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 One: It’s about Time

New Times, New Talk

When my children were old enough to entrust with a house key, they sometimes arrived home from school before I returned from work. At least one day a week, though, I would try to be there when they rushed through the front door, hoping they’d share some end-of-the-day news. Jon, then a freshman in high school, would often return late from after-school sports and, until he unwound, was generally oblivious to my presence. Jay, the youngest, was eleven and liked to talk at bedtime. After school he blew in, searched for food, and usually blew right back out to kick around a soccer ball with his friends. The child most likely to sit and talk with me was my twelve-year-old daughter, Katherine. If I caught Katherine at the right moment, she would talk easily about school, friends, and her feelings and ask the kind of wide-ranging questions that only a twelve-year-old would dream of.

On the days when Katherine attended a voluntary after-school sex education class for eighth-grade students at her junior high school, I made a point of getting home early just in case the class led us, as it often did, into an easy talking time. On one of those afternoons, I was in the kitchen slicing tomatoes for a dinner salad when I heard the front door slam. Without a word, my daughter tossed her backpack onto the couch, came into the kitchen, and headed for the refrigerator. After grabbing an apple, she plopped down on a chair at the kitchen table and launched into her description of sex education: “That class today was so gross! I can’t believe they were talking to us about masturbation. That is so disgusting.” My eyes stayed carefully focused on the tomato as my thoughts raced. How best to respond? I certainly didn’t agree with Katherine, but how could I present a different, that is, a positive, perspective on masturbation? I remember being surprised at how uncomfortable I suddenly felt.

 “Well,” I began hesitantly, “masturbation doesn’t have to be thought of as something so disgusting.” Katherine looked stunned. “Come on,” she said, “it’s disgusting—people who sit around and play with themselves?” Thankful for the lettuce I was tearing into bits so I didn’t have to look at her, I said, in what I hoped was a natural and relaxed tone, “Actually, it can be very nice; of course, masturbation is a pretty private thing, and ... it’s not something you do all the time.”

I could feel her gaze weighing on me, could imagine her accusing look as she followed with the question, “Do you masturbate?” That lettuce pile was growing higher and higher. Part of me was glad my daughter felt comfortable enough to discuss masturbation with me, but another part was secretly wondering why I hadn’t had the foresight to stay late at work that night. “Yes,” I said quietly, “sometimes.”

That was it for Katherine. She jumped up from her chair, grabbed her backpack from the couch, and headed down the hallway to her bedroom without looking back, shouting, “Gross. I can’t believe my mother plays with herself.” The bedroom door slammed shut.

What had I just done? Would Katherine never again touch herself? Would she lock her bedroom door and masturbate for hours at a time? Or would she now feel secret relief that touching herself was not, in fact, so outrageous? What was she going to think of me, her mother, after my confession? I wondered, How does a twelve-year-old relate to a mom she has just tagged as “someone who plays with herself”?

Should I have explained that she had unconsciously touched herself as a little girl or that masturbation was often the right first step for adolescents in exploring their sexuality? Should I have gone down the hall and knocked on her door or waited to see if this was the last conversation about sex we would have? The questions were overwhelming; what I did was take the easy way out. I moved on to slicing the green pepper, determined to make the most bountiful salad ever.

 I had looked forward to these chats with Katherine, and I had certainly thought I'd be prepared to answer her questions. At the time I was an assistant professor in the pediatrics department at the University of Texas at Galveston Medical School, and I had spent many hours evaluating and counseling adolescents in our clinic. I was one of the faculty members who taught sexuality classes to medical students and had even helped to develop the sex education curriculum that Katherine’s class was following. For many years I had been a counselor in public schools and private schools, and I had engaged teenage girls in conversations about a host of issues, including sexuality. I couldn’t recall any of my students asking me directly about masturbation, but if they had, I was sure I would not have been fazed by the question. But now that my own daughter was moving into adolescence, where was that professional comfort level I had relied on so often? My older son’s adolescence had not caused such uneasiness. What irony, I thought. I, the self-assured professional, was at a loss for what to say or do next. Suddenly my every word seemed to carry so much more meaning.

It was true that I had never felt comfortable discussing sex with my own mother, but I very much wanted Katherine to feel at ease talking with me about sexual topics. I had begun discussing anatomy with her as early as preschool. Yet now, suddenly, I was worried about divulging too much. I didn’t want her to dismiss her mother as an oddball who masturbated every chance she got, but I also didn’t want her to view her body and her sexuality as, to use her word, “gross.” In the most personal way, I suddenly identified with all those parents I had talked with who were struggling to find ways to discuss sex that were effective for their children yet not fraught with anxiety for them.

The discomfort I experienced that day seemed to usher in a new period in which it became more and more difficult for me to talk with Katherine. As she was moving into her teens, I was moving into my forties. I felt a collision of emotions, which propelled me to revisit issues of my own adolescence, especially my relationship with my mother. She and I had skirted any discussions about sex in those years. In fact, the word “sex” hardly ever came up. She had great difficulty speaking this supposedly sinister word, and when she did, it sounded as though she were saying “sick.” It was unimaginable that she would use the word “masturbation,” let alone discuss it while slicing tomatoes.

