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			For my husband,
 who makes being good seem so easy

		

	
		
			See, cursing was cool when nobody was doing it. Or just a couple people. Like, if everybody wears the same clothes, then it’s, you know—it ain’t cool no more. You’re trying to be different. One can’t be different by being racy today. It’s not interesting anymore. See, sexiness was in the mind. It was in your imagination. When you lose that, then . . . it’s just old skin.

			—PRINCE on Tavis Smiley, February 19, 2004

		

	
		
			PREFACE

			The journey we’re about to go on is a tale of paradox and unintended consequences. It is about how we can be sexually liberated and at the same time emotionally stifled—connected with a touch of a computer mouse to anyone on the globe, and yet often lacking genuine friendship. Well-meaning experts and parents say that they understand kids’ wanting to be “bad” instead of “good.” Yet this reversal of adults’ expectations is often experienced not as a gift of freedom but as a new kind of oppression.

			To find out why, my book draws on over 100 in-depth interviews I conducted with girls and young women, ages twelve to twenty-eight; fifteen interviews with young men; and over 3,000 e-mail exchanges with young people who wrote to me or my website, ModestyZone.net, during the years 1999–2006. These individuals came from diverse racial, economic, and religious backgrounds. Some identified themselves as liberal, others as conservative. Some of the young women called themselves “feminists” while others were uncomfortable with the term. But the one thing I heard over and over was how desperate they were for a new set of role models.

			Since those who contact me are obviously a self-selected bunch, I made an effort to seek out others who did not share my views in order to better understand their perspective. I found forty-two individuals through news stories, on planes, and sometimes just hanging out at malls. Ten were parents. I also spoke with counselors, psychiatrists, and sociologists from around the country; attended conventions on abstinence in Los Angeles and Washington, D.C.; and visited a high school on Long Island that had canceled its prom. As I swam deeper into the subject of this book, I grew bolder, even going undercover at a Cuddle Party—although I can’t disclose where, since Cuddle Parties are rather secretive (see Chapter Five).

			What does liberation mean to you? In her excellent book Female Chauvinist Pigs, Ariel Levy introduces us to nineteen-year-old Debbie, who experiences regret after doing a “scene” for a Girls Gone Wild video. Her regret was not that the producer, Joe Francis, has made millions by using girls like her, while all she got for disrobing was a T-shirt. Nor did she regret (as others have regretted) that she was encouraged to masturbate on camera. Rather, Debbie was upset about “not doing it right” when, for some reason beyond her grasp, she couldn’t get excited during the proceedings. I found this detail particularly sad. Debbie doesn’t realize something basic: Women are typically paid to appear in pornography precisely because being a sexual object for strangers is not usually fun. Like many young women today, Debbie is publicly sexual while remaining utterly alienated from her own sexuality.

			This book is about my search for an alternative to our Girls Gone Wild culture. It’s about finding a way to acknowledge sexuality without having to share it with strangers. It’s about rediscovering our capacity for innocence, for wonder, and for being touched profoundly by others. My goal is not to attack those who want to be “wild,” but rather to expand the range of options for young people, who I believe are suffering because of the limited choices available to them.

			

			Warm regards,
 WENDY SHALIT

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			My Bratz Problem—and Ours

			[image: image]

			
				You’ve gotta look hotter than hot! Show what you’ve got! . . . Ready or not!

				—lead song from Bratz Babyz: The Movie, September 2006

			

			On television, cartoon baby girls shimmy in their underpants as our wide-eyed toddler multitasks, sucking on her pink floral pacifier and learning to flirt at the same time. She may not be potty-trained, but soon she will know just how to flutter her eyelashes and sway her hips suggestively. She has studied, over and over, her favorite part of the Bratz DVD, where strobe lights flash and the “Babyz” coo about looking “hotter than hot!” and showing “what you’ve got.”

			“Ready or not”? One ventures to guess—not.

			These days when you walk into a toy store, it’s not clear whether you actually made it to the store or accidentally landed in a red-light district. A friend recently had a baby, so I went to buy a doll for the baby’s older sister, since everyone knows that it’s crucial to pacify the older sibling. At the precise moment, no doubt, that the girl was feeling appalled by the arrival of her baby brother, I was reeling from shock at the store’s section for girls. For one thing, I was greeted by the melodious strains of “When I get that feeling, that sexual feeling . . .” piped through the speakers. In the doll section, only dolls in tight-fitting, provocative outfits stared out at me, all wearing heavy makeup and self-satisfied, flirty expressions. The young sprite browsing next to me, who looked about seven years old, wore a purple cropped top and peep-toe wedges with heels two inches high—an outfit that seemed to mock the very idea of finding a suitable doll for a little girl.

			Bratz Babyz makes a “Babyz Nite Out” doll garbed in fishnet stockings, a hot-pink micromini, and a black leather belt. To look “funkalish” (whatever that means), the baby also sports a tummy-flaunting black tank paired with a hot-pink cap. Dare one ask what is planned for “Babyz Nite Out” and what, exactly, she is carrying in her metal-studded purse? Is it pacifiers, or condoms? It might be both: “These Babyz demand to be lookin’ good on the street, at the beach, or chillin’ in the crib!” The dolls are officially for ages “four-plus,” but they are very popular among two-and three-year-old girls as well.

			I’ve always found the most disturbing thing about Bratz to be their oversize baby faces. Many of the “Babyz” on MGA’s website are posed very seductively, showing off their slick lips and teeny-weeny underpants. The Bratz Babyz doll “Phoebe” is garbed in a fluffy pink fur with matching lingerie, and her twin, “Roxxi,” is stuffed into red-hot lingerie and a black leather jacket. In days of yore, you actually had to undress dolls to see their little white bloomers. But these days, right out of the box, the Bratz Babyz “Nita” shows off heavy red lipstick and bright toenail polish to match red panties, while “Cloe” has pink lipstick to go with pink panties. Since these dolls bare the chunky legs of babies who are still crawling, to me they are not “fashion forward”—just plain creepy.

			Younger girls are already under the frightening influence of the Bratz doll companion books. “Ages three and up” can use fifteen “stylin’ glitter body stickers!” that come inside BRATZ Yasmin: The Princess Rules! and do some coloring of Yasmin’s makeup and outfits for “daytime and night.” Presumably, the littlest preschoolers will not be able to fill in “When I want to look hot for an extra special occasion I’ll put on ______________” or take the quiz about what to do when “the boy of your dreams has just asked you out . . . . Do your pals . . . help you put together a look he’ll just die for?” But perhaps a parent or an older sibling can fill in the blanks for them. (For instance, “When I want to look hot for an extra special occasion I’ll put on my big girl pants—no more diapers!”)

