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For my family. Thank you for your unwavering support, even after I told you the title of this book.





INTRODUCTION

The journalist perched on a stool in the corner of the bedroom, pen in hand, ready to jot down the most intimate details of our sex lives.

Her name was Peggy Orenstein, and I knew exactly three facts about her. First: She knew my favorite journalism professor. Second: She wrote for the New York Times, where, as an aspiring reporter myself, I desperately wanted to work. Third: She was writing a book about girls and sex.

As a twenty-year-old college sophomore, I apparently still qualified as a girl, and I was having sex. So, one night in late 2013, I agreed to let Orenstein hang out at my sorority house.

We swanned about the tiny bedroom, dodging piles of clothes and admiring one another’s earrings in the mirror, while Orenstein quizzed us on boys and parties and relationships. She listened attentively as we detailed the precise alchemy of a “going-out outfit.” (You could wear a tight skirt to show off your legs or a tight shirt to show off your boobs, but never both. The goal was to look available, not like a sure bet.) I could feel her eyes taking in all the pink in the room—the hot pink carpeting, the pale pink walls. Elle Woods would have been jealous. I mostly felt like a stereotype.

As we continued to answer her questions, I could sense her slow deflation. Our sex lives were not what she was looking for. We weren’t having sex often enough, with enough boys. Frankly, we weren’t slutty enough. (There’s no such thing as a slut, but I was years away from realizing that.) After Orenstein left, I couldn’t shake my suspicion that we had been drawn into playing a rigged game. While it was clear that Orenstein did not want to claim that young women were immoral for sleeping around, I felt like she had wanted to frame my sorority sisters and me as victims of “hookup culture,” the 2000s moral panic that posited that young Americans were having sex so casual that it bordered on indifferent.

Like practically every other adult we encountered, she had wanted to prove that we were doing sex wrong.

Orenstein’s book Girls and Sex was published in 2016, during my senior year of college. My sorority sisters and I did not make the final draft. But although the book was much more nuanced than my impression of her would have suggested, it also adopted the tone I had expected: that of a hand-wringing mom. “The girls I talked to often spoke of ‘going crazy’ as an integral part of the ‘college experience’; they sounded like they were all quoting from the same travel brochure,” Orenstein wrote. In her day, she said, “the college experience” involved less alcohol and more friendship, love, and “exposure to alternative music and film.”1

In addition to being immature self-saboteurs addicted to lattés and avocado toast, millennials also evidently invented college binge drinking and one-night stands.

I did end up becoming a reporter—and because I cover gender and sexuality, I have spent a lot of time thinking about the stories we tell about sex and why they matter. I have traveled all over the United States, interviewing teenage and twentysomething Americans of all backgrounds about sex and its byproducts, and I’ve come to a conclusion: There is no point in trying to map the sexual landscape facing “girls” so that parents can counsel their daughters in private about how to be safe. We have no less of a need to understand today’s sexual landscape; in fact, it’s even more critical that we do. But we do not live in a country or world where one-on-one discussions about sex are enough to improve young people’s experience of it. We might have spent a few generations telling ourselves that we did, just like we told millennials that their Starbucks habits were to blame for their inability to afford homes. In reality, however, young people are being buffeted by enormous and oppositional forces, powered by changes in politics and technology, that no birds-and-the-bees talk can fix.

Since that night in my sorority house, almost everything about how young Americans have sex has changed. We are post-#MeToo, post-pandemic, and post–Roe v. Wade. Kink has gone mainstream. More American adults than ever—almost 8 percent—now identify as LGBTQ+.2 (That’s likely one reason why my sorority sisters weren’t hooking up with too many boys: Quite a few have since come out as gay.) We spend our days swiping through a TikTokian carousel of porn, borderline porn, Facetuned influencers, potential dates, and more and more and more—all governed only by algorithms and Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act. It’s a brain-melting infinite scroll of promises of better sex, better relationships, a better life. It is also a mass social experiment with no antecedent and whose results we are just now beginning to see. From our very first stirrings of puberty, millennials and Gen Z have had access to basically the entirety of human knowledge, nearly every other person on Earth, and, increasingly, the ability to explore every sexual whim we could want online.

Sometimes this fire hose of content helps young people find information that their schools have deprived them of, as well as communities that make them feel less alone. Other times it reinforces their darkest impulses, leading them to hate themselves and others.

As young Americans navigate unprecedented access to sex, they are simultaneously and increasingly at the mercy of activists, politicians, and institutions that have not only failed to keep up with the times but are actively working to turn back the clock. These actors have razed access to abortion, comprehensive sex ed, pornography, information about LGBTQ+ identities, and tools to combat sexual assault—to name just a few of their favorite areas of attack—on behalf of a movement that I call sexual conservatism. And, over the past twenty-five years, this movement has steadily amassed power to the point that it has dramatically restricted young Americans’ sex lives and imperiled their ability to grow up safely and happily.

Sexual conservatism has been a cultural, political, and legal force in American life for centuries, yet its existence, the connections between its various wings, and its overarching goals are all too often overlooked or obscured. Specifically, sexual conservatism aims to implement policies that make it difficult and dangerous to have any kind of sex that is not heterosexual, married, and—as it seeks to limit access to abortion and birth control—potentially procreative. In addition to elevating heterosexual and married sex, American sexual conservatism tries to enforce specific ideas about gender, about what makes a man and what makes a woman. It wants to turn the United States back to a pre-internet age—to, say, the 1950s, before the Sexual Revolution and second-wave feminism of the 1960s and ’70s, a time when a (white) man was expected to have a (white) wife, 2.5 (white) kids, and a suburban home on a single salary.

Sexual conservatism is not anti-sex. (White evangelical churches that oppose premarital sex have, for example, long urged their married members to go crazy in the bedroom.) Instead, it uses sex as a cudgel to force Americans into a way of life where some types of people have more power—but everybody has fewer choices.