In the 1950s in my conservative Christian community in north Texas, there were no confusing messages about sexual activity for girls because everyone simply delivered the same dictum: sex before marriage was wrong; it was a sin. If a girl felt “unnatural urges,” she was supposed to sublimate them by playing sports or marching in the school band. Of course, no one discussed these urges, and watching Katherine grow up, I recalled my own feelings of adolescent confusion and loneliness. I had many friends, but none of us was able to articulate or even recognize the often painful challenges of adolescence. We were all too busy striving to be perfect and all too aware of our own shortcomings. Even later, at seventeen, when I was immensely attracted to a twenty-two-year-old boy I was dating, I broke up with him, too frightened to find out where my desire might take me, afraid of feelings I had been told were sinful. If I had turned to my mother for advice about sex and sexuality, I am sure I would have been disappointed. What my mother discussed with me—what was safe—was, among other things, how to make a good salad.


 A Legacy of Silence

Many years after my children were grown, I had a chance to discuss my memories with other women who shared this legacy of silence. In my first weeks as a graduate student in developmental psychology at Harvard, I became friends with three other women in Carol Gilligan’s adolescent psychology class. All of us were middle-aged mothers of daughters, and we shared an interest in some of the recent research on the development of adolescent girls. One day at lunch the four of us were talking about an assignment that included stories by teenage girls on growing up. We discovered we all had the same urge to speak from a mother’s perspective to the issues the girls were raising. What, we wondered, would the mothers of these girls think about what their daughters were saying? Would they disapprove, as the girls believed, or were the daughters projecting their own fears onto their moms? Did their mothers think they were doing a better or worse job of communicating their feelings and thoughts about sexual topics than their daughters perceived? And if the daughters opened the door to communication, would these moms want to reveal their own recollections of adolescence?

 There at lunch was born the idea of organizing discussions with mothers of teenage girls. During the 1988–89 academic year, we conducted two focus groups (approximately eight women in each group), followed by individual interviews with forty women—single, married, and divorced—from diverse social, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds who had at least one adolescent daughter. We assembled the groups largely through our professional and personal acquaintance. For instance, the ten women I interviewed included African-American and white women from low-income and working-class neighborhoods. Another colleague interviewed middle- and upper-middle-class white mothers in two-parent families, while another interviewed white singleparent mothers. My Hispanic colleague interviewed Hispanic and white women from working- and middle-class neighborhoods.

Our purpose was to inquire generally about the relationship between mothers and their teenage daughters. We hoped to hear moms reflect on what it was like to raise an adolescent girl, what obstacles they encountered, what successes they had, and where they found support. We were interested in learning what mothers believed aided or disrupted communication with their daughters, what issues were important, and how they went about addressing those issues during the turbulent teenage years.

If our interests were general, the mothers’ were more focused. They kept directing the discussion back to the specific subject of mother-daughter communication about sex and sexuality. They talked about the sudden changes that had occurred when their daughters began puberty and how their daughters’ budding sexuality introduced conflicts to their relationships. They were concerned about the peer pressure on the girls to become sexually active and angry about the messages girls were receiving from friends and the media about how mature, hip, and even popular they would be if they had sex. They grappled with whether they should discuss birth control and, if so, what they should say.

 Mothers were frightened that their teens would be exploited sexually by young men who falsely claimed care and commitment; they spoke, too, of feeling loss and even hurt as in midadolescence their daughters seemed to withdraw from them and close ranks with their peers. As their daughters made the transition from girlhood to womanhood, these moms felt that they too were in a transition period from the intense years of child rearing to a time of greater independence. Many women spoke about how a daughter’s adolescence had stimulated their own growth and change, sometimes forcing a rethinking of values and expectations, in some cases leading them to become more aggressive in their own education or career endeavors. All of us, participants in the discussion sessions and leaders alike, valued the opportunity the talks afforded for reflection and reaffirmation. But in listening to the voices of moms, we four realized that in a somewhat ironic fashion we had come full circle in our thinking; we now found ourselves wondering what the daughters of these women would think if they had an ear to the wall.

We also began to notice an interesting pattern in the conversations with mothers. Often a woman would begin by telling the group a story about discussing sex with her daughter, but that story would soon segue into another vignette about a conversation or incident involving her own mother. Remembering the pull I had felt to look back, spurred by Katherine’s adolescence, I was intrigued by this common impulse to turn to our relationships with our own mothers as a touchstone. The stories frequently began with these kinds of refrains: “My mother never discussed sex,” “My mother could not deal with sexual issues,” “My mother made sex such a dirty thing,” “Sex was not discussed,” “Nobody told me anything, “Menstruation was ‘the curse’ in my family,” “My mother never had her period; she was always ‘unwell.’ ”

 Long after the legacy of silence is supplanted with experience and information, many grown women I spoke with missed their mothers’ long-sought affirmation that their adolescent sexual selves, their seeking and inquiring selves, were legitimate and even desirable. In listening to the words women chose to recount their experiences and to the longing in their voices when they described how their mothers, like mine, had been silent, I was struck that even as grownups with children of our own, we still felt we had been cheated out of something important. Why did so many mature, seemingly confident women express this persistent sense of loss? This is the baggage and the history that moms today bring to their conversations with their daughters about sex. Thankfully, many of them are striving to break the legacy of silence with their own girls.