			The book BRATZ Xpress Yourself! teaches girls to express themselves, for example, by writing “about the boys you know . . . . These are cool boys I know: _______ . . . This is the most surprising thing (name of boy) once did: ___________ . . . The Hottest Boy Award goes to ______.” You get the idea. The BRATZ Holiday Shoppin’ Spree: A Guide to Totally Hot Shoppin’ is a cool, sparkly paperback shaped like a purse, which enables a little girl to keep track of what she wants to buy her friends and her “crush.” If she shops for herself, she might want to keep “Jade” in mind (according to Bratz literature, Jade wears only “the hottest fashions”). And—this is crucial—she should never to forget to take a quarter, to call a parent “when you’re all shopped out!” It would indeed be poignant for a little girl to be stranded, with a present for her crush in one hand and her new hot clothes in the other.

			The illustrations in these books are much more disturbing than the Bratz dolls themselves (which is saying a lot): the girls have extreme come-hither looks; their hips are thrust out to show off their exposed midriffs; and some even touch their rear ends suggestively. When I called MGA Entertainment, the maker of Bratz, its representative was very coy about what age group these books are targeting. Still, peddling so many “hot” products to young girls seems inherently problematic—even if you dub it “funkalish” instead of sexy. This suggests what we might call the funked-up principle: If a little girl is young enough to be coloring and wearing glitter stickers, then she’s probably still too young to be worrying about boys and looking “hot.”

			Bratz already puts out a magazine that’s like Cosmo for eight-year-olds, spotlighting a “flirty denim skirt,” a “divine golden halter top,” and Paris Hilton’s “alluring outfit that can’t fail to impress!”—all in the August-September 2006 issue. After the editors field a heartrending question about divorce from a nine-year-old, who fears that her father prefers his girlfriend to her, since he spends so much time with the girlfriend—“What should I do?”—they then go on to their main business, asking their readers questions like, “Are you always the first in your group to wear the hottest new looks?” and “Do you love it when people look at you in the street?” Though surely the editors do not mean to imply this, if I were the nine-year-old, I might come away with the impression that I had to dress sexy to win back my father’s attention.

			In the same issue, two girls from Washington who built a “Bratz town” have mailed in their photographs, which are jarring. One blond pixie named Maggie, who looks about seven or eight, is wearing a cropped pink top and low-rider jeans that show both her tummy and her blue bikini underwear. She has a wide, innocent smile and adorable bangs, and she stands next to a backdrop of Bratz dolls in slinky lingerie. All this is unsettling—especially since it makes you worry that she may be showing her underwear on purpose. “My birthday was da bomb!” Maggie writes. “If you remember, my fave Bratz girl is Jade and my fave color is green—just like Jade!”

			Two women I interviewed for this book had friends who photographed their baby daughters in bikinis, spread out on the hood of their cars. They imagined that the adult pose was “cute,” and they had brought the photos to work. I hadn’t heard of this, but around eight years ago, when a friend’s daughter turned one, a fellow partygoer pronounced the birthday girl’s fuzzy pink coat “sexy.” When everyone giggled, I realized that I must be old-fashioned, but “sexy” and “baby” are two words I don’t like to hear in the same sentence. This attitude—“You’re never too young to be sexy!”—predated Bratz by several years. Something in our underlying idea of female empowerment became corrupted long before it became commercialized.

			Walking into that toy store made me feel ancient at age thirty, for when I was little we played with Cabbage Patch Kids. With their soft fabric bodies and one-of-a-kind visages they were all the craze, and I named mine “Patsy.” I fretted for several months until Patsy’s official “birth certificate” arrived at our door, thus confirming that she did in fact exist. She smelled of vanilla, had beautiful brown yarn hair, and was very lovable.

			In fact, I loved my doll so much that a tiny part of me began to wonder if she was real. At seven, I was old enough to guess that she probably wasn’t. But on the other hand, there was that birth certificate, which looked so official. (It even came with a “seal of authenticity,” which clearly meant something.) In the end I devised an experiment to resolve once and for all whether Patsy was real. I would toss her, and if I felt a twinge of guilt, then clearly she had to be real—well, at least a little. The moment is still vivid in my mind: I took a deep breath, steadied my nerves, and quickly bashed her against my yellow floral-print wall. Patsy still smiled (she was always such a good sport), but nonetheless, she no longer looked her best. For my part, I felt truly awful seeing her crumpled on the floor: “Oh, Patsy, I’m so sorry! Are you OK?” And then it hit me: Oh my gosh, this means she is really real.

			These days, the way dolls are dressed, the question is not so much “Is my dolly real?” as “How much does she charge per hour?” In April 2006, Hasbro, the second-largest toymaker, announced plans to launch a line of dolls modeled after the Pussycat Dolls, for girls as young as age six. Since the Pussycat Dolls perform highly sexualized song and dance routines, you can certainly understand Hasbro’s thinking: Wouldn’t it be terrific if six-year-old girls could model themselves after these pioneers?

			Hasbro claimed that the dolls were suitable for young consumers because they “reflect the styles and fashions that are popular in the world today,” but under pressure from groups such as Campaign for A Commercial-Free Childhood and Dads and Daughters, it canceled the deal just a month later. The bad news is that the doll market is already saturated with Pussycat Dolls—if not in name, then in spirit.

			“Inside every woman is a Pussycat Doll . . . . It’s about female empowerment, about being confident with who you are,” explains Robin Antin, the group’s forty-four-year-old founder and choreographer. Whether or not dolls explicitly modeled after the Pussycat Dolls are on the shelves, this brand of “confidence,” certainly, is sold to girls from the get-go. “Kim Possible” by Disney and Lisa Frank “Fab Friends” dolls also send the message that girls need to show a generous portion of tummy in order to be powerful. “My Scene Bling Bling Barbie” wears more diamonds than she does clothes: a jeans micromini barely covers her underwear; it is paired with tall boots and a filmy silver top that resembles a necklace; her back, shoulders, and stomach are exposed; and her heavy-lidded eyes have a pouty, jaded expression. Competing with the Bratz pack has taken its toll, and not just on our fairy-tale princess.

			One older teenager from Virginia wrote to me:

			

			It’s revolting how much young girls are encouraged by these toys to act older than they are, including acting and dressing as if their bodies are appealing to men, to be so concerned with their looks and so self-centered. To focus on one’s appearance is really not natural for little girls, especially if it means an awareness of sexuality. I can’t believe that women actually want their young girls to be playing with dolls that look like prostitutes. It’s so sad for the little girls. We actually have two little girls who live on our street who are maybe five and seven who dress in platform shoes, miniskirts, belly shirts, etc., and watch so much TV that they know way too much for their ages. Another neighbor who babysits for them told us that one day they saw some boys playing baseball on the field near our house and got all dressed up with makeup, purses, etc. to walk down there and show off. It’s horrible that young kids are allowed or even encouraged to act this way. Most of them grow up soon enough without starting off like this.