This is not a short-term plot. It is a slow-drip corrosion of community- and state-level attacks that normalizes the loss of freedoms and ultimately clears the path for national action. The destruction of Roe v. Wade exemplified this strategy. Conservatives started taking over state legislatures in 2010, passed hundreds of abortion restrictions that gnawed away at access to the procedure, and wrote laws with the explicit purpose of teeing up a Supreme Court challenge to Roe—which, of course, succeeded. Sexual conservatives’ defeat of Roe was a thrilling proof of concept. They now know what they can achieve, and they know how to endure.

People who work to advance sexual conservatism may not say all this to your face; they may not even say it to themselves. They may disagree with some of the aspects of sexual conservatism that I’ve identified. But individuals’ specific beliefs or intentions matter less, in this book and to young Americans’ lives, than the outcomes of the policies they push. And those outcomes are already here.

Although sexual activity among young people has been on the decline for years, the eradication of Roe is further endangering sex among single Americans, whose sexual activity is by definition unmarried. There are more than a hundred million single adults in the United States, and almost 90 percent of those under fifty say Roe’s demise has changed their dating and sex lives. In particular, 13 percent of Gen Z and 11 percent of millennials say the end of Roe has led them to have less sex. The same percentages say that, when they do have sex, they are more anxious. Sixteen percent of Gen Z are now more nervous to even date.3

“Not only is it impacting behavior, it’s also impacting the meaning and the quality of the experience that people are having. It’s really remarkable that legislation is making people feel more nervous or worried or less comfortable with their sexual lives,” Justin Garcia, the executive director of the Kinsey Institute, the leading sexuality research center on the planet, told me. The loss of Roe threatens people’s ability to form partnerships, he said. “You’re not gonna connect that well if you’re feeling anxious the whole time.”4

Being able to choose if, when, and how to have sex—and what to do afterward—is not just a matter of being able to bang people without fear of consequences. Making young people afraid of sex, afraid of having the wrong kind of sex, afraid of even being perceived to be interested in one another—all of that robs them of their ability to pursue pleasure, self-knowledge, and connection, both sexual and nonsexual. It places relationships of every kind under a microscope and turns them into a potential avenue for persecution. It undermines their right to their own bodies, at a time when individuals are just discovering what their bodies can do or how they want their bodies to be. It denies them a full life.

Under that kind of pressure, people cannot trust their own desires, much less form trusting communities with one another—communities that could be a source of power, including political power. “The sharing of joy, whether physical, emotional, psychic, or intellectual, forms a bridge between the sharers which can be the basis for understanding much of what is not shared between them, and lessens the threat of their difference,” the feminist Audre Lorde wrote in her seminal essay “The Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power.”5 “In touch with the erotic,” Lorde continued, “I become less willing to accept powerlessness, or those other supplied states of being which are not native to me, such as resignation, despair, self-effacement, depression, self-denial.”6

Sex has always been political, but it is today at the white-hot center of our country’s “culture wars.” I use quotation marks for a reason. It’s a useful shorthand, but these are not fights over some amorphous “culture.” Culture wars are disputes about the very meaning of the United States, about which huddled masses deserve to breathe free on U.S. shores. Democracy is rule of the people, by the people, for the people—but who gets to count as “people”? Who gets to have power and autonomy, including sexual and reproductive autonomy? Who doesn’t? And what do our answers to those questions say about the future of our democracy?

With Roe gone, the next phase of our culture wars is beginning.



In January 2023, six months after Roe v. Wade fell, I sat in a darkened hotel ballroom in Washington, D.C., and watched a man in a perfectly hemmed suit rile up a crowd of high school– and college-age anti-abortion activists. His name was Roger Severino. He was a vice president at the Heritage Foundation, a think tank that sets much of the right’s political agenda and the group behind Project 2025, an infamous playbook of conservative policies. As he paced the stage, a microphone headset wrapped around his oil slick of dark hair, Severino gestured expansively, confidently.

He wanted his audience to have sex. But only the right kind: married, heterosexual, procreative.

“We’re in it for the long haul. And the other side is on the side of death. They literally do not reproduce,” Severino told the hundreds-strong crowd, who had gathered at the hotel for the daylong National Pro-Life Summit. Severino paused for laughter, then continued, “So that gives us a built-in advantage. But it means you have to do your part. Get married. Have kids. Lots of them.”

The audience erupted in applause.

To his credit, Severino has taken his own advice: He and his wife, Carrie Severino, have six kids, he told the crowd. The pair are a power couple who operate in the highest echelons of the American political right. Roger was a key figure in Donald Trump’s Department of Health and Human Services from 2017 to 2021, while Carrie’s work as a judicial activist helped install the Supreme Court conservative majority that overturned Roe.

A few months after the 2023 National Pro-Life Summit, the Heritage Foundation made its agenda on sex crystal clear. “Conservatives have to lead the way in restoring sex to its true purpose, and ending recreational sex and senseless use of birth control pills,” the organization posted on X, the platform formerly known as Twitter. Roger Severino’s boss, Heritage Foundation president Kevin Roberts, has also praised the leadership of Viktor Orbán, the prime minister of Hungary. Orbán is an open Christian nationalist who has bragged about turning Hungary into an “illiberal democracy,”7 has a fanatical obsession with halting immigration, and is so convinced that couples need to be heterosexual and procreative that his political party amended Hungary’s constitution to declare that “Hungary shall protect the institution of marriage as the union of one man and one woman…. The mother shall be a woman, the father shall be a man.”8

“Modern Hungary is not just a model for conservative statecraft,” Roberts has said, “but the model.”9

As I watched Severino bask in the crowd’s cheers, I wondered whether I was watching a man housebreak a generation for authoritarianism.

