet it’s so easy for a virgin to slip into whore territory with
         one wrong step. It’s as if girls can be transformed with one good thrust. The great
         irony of abstinence porn is that it’s arousing, but
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