			

			People wonder why thongs for tweens are now a million-dollar industry: there’s the “Hello Kitty” thong; there’s the “Care Bear” thong; and by the time girls turn fourteen, as one daughter wearily explained to her baffled mother while they were shopping, “basically, every girl at school is wearing a thong.” Given the popularity of oversexualized dolls and cartoons—as well as music videos, magazines, and games that prominently feature strippers—it makes sense that Target’s website would hawk “Xhilaration Juniors Ruffle Edge TBack Thong” in girls’ sizes, with orange lace and red string. According to the ad copy, “bows and lace thong panties feel sexy under your favorite clothes”—just don’t forget to brush your teeth!

			In 2002, Abercrombie and Fitch sparked a scandal by marketing thongs to ten-year-old girls (the undies had “eye candy” and “kiss me” printed on the front). But just five years later, most major retailers carry thongs in the girls’ section, and nobody blinks. One mother told me that she felt “in the minority” for not wanting to see “stuff that looks like what you’d see on prostitutes” in a Candies boutique for juniors. “Conversations with friends reveal me to be an old fogey on this topic,” she confessed, and I can see why. Limited Too, a store catering to preteens, now offers lace and rhinestone low-rise panties to its young customers. Hot Topic, where twelve-year-olds shop, sells black and red satin bustiers and see-through undies, which make the store’s astonishing array of Hello Kitty thongs actually look conservative by comparison. And so the debate has shifted. Parents no longer debate the merits of thongs for tweens but instead whether I’M TOO SEXY FOR MY DIAPER is a “healthy” message for an infant girl’s onesie.

			Even Kohl’s department store—not exactly edgy—features padded push-up bras with flirty patterns in its girls’ “first bra” section. Shops catering to preteens already sell double-A, padded push-up bras, a product which is inherently puzzling. Why is there any need to show “breasts” at an age when a girl isn’t even beginning to develop? The answer is that being a child is no longer a valid excuse not to be sexualized.

			A Philadelphia reporter tried to explain why two eleven-year-old girls—Brittany and Lily—were regularly shopping at Victoria Secret’s PINK line: “Marketing experts call Lily and Brittany’s yearnings ‘aspirational,’” Jane Von Bergen wrote, “and that aspiration may explain why the girls and many of their friends are regular Victoria’s Secret customers, despite their tender age.” Professor Martin Rogoff, a visiting professor of retailing at Philadelphia University, said that this is “something we call age compression.” I suppose that sounds better than “childhood compression,” but in my view, the store’s appeal to youngsters is far more mundane. Its “extreme low-rise string bikinis” are available in colors called “pink puppy love” and “blue puppy love” and its company’s stuffed “pink mini-dog” is given away “Free! With any PINK Purchase!” on its website. (Since 2004, Victoria’s Secret has insisted that its youth line is aimed at college students, but the last time I checked, college women weren’t collecting pink stuffed animals.)

			Don’t get me wrong: I don’t have anything against lingerie or even against teenagers shopping at Victoria’s Secret. But when my friends and I were in high school in the early 1990s, the place still had the aura of mystique; even though we shopped there, we understood it to be a store for adult women: “Ooooh là là!” We would tease one another mercilessly, “What did you get at Victoooooria’s?” The problem I have with sexy underwear for tweens—and the Playboy bunny pencil cases and stationery, and all the rest—is not that these items are “inappropriate.” Yes, there is a certain creepiness when adults seem to expect you to be sexual. It is also misleading, because a Hello Kitty thong sends the message that sex is just like cartoons. And it is not in the least like cartoons. But perhaps just as important, young people report that trivializing sex also takes the fun out of it. Studies show that kids as young as ten are increasingly ambushed by unwanted online pornography; seventeen-year-old Emily Duhovny from Marlboro, New Jersey, told CNN that she now finds X-rated images “annoying.” There can be no dipping your toe into mature waters when you’re already swimming in a triple-X lake to begin with. There is no longer any mystery or power to sex—it is just expected that everything will be sexual, and so nothing is. There is nothing to wait for, or to look forward to. And that seems to me to be the real crime. Liz from Maryland, a mother of two girls, complained to me, “Many girls seem to have no childhood at all. Once you get beyond size twelve to eighteen months, the clothes begin to look trashy.” It’s as if the concept of innocence were illegal. Even owners of nail salons, while happy to have the business of four-year-old girls who now get pedicures, are disturbed by how much these pretweens know. “A six-or seven-year-old is looking up to someone who is twenty,” says Mr. Labrecque of the Paul Labrecque salon in Manhattan.

			[image: image]

			But just when you think the experts are about to object to all this, at the last minute they always pull back. Consider Packaging Girlhood, a well-conducted survey that appeared in 2006 and decried the hypersexualization of girlhood today. The educators Sharon Lamb and Lyn Mikel Brown visited (for example) Claire’s Accessories, a trinkets store for girls, where they found a “Hottie Handbook” announcing: “Attention girls . . . . If you have a boyfriend, don’t bring him around me because you won’t have a boyfriend anymore . . . . I sizzle. I scorch, hotter than any flame.” This handbook, the “dirty girl” cleansing products, the “little hottie” tees, and all the girls who dress up “like hookers” for Halloween understandably concern the authors. Quite rightly, they argue that a young girl is boxed into a “narrow sexy image” before her time. But then they offer parents this curious counsel:

			

			While many parents may be tempted to point to this name-calling [i.e., the word “slut”] as an example of why girls should be careful about their image and whom they act sexy around, think this one through. The message is not, “Don’t dress sexy because other people will call you a slut” the message is how unfair it is that girls are so closely watched, so easily put down.

			

			This sounds good, until you reread the last sentence. After everything the authors have depicted, it’s perfectly legit for prepubescent girls to wear “little hottie” tees? And is the only difficulty with those who notice and “closely watch” the girls? That can’t be right. I certainly agree that the word “slut” isn’t the best way of starting this conversation, but let’s not forget that there is an objective problem here, one that is not merely in the eye of the beholder.

			Next, Lamb and Brown lament that twelve-year-old girls are listening to Ludacris singing about “ruff sex”: “make it hurt/In the garden all in the dirt.” (They did a survey, and that’s what the girls were listening to.) Their advice? Parents should tread very carefully:

			

			You can’t just dismiss an individual performer or group out of hand. The same group that sings “Don’t wanna squeeze triggers just wanna squeeze tits” . . . is the same group that asks “Where is the love” in a beautiful antiwar, antiracism rap . . . . Dismissing a group or an artist because of one song is only going to make you seem reactionary and out of touch. Let’s not forget that in the sixties the Beatles were considered junk by many parents, mindless noise that was corrupting the ears of youth. Today we think of their music as almost classical and savor the love songs as well as the ironic and experimental tunes of their later years.

			

			Are these authors serious? Do they really see no objective difference between “I wanna hold your hand” and “just wanna squeeze tits”? The latter sentiment, if you can call it that—or “make it hurt/in the garden all in the dirt” for that matter—plainly has a very different effect on the imagination of preteens. Sex as divorced from relationships, sex as something that is supposed to hurt, is a much more unhealthy and misogynist message than simply, “I wanna hold your hand.” And I don’t think these destructive lines are something we should ever try to get used to or “savor” for twelve-year-old girls (or boys).