But that ballroom is not a comprehensive snapshot of Gen Z. Outside those hotel walls, more than 60 percent of eighteen-to-twenty-nine-year-olds lean left,10 and around a quarter11 of Gen Z identify as LGBTQ+ (depending on whom you ask and how you ask the question). They are also increasingly secular. Like millennials, more than a third of Gen Z identify as religiously unaffiliated, which is far more than Gen X or baby boomers.12 Gen Z’s secularity is, however, distinct from millennials’: While men are historically more likely to disaffiliate from religion than women are, most members of Gen Z who have disaffiliated from religion are women.13 Relatedly, Gen Z women might just be the most progressive cohort ever documented in U.S. history. Since 2008, they have veered hard to the left on the issues like the environment, gun control, and, yes, abortion.14

Early exit polling from the 2024 election indicated Democrat Kamala Harris won 51 percent of the vote among eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-old voters. No other age demographic supported her as strongly; voters between the ages of eighteen and twenty-four, in particular, swung hard for Harris. But 2024 also saw a massive gender gap open up among voters between the ages of eighteen and twenty-nine: 58 percent of female voters in that age range voted for Harris, while 56 percent of young male voters backed Trump, an accused sexual predator who appointed three of the Supreme Court justices who overturned Roe. This gender gap is wider than that found in the all-ages electorate as well as wider than the gap between youth voters in the 2020 election, when Joe Biden won 56 percent of young men. Between 2020 and 2024 alone, young men swung almost 30 points to the right.15

As striking as these statistics are, this story is more complicated than it may appear (and it already looks plenty complicated). While they may be voting Republican, since 2008 young men have become more liberal, not less, on almost every issue, including abortion rights and same-sex marriage.16 There is a baffling disconnect between young men’s political stances and their voting patterns—one that can be explained in large part by the sexual and gendered landscape in which they have been raised.

Gen Z grew up watching and attending the kind of mass protests that break out only once in a lifetime, such as the Women’s March of 2017 and the Black Lives Matter protests of 2020. They also grew up on social media, which has given them an extraordinary ability to access information and energize one another. In the 2020 election, half of eighteen-to-twenty-nine-year-olds voted, notching one of the highest rates of youth electoral participation since 1971, when the voting age was lowered from twenty-one to eighteen.17 This was no one-off, either: The 2018 and 2022 midterms also saw record-breaking youth turnout.18

In 2022, their top issue was abortion, more so than any other age group.19 Thanks to outrage over Roe’s demise, the much-heralded “red wave” of Republican victories never materialized. GOP candidates floundered and failed.

Youth voter turnout dropped in 2024, but that may say more about Gen Z-ers’ growing distrust of elected politicians than it does about their commitment to social change. Compared to other generations, Gen Z adults are more likely to have attended a rally, volunteered, or posted online about a social issue that mattered to them. And when Trump defeated Harris, left-leaning young people immediately converted their political fury into personal action—namely, by proposing a sex strike. Searches for the feminist South Korean “4B” movement, in which women pledge to swear off heterosexual dating, sex, marriage, and childbirth, exploded online in the hours after Trump’s victory. “GIRLS IT’S TIME TO BOYCOTT ALL MEN!” one TikTok creator wrote in a video with more than 3.4 million views. “YOU LOST YOUR RIGHTS, AND THEY LOST THE RIGHT TO HIT RAW!”

Frankly, I doubt we’ll see a lasting Lysistrata in the United States. But one thing is clear: Young Americans intrinsically understand that sex, its consequences, and control over both are political weapons.

For much of the last quarter century, most ignored the erosion of sexual and reproductive freedoms, thanks in no small part to a puritan queasiness about the very existence of sex, especially among the young. Now, a generation is ready to do battle over those freedoms. They are fighting about many of the very same rights that progressives and conservatives warred over in the 1960s and ’70s—and to fight over some new ones, too, as Gen Z is the most diverse generation yet in terms of race, ethnicity, gender identity, and sexual orientation. As sexual conservativism overtakes schools, courthouses, legislatures, and the White House, countless young people are working to advance a cause that I define as sexual progressivism.

Unlike sexual conservatism, which has long been aligned with Republicans, sexual progressivism has no political home. Democrats are rarely the champions of sexual, reproductive, and gendered rights that they like to portray themselves as; for example, they spent years stigmatizing abortion by claiming it should be “safe, legal, and rare” and rarely mentioned the procedure until Roe’s demise revealed that abortion rights can be an election-winning issue. Accordingly, sexual progressivism is less of an articulated, organized movement than sexual conservatism. Nobody ever used the words “sexual progressivism” in interviews with me—but they so often espoused a similar set of values that I had to give it a name. Many of my interviewees wanted to do more than expand access to things like sex ed, birth control, and sexual assault resources; they also sought to dismantle and reimagine traditional concepts of sex and desire so that they no longer feel so entrenched or suffocating. And they felt this way largely because they had grown up as citizens of the borderless community of the internet, with its endless depictions of sex and unparalleled ability to infuse that sex with political meaning.

As these individuals seek to revolutionize sex and the expectations that surround it, they are revolutionizing gender, too. This is by necessity. We have long expected—or forced—people of particular genders to approach sex in particular ways. By the light of these expectations, women should be its gatekeepers, forever pushing off men, who are unfailingly horny; any fallout from sex is the woman’s fault; she should bear the trauma, stigma, pregnancy, childrearing, or any of the other countless consequences that sex has had through the millennia. (Forget about folks outside of the gender binary.) Casting off these expectations is, I’ve found, a key part of young people’s sexual progressivism.

Over the course of reporting this book, I have come to understand that the battle between sexual conservatism and progressivism is the defining feature of young Americans’ sex lives—and that, while they started off the twenty-first century as casualties in this clash, they are increasingly its warriors. The changes that we have witnessed in young Americans’ sex lives over the past twenty-five years, and especially over the past ten, can be traced back to or have been folded into the struggle between those who believe the American family should be heterosexual, married, and procreative—and those who think individuals deserve a broader range of choices. Age alone does not determine what side someone falls on; the battle between sexual conservatism and progressivism is both intergenerational and intragenerational, as straight and cisgender young men appear to be heading down a political path that has diverged sharply from their female and LGBTQ+ peers. Age also does not insulate you from this clash. It affects us all.

In short, we are living through nothing less than the second coming of the sexual revolution. Pun intended.