			I counted on finding, at the very least, some advice about restricting television, but the Packaging Girlhood authors are suspicious of that too. Although “you may think it’s best just to turn off the TV,” we would be wrong to entertain such a notion; that “won’t work”—“at least not for long.” In the authors’ view, a parent can’t even decide what a preschooler should be watching (apparently that’s an infringement of the tot’s freedom): “preventing TV is an ostrich-with-its-head-in-the-sand maneuver.” Even when you see, for example, “a four-year-old girl on a commercial [who] tells us, ‘I’m shaking it!’” all you can do is “sit down beside her to teach her to be a critical consumer . . . . Preschoolers are not too young to hear (and imitate) your questions and observations.” If you don’t have time to do that, then at least do the next best thing:

			

			Let’s be realistic. Most parents sometimes use TV as a babysitter . . . . While you’re getting that last bit of work done and your daughter is watching cartoons, ask her to come get you when she sees an example of a cool mom or two girls helping each other and succeeding! She’ll keep an eye out for the good stuff as well as what’s missing.

			

			Do you know of a child who would willingly interrupt television viewing to tug at Mommy’s skirt and exclaim that she just saw an empowered woman? I certainly don’t know of any. The kids I know are unwilling to pull away from television at all. If a visitor, even a beloved relative, arrives from out of town, they won’t be able to turn their attention away from the TV unless it is switched off and unplugged, and perhaps the remote control is hidden as well. The druglike effect of television has been documented in numerous studies, and now that its content is more explicit and faster-paced than ever, the ability of tots to pull away will probably not skyrocket after a lecture on female empowerment.

			That Lamb and Brown care deeply about young women is evident on every page. Unfortunately, however, the impotence of the “realistic” brand of parenting is thrown into stark relief when juxtaposed against our oversexualized culture. We seem to have lost the ability to say that some toys, clothing, songs, or programs are simply inappropriate for children. Why?

			As I was making my way through Packaging Girlhood, my friend Michael called to say he had just seen a nine-or ten-year-old girl in the Atlanta airport, wearing a shirt that read THIS T-SHIRT WOULD LOOK BETTER WET. That was tame compared with a shirt my friend Elizabeth saw in New York City, on a ponytailed young woman who was out lunching with her mother: I’D F——K ME, it read (naturally, without the dash). We all wonder in such cases who was really “out to lunch.” Did some morally obtuse parent pay for the shirt, or did the girl buy it with her hard-earned allowance? But Packaging Girlhood suggests a third (and in a way, more troubling) possibility: Perhaps intelligent, caring parents bought it, after objecting to its “message” and discussing it with their daughter—which, as far as they were concerned, discharged their obligation.

			It’s not that parents don’t recognize the inappropriateness of such shirts. I believe they do. Lamb and Brown, surely, would not have written their book if they thought everything was just peachy. Nor do I believe that parents are allergic to saying the word “no.” I think the root of our dilemma runs far deeper and is, ironically, a reflection on what good parents Lamb, Brown, and others actually are. Most good parents don’t want to say no unless they can say yes to something else.

			The real reason parents have trouble objecting to the bad-girl ideal, I suspect, is that they don’t see an alternative to it. Even some abstinence groups now push “Hot Virgin” tees, and the Candies Foundation sells tank tops with BE SEXY in hot-pink lettering—to prevent teenage pregnancy. Exactly how BE SEXY prevents teenage pregnancy isn’t immediately obvious; but below this phrase, in almost unreadably small lettering, we are told: IT DOESN’T MEAN YOU HAVE TO HAVE SEX. Though it’s certainly funny to imagine a young man approaching a girl in a revealing BE SEXY tank, only to be disappointed by the fine print, what’s less amusing is that being publicly sexual has become the only acceptable way for girls to demonstrate maturity.

			Across the political spectrum, many have expressed dismay that the legendary porn star Ron Jeremy was mobbed by families at Disneyland who wanted to have their picture taken with him, or that thirteen-year-old girls told the porn star Jenna Jameson at a book signing that they look up to her as an “icon.” Reportedly, both Jeremy and Jameson were shocked to learn of their young fan base.

			But if we don’t want this kind of thing to happen, then it seems that we need new role models. And we need them fast. For girls to have meaningful choices and genuine hope, the “wild girl” or “bad girl” cannot seem like the only empowered option. So in this book you will hear voices of young women who chose to rebel, in various ways, against cultural messages to be “bad”—as well as my analysis of why this is happening now.

			We are living through a unique cultural moment, society moving on two tracks simultaneously. In some obvious respects, the STDs, the violent music, the oversexualized dolls all seem to be getting worse; and yet despite this—or perhaps because of it—a rebellion is already under way. Obviously, part of the reason I’ve written this book is that I was inspired by talking with these young women, and I certainly hope that you will enjoy reading about them. But I also firmly believe that the direction society takes depends on you, the reader: what we value and what we devalue.

			If I can persuade just one person inclined to make fun of the “good girl” to reconsider his or her scorn, then as far as I’m concerned, this whole enterprise has been worthwhile.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			“Hi, Slut!”

			[image: image]

			There is a metal go-go cage in which a group of Duke girls clad in tiny denim skirts and halters perform a modified pole dance, but no one seems to be watching . . . . Much to the disappointment of many students, female and male, there’s no real dating scene at Duke—true for a lot of colleges. “I’ve never been asked out on a date in my entire life—not once,” says one stunning brunette. Nor has a guy ever bought her a drink. “I think that if anybody ever did that, I would ask him if he were on drugs,” she says. Rather, there’s the casual one-night stand, usually bolstered by heavy drinking and followed the next morning by—well, nothing, usually. “You’ll hook up with a guy, and you know that nothing will come out of it,” says Anna. The best thing you can hope for, she says, “is that you’ll get to hook up with him again.

			—JANET REITMAN, Rolling Stone, June 1, 2006

			When Rolling Stone magazine starts to read like the National Review, then clearly something has gone very wrong. Not since the Cuban missile crisis of 1962 has there been such bipartisan agreement that we have a problem. It is certainly puzzling. On the one hand, girls are more educated and women more successful in business than ever before. At the same time, girls report that in their private lives, they are feeling enormous pressure to be sexually active and don’t know how to say no. Numerous studies from left, right, and center have shown that when women get to college, they are extremely dissatisfied with the lack of a “dating scene.” They long to be taken out but instead are made to feel they are weird if they don’t “go with the flow” of the hookup scene instead. “The guy means nothing to you” is the socially correct view to adopt. Even an article in a women’s magazine encouraging the sisterhood to be happy as singles—“Down with the Husband Hunt!” was the charming title—the author had to admit that she “succumbs . . . from time to time” to the theory “that we are living in a lopsided dating universe in which the cards are all stacked in favor of the guys.” Kerry Ball, twenty-nine, of Miami, told her, “Men are just looking for girls to mess around with rather than have a relationship with or even simply date. There are so many single girls looking for relationships that these guys have no trouble finding someone to sleep with them.” The number of unmarried women between ages thirty and thirty-four has more than tripled during the past thirty years, and the percentage of childless women in their early forties has doubled. You might say that the “glass ceiling” has shifted from work to women’s personal lives.

			At this writing, something called PSD is all over the news, and perhaps it may be helpful. I first read about PSD in Wired, and since Wired is a technology magazine, I assumed it was referring to Photoshop files (which have PSD file extensions) or that the writer had misspelled Canada’s PST, provincial sales tax. Neither assumption was right. But this new breakthrough is revolutionizing people’s intimate lives.

			PSD stands for “pre-sex discussion.” As Regina Lynn glowingly reports, the sex therapist Roger Libby has recently discovered that if you get to know the person you’re about to have sex with, even a little bit, the sex itself is improved. “Sex is so much more than intercourse and [in his new book] he encourages readers to have an extensive pre-sex discussion, or PSD, before becoming sexually involved with a partner.”

			Is sex more than just intercourse? This idea is not old-fashioned, like modesty or courtship, you understand. This is a modern thing. Libby is an adjunct professor at the Institute for Advanced Study of Human Sexuality in San Francisco, and his advanced studies of humans have led him to conclude that young people, especially, should conduct PSDs. (His book is billed as A Guide to Intelligent Sexual Choices for Teenagers and Twentysomethings.) Then we come to the actual elucidation: “A PSD is an intimate and entertaining conversation that informs prospective lovers about each other’s feelings, desires, expectations, fantasies and her/his sexual knowledge and sophistication. It’s an introduction to the possibility of a sexual relationship or encounter.” Indeed, “a properly conducted PSD . . . includes the meaning of sex.”

			Whenever I hear experts marketing older notions as newfangled radical concepts that have just occurred to them, like PSDs, it makes me wonder HDDTTPA?—How dumb do they think people are? It takes a college-educated expert to be infected with the opposite notion in the first place; hence the surprise at the “revelation” of PSD, known to the rest of us as common sense.

			But I can certainly appreciate the need for a verbal paint job. After all, look at what happened to me. Around ten years ago I began to notice that many young women were becoming disenchanted with casual sex, but it was equally clear that waiting for “the one” was seen as a bit pathological—only for those with hang-ups. Single at the time, and not yet living in our moment of heightened PSD awareness, I decided to pen a defense of sexual modesty. I knew that my arguments—that preserving the erotic depends on a sense of mystery, for example—might be challenged; but nothing prepared me for the tongue-lashings I would receive from my elders for questioning the ancien régime of the 1960s. The alarm was sounded, and all the professional smirkers were dispatched to the front lines. Katha Pollitt called me a “twit” who should be in charge of designing “new spandex chadors for female olympians.” Camille Paglia simply declared, “Oh, she makes me sick!” In a sense, it was touching to see sworn ideological enemies join hands and come together—at long last—for the purpose of descending on me: feminists, antifeminists, libertarians, pornographers. At least I was a uniter, not a divider. Playboy featured my book under the heading “A Man’s Worst Nightmare,” and The Nation solemnly foretold that I would “certainly be embarrassed” and regret my stance “in a few years.” I should be ashamed of myself. To some baby boomers, it seemed, modesty is much worse than adultery.

			I trudged on, under the heavy burden of the Scarlet M, baffled but fascinated by the eruption I had instigated. After the New York Observer printed a front-page caricature of me as an SS officer, it dawned on me that my opponents were illustrating their intolerance far more colorfully than I could have done on my own. Although we live in a supposedly liberated age, our hysterical witch-hunting of those who question our ideal of recreational sex suggests something else: that our liberation does not extend quite as far as we imagine.

			But I wasn’t discouraged, not even when I received death threats, because I was too busy reading fascinating letters from young women. Precisely because being a romantic is nowadays an unpardonable sin, these young women, thousands of them, had been sure that something was very wrong with them. Seven years later, I still receive the same kind of letter, and it never fails to touch me. Here are excerpts from various letters; you’ll notice a common thread. First, from Rachel:

			

			You basically laid out almost exactly how I felt as a woman. I am twenty years old and have been asking myself questions like, “What’s wrong with me? Why haven’t I had sex yet?” . . . Anyway, reading your book, my faith was restored. I am a romantic . . . . I couldn’t figure out why I hadn’t just slept with this guy or that one like my friends do. And I’ll say I was so close to doing that just because I thought it would help me grow up. Be more my own age. Even my mother wanted me to do it. And that’s why I thank God I read your book when I did. I began crying toward the end when I realized that nothing was wrong with me and that I was lucky to still have what I have. My desire to be with one person isn’t childish or immature . . . . I’m not scared; I just don’t have an interest in [sex] as a sport.

			

			From Carrie:

			

			Your book honestly helped me make sense of a lot of what I had experienced. I went through a bad stage in college where I remember thinking that my instincts (that what I was doing was bad) were irrational and struggled to adopt an “it’s no big deal” attitude. Your book was the first time I really sorted through things enough to recognize that our instincts are there for a reason and that the “it’s no big deal” attitude is such a horribly depressing view to accept.

			

			About 70 percent of these e-mails and letters indicated that the writer felt that wanting marriage and children was an aspiration she needed to “hide.” (From J: “Have I ruined something wonderful by giving in and hiding what I really wanted—marriage and children?”) This did not surprise me, but I was shocked that according to nearly half of the letters, a girl’s own parent thought something was wrong with her for not being sufficiently casual about sex. Here is one example, from an e-mail sent in October 2004:

			

			Somehow with it being perfectly normal for twelve-to fourteen-year-olds to have field/bush parties, getting drunk and having sex and doing whatever the locally available substances were, I managed to be one of the few that “escaped with my dignity intact,” I guess. I did end up getting ditched after eight months by a guy because I wouldn’t have sex with him . . . . I just didn’t like him that much. But I certainly did feel ashamed and embarrassed about remaining a virgin so long . . . . I am twenty-three now. My mother freaks out if I want to borrow the car to drive a friend back to [a nearby town] and return in the dark, but when I’d just turned twenty, and she and I went to Michigan to visit a guy I wasn’t technically seeing at the time, and to see the tall ships in Bay City, and I ended up in his hotel room, which was next door to ours. He was better at conversation and had something more interesting on TV, and Mom was staying up reading and watching QVC, so I wouldn’t be able to get much sleep there, either. After she found out that we hadn’t had sex, she asked me whether I was frigid or gay. He was nearly forty! Perfectly fine for your twenty-year-old daughter to screw a guy twice her age, just as long as she doesn’t return *your* car after dark when she’s going somewhere that’s all of forty-five minutes away. My mom thinks I’m a freak.