This book is a portrait of young Americans’ sexual and romantic desires and habits, how they were formed, and what they mean for the future of this country. It is an exploration of the societal forces that have shaped this new sexual revolution, such as the 2010s rise of sex positivity, the “sex recession,” the anti-Trump fervor for social justice, and the mental health crisis generated by a recent series of minor apocalypses (as well as the scars left behind by the trauma of surviving said apocalypses). It is a history of how reactionary activists and politicians, aided by stagnating institutions—which they pushed into failure and then blamed for failing—have driven us to this point. And it is a book about growing up on the internet, because the internet has redefined everything we know and value about intimacy.

This is adamantly not a book about how young people are doing sex right or wrong. I’m not advocating in favor of no-holds-barred sex or against it. It is not wrong to be celibate, if that is somebody’s informed choice or an expression of their sexuality. Sex before you’re ready, sex with the wrong person, or bad sex can feel ruinous. (And there are many, many types of sex that can fall under the banner of “bad.”) If someone wants to have only heterosexual, married, and procreative sex—I support them. As I’ve said, this book is far more concerned with the impact of sexual conservatism as a movement than as an individual belief.

I want consenting young people to be free to do what they want, to possess the knowledge needed to do it fearlessly, and to have access to resources that can help if anything goes wrong. I wish that wasn’t controversial.

I decided to write this book because, as a millennial, I’m living in it. I grew up alongside the internet, before we used the words “me too” but after “catfishing” became commonplace. I have been slut-shamed online, flirted with non-monogamy, and survived sexual harassment and assault. I cannot say that my life experience is representative of all millennials, much less all members of Gen Z. But to shore up my own experiences, I have interviewed more than a hundred people under thirty about their experiences with, thoughts on, and hopes for sex—for their peers and in their own lives.

I talked to white people, Black people, Latinx/e people, Asian people, Indigenous people, mixed people. I talked to an individual who cheerfully described themselves as “a girl but only at Easter and Christmas” and to people who would probably have been offended had I even asked them to describe their gender identity. I talked to people who grew up in New York City, to people from towns with eight hundred inhabitants, to people with disabilities, even to one twenty-one-year-old who grew up Mennonite. I talked to people who had never had sex, including some who never want to, and at least one individual who has had sex with more than a hundred partners. I heard stories that made me cackle with recognition or vicarious joy. I also heard stories that made me cry because of how much buried pain they contained.

Most of my interviewees were Gen Z, a demographic typically thought to have been born between 1997 and 2012. However, a number were “late millennials,” or people like myself, a cohort born toward the end of the millennial era whose sexual lives and attitudes have far more in common with Gen Z than is usually recognized.I

The line where one generation ends and another begins is always fungible and, frankly, mostly a matter of marketing. The Pew Research Center, one of the country’s leading polling groups, has defined millennials as anyone born between 1981 and 1996. However, I believe that time frame is too wide to be meaningful, because someone born in 1981 would have been as old as twenty-two in 2003, when Myspace launched, and twenty-five in 2006, when Facebook let members of the general public register for accounts. If the point of labeling a group of people as one “generation” is to imply that they have a shared set of experiences, then the experience of coming of age alongside mainstream social media—arguably the defining force of modern life—is too fundamental to ignore. Thus, I consider late millennials to be anyone born between 1990 and 1996. Put another way: You fall into this group if you’re a millennial but younger than Taylor Swift, who was famously born just a few weeks before the end of 1989 and whose career has dovetailed with the rise of social media.

I tried to make my pool of interviewees as broad as possible, although I’m sure I missed some critical viewpoints and voices. The goal, however, was not to represent every possible perspective, because that’s just impossible. Instead, I prioritized interviewing Gen Z individuals who are engaged in activism, on both sides of the aisle, because I wanted to understand why and how they are driven to influence their peers’ sexual and reproductive lives. This led my interview pool to skew toward people who are in college or have gone to it, because higher education is linked to increased political engagement.

To ensure interviewees could speak freely about private and stigmatized matters, I have changed their names—some to a pseudonym they selected—or used only their first names, except in cases where someone is an established public figure. Interviews usually lasted well over an hour. In several cases, I interviewed people multiple times. Sometimes I talked to individuals whom I’d spoken to numerous times in the course of my work as a journalist. Others were total strangers whom I met through online spaces like Reddit and X. A handful were friends.

Many of sexual conservatism’s attacks are being waged in young people’s names, as parents and (increasingly elderly) politicians claim that children need to be defended from drag queens, descriptions of sex in books, and anything that seems even remotely fun. While sexual conservatism zeroes in on “protections” for young Americans, I wanted to ask about their rights. As the group whose futures are now being debated and decided, what do they want to happen? What do they want for the next generation, Generation Alpha?

What happens to young people matters because they matter. If they head out into the world without adequate sex ed or with a belief that porn accurately depicts sex, for example, they may end up hurt or hurt others. But if you’re older and feel like the culture war between sexual conservatism and progressivism is interesting to watch from afar, know this: When it comes to the future of sexual, reproductive, and gendered freedoms, minors and young adults are the canaries in the coal mine. Because older Americans are so uncomfortable with young people’s sex lives, sexual conservatives have long used them to test-drive rhetoric and restrictions that they would like to eventually place on all Americans—or used them to justify the implementation of policies that, from the start, surreptitiously limit the rights of Americans of all ages. What happens to and among young people is a harbinger for everybody else in the United States.

When I think back to that time Peggy Orenstein stopped by my sorority house, I wish I had then understood how cloistered my pink-filled world was. How much that world was about to change. How moving it would be to watch people—my age and younger—fight for what they believe in.

That sorority house, with its endless hallways filled with portraits of white girls with white smiles, is empty now. Amid the 2020 Black Lives Matter protests, thousands of college students left their sororities and fraternities, calling for an end to Greek life in light of its centuries of racism, sexism, homophobia, and sexual violence. Members of my sorority voted to simply shut the entire chapter down. It was the kind of declaration that Gen Z has been making more and more frequently, on all kinds of topics: They weren’t going to stand for it any longer.