			

			Usually these stories were depressing, but I did hear one that was priceless. A friend of a friend, in her late twenties, returned from a romantic weekend and was sharply interrogated by her mother—but not in the way you might expect. When she found out that her daughter hadn’t slept with the new boyfriend after a whole weekend away, the mother warned her ominously, “You’re gonna lose him!” (She didn’t; they eventually got married.)

			Parents want to know how to speak to their children about sex, and kids certainly want to hear from parents. (“Teenagers Want More Advice from Parents on Sex, Study Says” is a typical news headline.) And the experts tell us that parents are the biggest influence on whether a teenager decides to have sex. Yet there is one big stumbling block: Often parents don’t realize that their sexual revolution has become the entrenched status quo. Today many young women feel oppressed by the expectation that they will engage in casual sex, just as their mothers once felt oppressed by the expectation that they would be virgins until marriage. Parents in the grip of a notion that they need to be “cool” want to show they understand that the kids are going to “do it anyway.” Ironically, this adds to the pressure. For boys too, You’re liberated, so get going! doesn’t always translate into an “I care” message. William Nobel, M.D., of the Pediatric Association of the University of Texas, shares a story about his practice:

			

			Recently Todd, an anxious fifteen-year-old male patient, presented to clinic with vague reproductive tract complaints. He was accompanied by his mother, who returned to the waiting room after the initial interview. His history gradually revealed a series of sexual encounters with a woman several years his senior. The sexual liaisons included other risks as well, including alcohol and substance use. The teen’s anxiety resulted from an awareness that his behavior placed him at risk for HIV. He requested HIV testing. While discussing the testing and evaluation for other sexually transmitted infections, the boy began to cry.

			“I don’t think that my mom loves me,” he sobbed.

			“Why do you say that?” I responded.

			“She doesn’t care where I go or who I’m with or if I come home at night. I don’t have a curfew and she never asks what I’m doing.”

			

			Reluctance to set limits is not simply a U.S. phenomenon. Because of the challenges parents face after divorce—or many times simply because they believe freedom is the better approach—mum’s the word. “Parents often don’t want to be in their kids’ bad books,” says Sara Dimerman, a child and family therapist who is based in Toronto. After a twelve-year-old girl was stabbed on a street in Toronto’s entertainment district at two-thirty AM one Saturday in May 2006, many people wondered why a twelve-year-old girl had been partying at all hours in the first place. The answer, apparently, was that eighth-grade graduation now resembles a high school prom, and many twelve-year-olds party all night like older teens. Coed sleepovers and all-night clubbing often have the parents’ blessing: “Twelve is the new fifteen,” said the local papers.

			In a survey of 1,000 girls in Britain, seven times as many teens picked “lap dancer” as a “good profession” over being a teacher. And Jessica, a twenty-one-year-old camp counselor in Paris, tells me she cannot believe the way the twelve-year-olds speak to one another: Les garçons disent aux filles, “Je veux te niquer,” et les filles répondent, “moi aussi.” C’est comme si ils se disaient, “Comment vas-tu?” et “ça va bien.” (The boys say to the girls, “I want to f——k you,” and the girls say, “me too!” It’s like saying, “How are you?” and “I’m fine.”) Si la fille ne répond pas “moi aussi,” ils se moquent d’elle en disant “es-tu homosexuelle ou quoi?” (If a girl doesn’t say “me too!” then it’s like, “Are you gay or what?”)

			Who is countering these pressures? Well, there’s Sharon Stone, who travels around the world and hears from young people while she is signing autographs. Often she is asked, “What to do if I’m being pressured for sex?” In March 2006, asked this by yet another girl, Stone saw fit to make public the advice she’s been giving teen girls for a while: “I tell them what I believe—oral sex is a hundred times safer than vaginal or anal sex. If you’re in a situation where you cannot get out of sex, offer a blow job.” This advice was widely circulated. One Internet-based sex educator who works with teenagers thanked Stone for her “frank discussion” he also “thought of teens I’ve talked to while doing sex education who have had sex when they really didn’t want to.” On the other hand, he “worried she may be unaware of the many STDs that can be transmitted via oral sex.”

			Sexually transmitted diseases are indeed a problem: over 4 million new cases are diagnosed each year. But the reason Stone’s advice is awful goes far beyond STDs, I’m afraid. If a girl doesn’t want to have sex, why can’t she just say no, without having to offer an oral consolation prize? Nowadays, girls are made to feel that they have to offer something, and it had better be more than just the pleasure of their company.

			The sad fact is that much of the sex teen girls have is unwanted. In a study of 279 female adolescents published in Archives of Pediatrics and Adolescent Medicine in June 2006, about 41 percent of girls ages fourteen to seventeen reported having “unwanted sex.” Most of the girls had “unwanted sex because they feared the partner would get angry if denied sex.” And even when sex is wanted, it tends to be regretted soon after—especially by girls. According to a study done by the National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy in 2004, two-thirds of all sexually experienced teens said that they wished they had waited longer before having sex (in studies in both 2000 and 2004, the number of girls who regretted sex was consistently higher than the number of boys).

			People are always surprised to learn this—as Diane Sawyer was when her famous special on Norplant in urban high schools turned up this unforseen fact. All of the sexually active girls the reporters talked to wished they had waited until marriage. The adults in the segment were strongly in favor of Norplant for teenage girls, so hearing the girls confess this came as a shock.

			The marriage educator Marline Pearson, who teaches at Madison Area Technical College in Wisconsin, described the pressure on girls “to have lots of casual sex.” By the time girls are fourteen to sixteen, according to one of her young students, “they don’t have any concept of sex as something special. After awhile it makes them feel worthless. There is no pleasure. They aren’t enjoying it.” Pearson sadly remarks, “I increasingly hear girls talk about sex as something you just do. Get it over with, get desensitized, so you don’t think or expect too much of it. Sad commentary.”

			In a survey done in 2005, the steamy adult series Desperate Housewives ranked as the most popular network television show among kids ages nine to twelve. That means they are soaking up story lines such as “Bree” and her teen son competing to bed the same man, or glamorous “Gaby” trashing virginity:

			

			“Are you sure she’s a virgin?”

			“Yeah, I wouldn’t just bash her for nothing.”

			

			“Rich men don’t marry virgins, for the same reasons they don’t hire chauffeurs who can’t drive. They value experience.”

			

			Yet in real life, the more experiences teens have, the more likely they are to be depressed and commit suicide—again, this is particularly true of girls.

			In May 2006 a study supported by the National Institutes of Health found that among nearly 19,000 teens, girls were about four times more likely to be depressed if they experimented with sex, and that the depressive symptoms generally increased as the risky behavior increased. Girls who abstained from sex (or drugs) didn’t have significantly different rates of depression from boys who abstained, but as soon as boys and girls started experimenting, girls were much more likely to become depressed “from engaging in low to moderate risk behaviors.” These symptoms of depression included “a loss of appetite, feelings of sadness, . . . a loss of interest in areas in which they were previously interested, and a hopeless feeling for the future.”