The stool where Orenstein once sat has, I’m sure, long since been tossed into the trash.


	I. People born on the border between millennials and Gen Z have also been said to be on the “cusp” or “zillennials,” but I avoid those words because, honestly, I think they’re ugly.







1. A NATION OF VIRGINS Welcome to the Sex Recession

The text I had been dreading for months, if not years, lit up my phone during sixth period. One of my best friends had left school early to hang out with a male classmate of ours—and, she texted me excitedly, she had just lost her virginity to him on her laundry room floor.

It was not exactly the dreamiest of introductions to sexual intercourse. Romeo and Juliet would certainly have disapproved. But this was Seattle in 2011, not fair Verona, and it was the height of the era of sex positivity. Although we were only juniors in high school, treating sex as flippantly as Samantha from Sex and the City was evidence of being a modern, self-assured woman, which my female friends and I desperately wanted to be. By losing her virginity before me, my friend was leaving me behind.

I congratulated my friend and managed to keep it together for the rest of school. But when my mom arrived to drive me home, I burst into tears. My mom, understandably alarmed, demanded to know what was wrong. Between sobs, I gasped out an explanation: I was the last virgin among my friends. I could end up being the last virgin in senior year. Maybe I was the last seventeen-year-old virgin on the entire planet.

“When you were my age, were you still a virgin?” I asked my mom.

She grimaced. “Well, no,” she admitted.

I cried harder.

Where did this obsession with my own virginity come from? Why was I so convinced that everybody my age was having sex without me? I partially blame TV shows like Gossip Girl and Skins, where teenagers slobbered over each other in swimming pools and then had sex so gymnastic they threw each other into walls. But as much as I longed for someone to lust after me like that, I also knew these shows were fantasy. What I read in the newspaper every morning or watched on the news at night was real—and day after day, I absorbed these outlets’ moral panic over “hookup culture.” The journalists, politicians, and miscellaneous moralists of the 2000s and early 2010s couldn’t let it go: They were consumed by the idea that by losing our virginities so unceremoniously, young people were losing themselves.

As I came of age during George W. Bush’s and Barack Obama’s presidencies, books with titles like Unhooked: How Young Women Pursue Sex, Delay Love, and Lose at Both and The End of Sex: How Hookup Culture Is Leaving a Generation Unhappy, Sexually Unfulfilled, and Confused About Intimacy filled bookshelves. The New York Times ran numerous articles trying to demystify this apparently unprecedented phenomenon, bemoaning how hookup culture led students to smother their emotions and turned orgasms into an endangered species. Some outlets went even further. In a 2015 suite of stories about sex on college campuses, New York magazine suggested that many schools were little more than “great drunken bacchanals in which men and women can choose to participate in no-strings-attached, or at least few-strings-attached, experimentations in lust.”1 The stories, which covered the links between hookup culture and the high rates of sexual assault on college campuses, were nuanced and empathetic—but when the TV show The View interviewed one of the story’s writers, the hosts were immediately condescending. Nobody said out loud that young women were “asking for it”—but, the hosts wanted to know, why couldn’t college students understand that hookup culture was obviously an invitation to rape? “Where did the disconnect come in,” Whoopi Goldberg asked, “when hookups and sexual assault have now really become sort of synonymous?”2

A lot of the discourse about hookup culture, however, conveniently skirted statistics that revealed many young millennials weren’t having much sex at all. In 2011, the year my friend lost her virginity, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) asked more than fifteen thousand high school students whether they had ever had sexual intercourse as part of the agency’s biennial Youth Risk Behavior Survey. More than half the millennial respondents had not.3 I would have given a limb to know that statistic back in high school, when I kept Googling “average age of virginity loss American” and hoping for a different answer.

A sizable chunk of millennials did not even have sex in college. One 2012 study discovered that a fifth of female college seniors reported still being virgins,4 while even the New York magazine story that called campuses “great drunken bacchanals” found that, in its poll of more than seven hundred college students, almost 40 percent were virgins.5 (Neither the study nor magazine offered a firm definition of “virgin.”) The vagueness of the term “hookup culture” also obscured the fact that only about a third of college students said they’d had intercourse during a hookup.6

Millennials were in fact having sex later and less than past generations, including the generation behind the screeds about how hookup culture was killing intimacy and safety. Late millennials—those born between 1990 and 1996—were particularly likely to go without. Compared to millennials born in the ’80s, or elder millennials, late millennials were 41 percent more likely to report having had zero sexual partners between the ages of eighteen and twenty-four.7 Between 2000 and 2002, about 19 percent of men and 15 percent of women aged eighteen to twenty-four—a cohort that captures the end of Gen X and the beginning of elder millennials—said they had gone without sex for the past year.8 But by 2018, when late millennials were in their early twenties and Gen Z was nearing them, those numbers had shot up to 31 percent of men and 19 percent of women.9 Casual sex fell off, too. In 2007, roughly a third of men and women between the ages of eighteen and twenty-three said they had indulged in casual sex in the last month.10 Ten years later, only about a quarter said the same.11

“I started my career writing about hookups. I wrote about it for years. The data is changing,” Justin Garcia, executive director of the Kinsey Institute, told me. “Casual sex is still happening, but it appears to be not as in vogue as it was just a decade ago.”

Ultimately, the only living generation who enjoyed less sexual activity than young millennials were Americans born in the 1920s.12 That generation’s sex lives were, I imagine, somewhat hampered by the fact that the birth control pill hadn’t been invented yet. And by the Great Depression. And World War II.

Millennials have now aged out of our sex lives being a matter of national interest. We’re wandering into our thirties and forties, doing exactly what media outlets thought we would never do if we spent our teens and twenties in a frenzy of casual sex: getting married and having babies. Granted, we’re doing it at later ages and lower rates than past generations, but by 2019, more than half of millennials were living with families of their own.13 That’s hardly indicative of “a generation that’s terrified of and clueless about the ABCs of romantic intimacy,” as one college professor dubbed millennials in a 2014 New York Times story.14

Yet the American urge to tell a story about how young people have sex—and, especially, how they’re doing it wrong—hasn’t disappeared. It’s just been transplanted onto those mysterious creatures known as Gen Z.