			In an important study from the Pacific Institute for Research done in 2005, the authors concluded that “sex, drugs and alcohol among teens actually precede—and apparently lead to—the onset of adolescent depression, which contradicts the common belief that depressed teens may be ‘self-medicating’ through substance abuse and sex.” For some time now, we’ve known that sexually active teenagers—particularly girls—are more likely to be depressed and to attempt suicide, but there is some kind of fortress or wall of denial between the facts and the advice that is given to teenagers. Yet their unhappiness can be ignored for only so long.

			Every emergency room is seeing girls who have deliberately cut themselves badly, and psychiatrists who work in ERs tell us that self-mutilation is usually caused by feelings of anger and rejection. The authors of Packaging Girlhood tell us not to worry too much: “Researchers tell us that cutting is not as severe a symptom as it may seem. It serves two purposes: It brings stress relief when a child feels overwhelmed, and it helps her feel real in a world that doesn’t know her, doesn’t see her.” Leaving aside the fact that the girls themselves report being miserable, and even if you accept the whitewashing—that they merely do not feel “real”—isn’t this strange enough? Suddenly girls do not feel “real,” in a society which is supposed to have girls’ liberation as its goal.

			This, I would submit, is because conforming to badness is ultimately more oppressive than conforming to goodness. Badness demands that you lose your virginity ASAP, to whomever, as long as you get rid of it. You don’t have to like the person you’re hooking up with; as long as you go along, we won’t throw tomatoes at you. And if you really don’t want to have sex, then you must offer secondary sexual favors instead (as recommends Sharon Stone). Could it be that badness requires more suppression of individual preferences than goodness ever did? As the old guides for young people make abundantly clear, the point of delaying gratification was precisely to preserve your individuality, preferences, and goals—and your long-term happiness.

			In contrast, a groundbreaking 2003 study of 372 college students appearing in the Journal of Sex Research found that both male and female students “hook up” primarily because of peer pressure, not because they themselves are really comfortable with uncommitted sex. This phenomenon is called “pluralistic ignorance,” a wonderful term coined by Floyd Allport in 1924. It’s what happens when individuals in a group each imagine that their private feelings or judgment diverge from the norm, but they nonetheless conform to that norm because they want to be seen as a desirable member of the group. Each believes that others behave a certain way because they truly want to, when in fact everyone else also has private qualms about the norm. As applied to uncommitted sex on college campuses, where “hooking up has become the norm for heterosexual sexual relationships,” researchers in 2003 found that it works like this:

			

			Since the great majority of students do in fact hook up, it appears that most students believe that others are comfortable—more comfortable than they are themselves—with engaging in a variety of uncommitted sexual behaviors . . . . Consistent with other pluralistic ignorance research, this study showed evidence of an illusion of universality. The students failed to appreciate the extent to which others have different comfort levels with hooking-up behaviors. That is, students wrongly assumed that the attitudes of others about hooking up were more homogeneous than they actually were.

			Similar to other researchers, we found that men expressed greater comfort than did women with sexually intimate hooking-up behaviors. In the context of hooking up, this could lead to serious consequence. Our study suggests that men believe women are more comfortable engaging in these behaviors than in fact they are, and also that women believe other women are more comfortable engaging in these behaviors than they are themselves. As a consequence, some men may pressure women to engage in intimate sexual behaviors, and some women may engage in these behaviors or resist only weakly because they believe they are unique in feeling discomfort about engaging in them.

			

			Everyone swims toward the norm and imagines that others are having a great time, when in fact many are drowning. Disturbingly, the authors conclude that “it is possible for a woman to experience sexual assault but not interpret the behavior as such, believing it to be normative behavior with which her peers are comfortable.” Of those college students who do regret hooking up, men tend to say a hookup was a “terrible experience” because of too much alcohol, or because the woman wanted a relationship (i.e., had the temerity to hang around afterward). For many women, on the other hand, a “terrible hookup” is one in which they are pressured to go farther than they wanted. People disagree about when unwanted sex becomes sexual assault, but one thing seems obvious: The hookup scene is not quite the endless party it is made out to be.

			Why are college students having sex they don’t really want to have, and why should teenage girls feel that they “cannot get out of sex”? The reason is that sex has become political. Looking “wild” and acting “wild” are supposed to be empowering, but more often they lead to misery, especially for young women who quickly learn to put their emotions in a deep freeze in order to do what is expected. Irene, fifteen, hooked up with a boy for some time—“we basically became friends with benefits,” she confided to a reporter for The New York Times. Unfortunately, the boy never got around to asking her out on a real date, as Irene was hoping, so she was “devastated.” But she says, “Since then, I’ve become really good at keeping my emotions in check. I can hook up with a guy and not fall for him.” She doesn’t get this backward reasoning out of nowhere. Voicing a common view (and in the same New York Times piece), Jeanette May, cofounder of the Coalition for Positive Sexuality, declares that girls “are better served by having sex for their pleasure, without a lot of emotional attachment.” This explains why, instead of learning from her mistake and not giving herself so easily to the next guy, Irene turned on herself and her sense of right and wrong and saw her own capacity for feeling as the problem. After all, if she could purge herself of all feeling, there would be nothing standing between her and the casual sex she was supposed to enjoy.

			Studies have shown that the fewer sexual partners adults have, the longer their marriages tend to last (and the happier, healthier, and more successful people are in general). Also, marital sex was found to be more physically and emotionally satisfying than sex among singles or those who cohabit. And yet, we still pretend that the more promiscuous and public sexuality is, the more exciting it is, even when the participants themselves do not experience it that way. Experience and social science lead to one conclusion; conventional wisdom and peer pressure recommend an entirely divergent path.

			When you examine why young women are told to sleep around for the sake of feminism and “positive sexuality,” even when it makes them unhappy, the reason often comes down to a corruption of the idea of “girl power”: Girls must do everything boys do, even if it’s not working. Margaret Atwood, among others, believes that real equality “means equally bad as well as equally good.” Similarly, many people, noticing that men seem capable of sex without emotional consequences, conclude that jadedness and disconnection are now the goal for all humanity. As various media have reported, “slut” has become a casual greeting among girls (“Hi, slut!”), and many girls now compete at how “skanky” they can be. Our experts on teenage girls talk about how we needed to “reclaim” the word “slut” in order to fight against the “double standard.” If only we can glorify young women sleeping around the way that we embrace it for young men, then—supposedly—no one need feel bad. Apparently, now that girls greet one another with “Hi, slut!” we have achieved our goal. Yet when experts invoke a single standard, they always seem to mean a single low standard. So what’s the great achievement here?