Today, we tell a different story about Gen Z and sex: Rather than having too much impersonal sex, they are not having sex at all. It’s called the “sex recession.”

While I felt like a virginal freak in the early 2010s, I would have fit right in by the late 2010s and 2020s. “Why Are Young People Having So Little Sex?” a headline in The Atlantic wailed in 2018. Coronavirus pandemic-era lockdowns may have temporarily justified sexlessness, but concerns about it came roaring back to life alongside restaurants and concerts. In 2023, a New York Times opinion essay linked young Americans’ poor mental health and stunning levels of loneliness to their lack of sex. “Have More Sex, Please!” the headline pleaded.

Although the hookup culture narrative that surrounded millennials as they came of age was flawed, there is more evidence that Gen Z is having even less sex than millennials had in our youth. (Really, it seems like public discourse has just caught up with the science—a generation too late.) In 2021, when the CDC again conducted its Youth Risk Behavior Survey, only 30 percent of the Gen Z respondents said they’d had sexual intercourse, according to data released in 2023.15 That’s a 17 percent drop from when I was in high school. In a 2022 survey conducted in part by the Kinsey Institute, one in four Gen Z adults also said they had never experienced partnered sex.16

Even masturbation is somehow on the decline. Between 2009 and 2018, the share of adolescent men who had never experienced partnered or solo sexual activity rose from 29 percent to 50 percent.17 Among adolescent women, the share increased from 43 percent to 74.18

The story about Gen Z proclaims that they are more than sexless—they are also allegedly opposed to sex and even to relationships. According to the internet, Gen Z is full of “puriteens,” a portmanteau of “puritan” and “teenager” that Urban Dictionary defines as an “(almost always) young person on the internet who thinks that the internet has to conform to being entirely SFW,” or safe for work. These puriteens and their supposed concerns—age gaps between partners, displays of kink at Pride parades, irredeemably tilted power dynamics in relationships that might have been once perceived as equal—typically hail not from the political right, where reservations about sexual exploration may seem more naturally at home, but from the left. News story after news story has worried over Gen Z’s apparent turn away from “sex-positive” feminism and toward “sex negativity.”

“I think because they’ve waited for so long, they’re nervous about finally engaging with other people,” Kristen, a twenty-four-year-old in Iowa, told GQ of two virgin friends of hers. “They’ll joke about wanting to go out, hook up, put themselves out there, but in reality, they’re so uncomfortable.”19

Gen Z is so terminally online, so addicted to pathologizing normality through therapy-speak, and speeding so far to the left that they’ve lost their ability to navigate the nuances of human relationships. Further addled by the isolation of the pandemic, they’ve thrown their hands up and escaped back into their bedrooms-cum-bunkers, alone, their faces aglow with blue light.

Or so the lore goes, anyway.

Why are we so obsessed with crafting narratives around how young people have sex? Because they can be used to push agendas. For sexual conservatives, all these statistics boil down into pronatalist fears over the United States’ declining birth rate (and especially the declining birth rate among white women). Several countries have reported declines in sexual activity in recent years; Japan, in particular, is frequently held up as a cautionary tale. Like the United States, Japan has seen its sexual activity, marriage, and births all drop, leading its prime minister to warn that the country’s falling population is “the biggest crisis Japan faces.”20

The sex recession enables sexual conservatives to portray sexual progressivism as an existential threat to the United States, as they argue that it has led to a breakdown in gender roles—especially women’s roles—that prevents men and women from pursuing relationships and, more importantly, families. “Our people aren’t having enough children to replace themselves. That should bother us,” JD Vance, the vice president of Donald Trump’s second administration, once told a conservative conference.21 Vance, infamously, has a long track record of denigrating single, child-free women.22 In his view, these women are so dangerous that we must take political action to stop them. The United States, Vance claimed in a 2021 Fox News interview, is being run by “a bunch of childless cat ladies who are miserable at their own lives and the choices that they’ve made and so they want to make the rest of the country miserable, too.”

Neither sexual conservatism nor progressivism alone has caused the sex recession, although the recent successes of sexual conservativism have certainly complicated sex for young people. Instead, the sex recession is the result of a constellation of factors that have been heavily influenced by both movements. And it is the result of forces that date back to long before the first millennials and Gen Z were ever born—to the sexual and political tumult of the 1960s and ’70s. To begin to understand how the sex recession came to be, we need to reckon with how Americans’ approaches to sex have shifted over the decades, the movements that have led those shifts—like feminism—and how those shifts have sped up rapidly over the past ten to fifteen years.

Perhaps most importantly, as we look to the future of sex, we need to ask: What stories are young people telling themselves about sex and the sex recession? Just as the hookup culture narrative led me to castigate myself, I’ve found that many people are still punishing themselves—or even one another—over failing to meet imagined ideals that don’t match the generational reality.


THE NATURE(S) OF VIRGINITY

Before I go further, I have to address a vital question: What is sex, anyway?

By the time of my breakdown in my mom’s car, I had experienced a wide range of sexual activity. I’d given blow jobs and hand jobs. Boys had fingered me. (No one had gone down on me, nor did I expect them to. I’ll return to that inequality later.) However, I never considered that those experiences might constitute “sex,” because I believed sex happened only when a penis penetrated a vagina. I thought I was a virgin until I experienced that and only that.

I’m far from the only person to believe that penis-in-vagina sex is the One True Sex. Although young Americans have become more accepting of homosexual sex, most adolescents and college students have long thought penis-in-vagina intercourse is the most surefire way to lose your virginity.23 When I asked interviewees how they defined “virginity” and “sex,” many had, like me, believed vaginal intercourse was the only way to swipe your V-card—even if they were not interested in having that form of sex.