			The ideologues have long claimed that the only reason the promiscuous girl is unhappy is the “stigma” imposed on her. If we didn’t ostracize her, if we accepted—nay, promoted—her, then she’d be flying high with notches on her belt just like Don Juan. I think it’s safe to say that we can test, and now discard, this theory. We live in an age when sex tapes are star-making vehicles, when strippers are teen girls’ role models, and when Slut lip balm and Dirty Girl body products are all “super stylin’.” And still, Doña Juanita is typically not the happy camper we have been led to expect. Witness Jessica Cutler, twenty-seven, a former aide on Capitol Hill who detailed her multiple Beltway conquests online, including flings with married men. The Washington Post praised her for being “free of romantic illusions” and an “American über-individualist,” yet her own perspective on herself was somewhat less stellar: “It probably is just a huge defense mechanism, dating several men,” she admitted. “Because you are, like, if it doesn’t go well with this guy, there’s always the others . . . . All your relationships are kind of half-assed.” A year later, Jessica told New York magazine that she was secretly hoping one of her “psycho” lovers would kill her, because “what a relief that would be.” A joke? Perhaps. But it takes a certain degree of self-loathing to joke about such things.

			Being “equally bad” in an attempt to quash the double standard doesn’t seem to work very well. In 2005, Andrea Lavinthal and Jessica Rozler made a splash by proposing that the “walk of shame” be renamed something with “a more positive ring,” such as the “I Got Booty Boogie” or the “Post-Seduction Strut.” The authors say that “conflicting social messages” are why it’s no fun to step out on a Sunday morning in Saturday night gear and smudged mascara. I’m not convinced. More likely, if you don’t know the man well enough to have had a change of clothes at his apartment, the walk home is a stark reminder that you may have just exchanged bodily fluids with a virtual stranger. Instead of trying to reprogram women to feel good about this when clearly they do not, wouldn’t it make more sense to try to revive a single high standard?

			Yet those who prop up the ideal of the bad girl always seem to take their cues (from the “strut” to the “booty”) from the most adolescent boys. In other words, it’s a rather immature and sexist sort of equality. You rarely hear someone say, “Gee! Scrapbooking is becoming so popular now among young women. Let’s get the boys to scrapbook too, and then we can all be equal!” It’s never the boys who must learn to scrapbook in order to lead us to utopia; rather, the girls must learn to sleep around and suppress their emotions.

			Men report that the number one reason they are choosing to marry later, if at all, is that sex without commitment is so widely available. Yet curiously, the majority of advice books for women instruct them to be casual about sex—and specifically to deny even wanting to get married—in order to be “liberated” and attractive to a man. The Hookup Handbook: A Single Girl’s Guide to Living It Up, for example, doesn’t quite live up to its promise, fielding such depressing questions as, “We’ve hooked up three times; shouldn’t he ask me out?” and tackling “the booty disparity (noun): The difference between what you think a hookup meant and what he thinks it meant.” As one might expect, there is no real cure for this booty disparity, according to the authors: “Dating is a thing of the past, gone the way of dinosaurs and stirrup pants. It’s extinct. Kaput. Over.” But if dating is kaput, and nonetheless there is a “booty disparity” to contend with, what is a young woman to do about those nagging hopes for something more? As twenty-six-year-old Frances asks me: “It’s like I’m supposed to pretend I’m not me—don’t want marriage—in order to be attractive, but then how do I know that my boyfriend really loves the real me, if he doesn’t know what I really want?”

			A conundrum indeed, yet this is only one of many contemporary love problems. Increasing numbers of men are finding it impossible to perform with their girlfriends and wives because sex has become so “demystified.” Shockingly, when given a choice between a real woman and Internet porn, many men choose the porn. There is now talk of a nasal spray, PT-141, a “libido-enhancer” that takes effect in just fifteen minutes. Apparently, we need it.

			In 2005, Professor Chyng Sun of New York University was shocked when she worked on a documentary about young people and pornography, so she wrote an essay in Counterpunch urging her fellow liberals to take pornographic images more seriously. As she found, it wasn’t just that in many porn flicks abuse and mistreatment of women are the whole point; it was also that viewing these images was damaging young people’s relationships.

			

			In my interviews, it was painful to hear how both teenage boys and girls feel pressured to have lots of sex, often emotionally detached, at a younger and younger age; and how so many young women feel obligated to please men sexually because they believed that it was their role as a woman. A twenty-year-old female college student thought back to her teen years and said that often she felt that her body was not hers but was for others to look at and gain pleasure from. It is also alarming that many young men and boys have watched a lot of pornography before they have opportunities for sexual intimacy. Some developed a fear of women when they found that real women’s bodies were not as smooth and shaven and that real sex was nothing like the sex depicted in pornography. It is clear that pornography not only hurts women but also hurts men on many different levels.

			

			Meanwhile, members of Single Mothers by Choice search online for the right sperm instead of the right man, who often takes too long to appear. One member, Lori Gottlieb, wonders: “Was believing in love today akin to believing in Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny, and age-defying cosmetics?” Indeed, researchers from the University of Chicago and UCLA who have been tracking and quantifying loneliness for thirty years have found that it has reached epidemic proportions.

			Then there are the difficulties caused by the general collapse of boundaries. A young mother of two—call her Andy—attends a black-tie holiday office party, where she is serenaded “at least four times” by an annoying rendition of the Pussycat Dolls’ “Don’t Cha.” “Don’t cha wish your girlfriend was hot like me?” the singer croons, as the women in the audience shift uncomfortably in their seats, hoping that this entertainer in the slinky cocktail dress will just go away. Instead she sings over and over, “Don’t cha wish your girlfriend was raw like me?” Having spent hours prettifying themselves, and with husbands or boyfriends in tow, many had been hoping for something more along the lines of Peggy Lee’s “When a Woman Loves a Man.” Later in the same month, Andy will attend a show to benefit her daughter’s school for developmentally delayed children. This time she and the other tired mothers are looking forward to a night out for a good cause, but instead they are confronted by anorexic-looking women modeling provocative clothing, and by a master of ceremonies joking about “hookers.” There are children in the audience. Andy is the epitome of the modern woman—she even “swears like a sailor,” as she jokes to me. But she is fed up. She wonders, “Isn’t there such a thing as the right time and place anymore?”

			To me it raises another question: If doing away with “repression” was supposed to be liberating, why are things now so bad? It is sad enough that we cannot seem to protect children, but the attractive, intelligent women surfing for tadpoles and grown men trading intimacy for inflated mega-pixels do not exactly seem to be thriving, either. Amy Sohn, one of the more articulate sex columnists, became famous detailing her trysts for the New York Press in the late 1990s. Today she asks, “What is the point of casual sex if the sex part isn’t any good?” An excellent question. It is now sex therapists who are encouraging women to “raise your standards” and “avoid the booty-call blues”—not for any moralistic reason but simply because casual sex doesn’t deliver the goods: not sexual fulfillment, and not long-term commitments either.

			Ian Kerner, the most popular sex therapist of the moment (he’s even been a guest on Howard Stern’s show), delivers the news gently, telling women, “Not to say you can’t have casual sex
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