“I definitely thought that I had to have sex with a cis man,” said Ciné, a twenty-two-year-old queer, transgender Floridian. “And there had to be penetration involved.”

“I didn’t think that you had to have an orgasm, that you had to bleed or anything like that,” added Kate, a queer, cis twenty-one-year-old woman from Wisconsin. “But I did consider ‘losing your virginity’ as penetrative sex.”

When I asked Ethan, a twenty-year-old straight cis man from Ohio, how he would define losing his virginity, he was plainspoken: “Probably dick in vagina.”

The endurance of this belief across geography and sexual orientation isn’t exactly surprising. We are force-fed depictions of heteronormative sex and relationships from the moment we can turn on a screen. Penis-in-vagina sex is also primarily responsible for sex’s most famous lasting consequence: pregnancy.

The association between virginity and the threat of pregnancy originally arose out of economic utility. Before we could prove paternity using a DNA test, marrying a virgin was the only way to ensure that your wife’s child was definitely yours, and that you weren’t handing off your property to some bloodline imposter. Virginity was thus linked to being “untouched” and “pure,” and far more important for women. If they were discovered to not be virgins, their social value would plummet. Their chances of survival might, too.

Yet the hymen, that vexing bit of skin that has been held up as proof of female virginity, the “cherry” that gets popped in a burst of blood, is a misunderstood piece of anatomy. Although almost everybody who is assigned female at birthI is born with a hymen, it can be broken long before someone engages in penetrative sex. Even if a hymen does break during penetrative sex, it may leave no evidence behind. Some hymens do not bleed because they are made out of tissue with relatively few blood vessels, according to virginity scholar Hanne Blank.

“Short of catching someone in the act of sex, virginity can be neither proven nor disproven. We cannot prove it today, nor have we ever been able to,” Blank wrote in her book Virgin: An Untouched History. “Barring some unprecedented quantum leap in diagnostic techniques, we are equally unlikely to be able to do so in the future.”24

All of this is to say: Virginity is and always has been a social construct. Individuals can and should feel free to define it however they wish. But the fact that virginity is socially constructed does not mean that it doesn’t carry life-altering, mind-poisoning importance.

I finally lost my virginity—as I understood it then, through vaginal intercourse—at nineteen, when I was a freshman in college. It didn’t feel particularly special or particularly disappointing. Really, I was so relieved to finally get it over with that I barely paid attention to how it felt.

I was in the midst of falling in love with the man who took my virginity, but I didn’t tell him that it was my first time. I didn’t even tell my newfound college friends. Sure, I told them I had started having sex with my boyfriend, but I intimated that I had already done “it” before. The day afterward, when I sat with my friends in their dorm room, nestled into denim-blue beanbags, one friend pressed me for the details. Another exclaimed, “It’s not like she lost her virginity!”

Her clueless words hit with the precision of a drone strike. Outrageous embarrassment flooded my body. I couldn’t make the words, the truth, come out. I hunched into the beanbag and willed myself to just get through it.

I’m far from the only virgin of my generation to view virginity not as a prize, as it may have been viewed in the past, but as an albatross that blocks people from forging relationships and independent identities. In 2016, Kinsey Institute researchers discovered that heterosexual male and female adults who were sexually inexperienced considered themselves more stigmatized than people who do have sexual experience. Young adults were especially unlikely to want to date virgins—which leaves virgins in something of a catch-22, because they can’t lose their virginity and become desirable if they can’t find someone who already desires them enough to take it. Virgins, the study showed, didn’t even want to date other virgins.25

I’m an independent woman, Rachel, a twenty-two-year-old from Ohio, likes to tell herself when she thinks about the fact that she has not had sex. It doesn’t matter. Society built this construct about virginity.

But she doesn’t really believe it.

“It makes me feel like I’m not cool and I’m not where I should be as a twenty-two-year-old,” Rachel said. “When I graduated high school, I was like, ‘Oh, I’ll go to college, I’ll start dating someone, I’ll have sex—blah, blah, blah, all this stuff—by the time I’ve graduated college.’ I’m not there. Now that I’m not in school anymore, I feel like there’s fewer opportunities for me to meet people and go on dates and expand my horizons. It has impacted my mental health in that I feel like I’m behind the ball for where I should be for someone my age—which, who defines that?”

Rachel, who is bisexual, doesn’t want to find some random stranger on Tinder and just lose her virginity to them. She wants to feel comfortable. But in a vicious irony, Rachel’s inexperience is undercutting her confidence and ability to pursue experience.

“In my head, I’m gonna go on a date and they’ll be like, ‘Do you want to have sex?’ ” Rachel said. “And I’ll be like, ‘I’ve never had sex before.’ And they’ll be like, ‘Oh, that’s really weird,’ and then never want to talk to me ever again.”

If virginity is historically a feminine trait, then to be a virgin can feel embarrassing to the point of being emasculating among people who are assigned male at birth, or AMAB. Sam, a twenty-one-year-old from Texas, started feeling anxious about being a virgin as early as fourteen. “Dudes will make fun of other students in school, like, ‘Oh, you’re a virgin, bro. Shut up. What are you even talking about?’ It’s definitely a playground insult,” he told me. Being a male virgin, he said, means “you’re a loser and you’re lame.”

Virginity flies in the face of what masculinity researchers like to call “hegemonic masculinity,” which the internet would probably label as “toxic masculinity” and which generally stereotypes men as big, strong, emotionless, high status, and (of course) straight. That narrow mold of masculinity—which is, by the way, impossible for anyone to shrink themselves into—reinforces traditional gender roles, because it portrays men as being nothing like women. And it dictates that men should not possess virginity, but should rather take it.

This attitude was alive and well in Sam’s conservative hometown, which was rife with the belief that men should love having sex with virgins. “If you have sex with a virgin, that’s the best thing ever,” Sam said. “You’re claiming this land or whatever—some weird ideals like that.”

In this worldview, women are property that loses value through sex, while men gain.

“There is this expectation for men to be pursuing sex, because we assume that’s just how men biologically exist,” explained Colby Fleming, a sociologist who’s studied virginity, gender, and masculinity. “If you’re not having sex with women—more recently, you can’t attract them, or before, you couldn’t land one through money or whatever—that means that you are not masculine. You’re doing something wrong that’s reflecting something about you. Because if you were really a man, you would be doing this. And if you’re not, that’s suspect.”

Ethan likes to call himself “culturally gay,” as if his heterosexuality is a surprise. For a time, as a kid, Ethan thought he might be gay; he questioned his sexuality again when he started dating someone who was nonbinary. He even watched gay porn to gauge his own reaction. His verdict: “Meh. Not for me.”

He now identifies as straight because he’s just not that into penises. “Conventionally, for societal standards, I’m a straight guy,” Ethan said. “It’s just the easiest for me to go with.”

But even for someone who wears his sexuality and masculinity as lightly as Ethan does, virginity was a weight around his neck. Like the men in Sam’s hometown, his friends would tease him for being “a fucking virgin.”

“I feel like the way toxic masculinity functions, you have to operate in this alpha position,” Ethan said. “You can’t be this fucking virgin wimp, whatever the fuck.”

He was determined to lose his virginity as soon as possible after he got to college—and he did. After Ethan finally had “dick-in-vagina” sex, as he put it, he went to the bathroom and did a Michael Jordan–style fist pump all by himself. Then Ethan texted his closest friends: “Guess who’s done?” (“Did you really just text me post-sex?” one replied.)

“Getting that out of the way, for me, was an aspect of growing up,” Ethan said. “I noticed I was just more confident in myself and my life the minute I got it over with.”



THE FIRST COMING OF THE SEXUAL REVOLUTION

How has virginity become so stigmatized? Well, sexual conservatives aren’t totally wrong to blame sexual progressivism.

In 1972, researchers at the University of Chicago launched the General Social Survey, a biennial survey that, over the last half century, has become one of the best indicators of how Americans view and do sex. The researchers’ timing was serendipitous, because at the time of the survey’s launch, sex was in the midst of becoming untethered from pregnancy and childbirth. The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) had approved the birth control pill in 1960, and by 1970, 60 percent of all American women—married and unmarried alike—were on the pill, had an IUD, or had been sterilized.26 Two years later, the Supreme Court ruled that single people had the right to access contraception. Some states were also loosening their restrictions on abortion, while in states that still banned the procedure, people were taking matters into their own hands. In Chicago, the General Social Survey’s home, a secret network of women known as “Jane” performed more than eleven thousand illegal abortions in the late 1960s and early ’70s.27 In 1973, a year after the General Social Survey started, the Supreme Court legalized abortion nationwide in Roe v. Wade. And the year after that, women gained the legal right to own a credit card in their own name.

All the while, the median marriage age in the United States, which had dropped to a record low of just over twenty for women and twenty-two for men in 1955, began to creep back up.28 No-fault divorce laws emerged. Rather than being tied to a partner due to pregnancy or economic necessity, people were able to make more and more time in their lives for experimenting with flirtation, relationships, and sex. The United States had already weathered a sexual revolution in the first few decades of the twentieth century,29 but when someone mentions the “Sexual Revolution” today, it is this era of rapid social and legal change that we think of.

The sexual progressivism of the Sexual Revolution, combined with the second-wave feminism of the 1960s and ’70s, stunned and infuriated conservative Christians across the country. They started to organize—against Roe, of course, but also against issues like porn, homosexuality, the banning of school prayer, and sex education.30 Defeating the feminist cause of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) was a particular clarion call, with conservatives arguing that establishing a constitutional right to gender equality would disrupt “the beautiful way men treat women in this country,” as Phyllis Schlafly, a doyenne of twentieth-century conservatism and the activist most responsible for defeating the ERA, once told the New York Times.31

Hoping to channel this groundswell of activism, evangelical pastor Jerry Falwell Sr. in 1979 founded the Moral Majority, an organization designed to register conservative Christians as voters in service of a “holy war”32 against proponents of abortion rights, porn, sex ed, and other assorted left-wing causes. “We are economically, politically, and militarily sick because our country is morally sick,” he wrote.33 Falwell thus established the religious right as a political force and outlined one of its core missions: to defend his version of Christian family values against sexual progressivism and thus save the United States. The religious right isn’t synonymous with sexual conservativism, but the values and actors of the two movements continue to overlap significantly.

For the first three decades or so of the General Social Survey, sexual conservatism kept winning in one crucial way: Researchers usually found that only about half of eighteen-to-thirty-four-year-olds believed sex between unmarried adults was “not wrong at all.” But starting around 2006, support for premarital sex began to climb at an astonishing pace. By 2022, a record 77 percent of eighteen-to-thirty-four-year-old respondents thought sex before marriage was “not wrong at all.” More than three-quarters said that homosexual sex was “not wrong at all,” either.

This was a sea change in U.S. life. Perhaps anxiety about changing attitudes toward sex, rather than actual behaviors, inspired all those breathless stories about hookup culture in the 2000s and 2010s. After all, teenage sex has been common for decades: By the 1970s, more than half of Americans had had premarital sex by the time they turned twenty.34 But maybe that status quo was acceptable only as long as we felt guilty about it.

Today, Americans tend to get married for the first time around thirty—older than ever before.35 More unmarried people in their twenties are cohabitating with partners,36 but the change in people’s timeline for marriage remains a foundational factor in the sex recession. “That sets the stage for all the other questions,” Garcia said. “When we’re thinking about what’s
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	I. Someone who is “assigned female at birth” is socially perceived, thanks to their body and/or to societal norms at their birth, to be female, but that perception may not align with their gender identity. “Assigned female at birth” can be abbreviated to the shorthand AFAB, just like its companion term “assigned male at birth,” or AMAB. If you encounter other terms you’re not familiar with, there is a glossary included at the end of this book.

	II.  The survey didn’t include information about participants who identified as trans or nonbinary.
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