Because sex is so much with us, so much on the minds of adolescents and so much a part of a healthy adult life, not mentioning it is like ignoring an elephant in the kitchen. And who would ever argue that it isn’t necessary to mention the elephant because everyone sees he’s there or because we have no idea how to make him go away? By the same token, we need to talk about sex. We mention the vagaries of love frequently, yet love is more mysterious than sex. If we can reduce the feelings of incredible ignorance around sex that so many of us experienced growing up, just think how much more psychic space we’ll create for our girls’ thoughtful introspection. Rather than wondering about how they’ll get the appropriate information, they can invest their energies in more engaging, value-driven questions.

Before declaring that it is impossible to address sexual intimacy with daughters, we might ask ourselves why. If our mothers never talked, do we look back on their silence with good feelings? If we are unsure about our feelings, might it be that expressing our confusion would help our daughters understand some of their own confusions? Could talking be a growing experience for both us and our girls?

I have come to understand that when moms and daughters talk about sex, they are talking about far more than where babies come from or how to conduct themselves with boys. Our communication about sex deeply affects—and reflects—how we feel about the passage from girlhood to womanhood. And the way we feel about this passage, in turn, plays into how we communicate with our daughters. A mother’s words may convey her ambivalence about losing her little girl while still wanting to welcome and accept the young woman she is becoming.

Communication about sexual topics may also initiate a shift in the power balance between mothers and daughters. Suddenly girls are on a more equal footing, where their thoughts and feelings are just as important and worthy of being heard as those of the mother.

Because conversation about sex incorporates all of the hopes, fears, joys, and uncertainties that mothers feel as their daughters begin their journey into womanhood and young adult relationships, it’s understandable that it may make moms feel uncomfortable and that we may even wish to avoid discussing sex.



 Learning from Mother-Daughter Pairs

By the end of the academic year, the women I was working with and I had learned an enormous amount about mother-daughter communication and concerns, but many questions remained unanswered. I was more interested than ever in hearing mothers and daughters from the same families speak about particular issues. And, given the mothers’ earlier emphasis on communication about sex, it was a natural next step to choose for further research the topic of mother-daughter communication about sex. I decided to interview a diverse group of mother-daughter pairs so that I would get to hear both speak to the same questions. With the help of two schools, one an inner-city public high school and the other a private suburban precollegiate school, I was able to conduct comprehensive interviews with twenty-three mother-daughter pairs from different social environments and economic levels and of different races and ethnicities.

Many times during my interviews I found myself wishing these conversations had occurred years earlier, before my own daughter approached adolescence. Had I been able to consult with these moms and girls when Katherine and I were hitting bumps on the rocky road of her adolescence, I am confident it would have been an easier, happier time for both of us. Other women I talked to had similar responses. When the nature of these interviews came up in conversation, friends, colleagues, or mothers I was meeting for the first time always asked what I had learned: what was working in communication and what wasn’t, what could they draw on to strengthen their own relationships with their girls?

 There is no quick and simple recipe to ensure that sharing our feelings about sex will go smoothly. Yet one theme that first appeared in those early discussion groups reappeared in later conversations: mothers were determined to “do it differently,” to “do it better” than their own moms had. Moms, though confused as to how best to go about it, wanted to help their daughters learn about sexuality and all the joys and potential dangers wrapped up in it.

Alma Parks, one of the mothers interviewed, spoke with deep regret about her own mother’s silence. When she was growing up, Alma wished her mother had “just talk[ed] with me and [told] me about womanly things. It wasn’t discussed. It was just like these things were so bad, and I thought to myself maybe if I had been taught some things and my mother related to me as a mother ... I don’t think I would have made some wrong choices early in my life.”

There never was much love in Alma’s marriage, which began when she was in high school, but with no job skills and a young child, she believed her only choice was to stay. When she finally left the marriage and began to pursue a college degree, she had the chance to seek out life’s other pleasures. “But if someone had been teaching and talking to me, I would have been able to fulfill these things years ago,” she said. As a result, Alma was insistent on guarding her daughters from similar hardships. “We talk ... and I talk seriously. I don’t play, and I don’t beat around the bush,” she said. “I use myself as an example.”

Another mother, Phyllis Rosenbloom, recalled with bemusement her most important sex education conversation with her mother. “I was twenty when I got married. My mother had never discussed sex with me, but the night before my wedding, she sort of tiptoed into my room and told me she just wanted me to know one thing: ‘Sex gets better.’ It wasn’t much of an education but at least she was accurate.” Phyllis, however, had been answering her own daughters’ questions about sex since her oldest daughter turned five. She both initiated conversations and responded to her girls’ questions, although at times she worried, like many a mother, that she was “not doing a very good job at this.”

Not all of the mothers, of course, had had unsatisfactory or unful-filling experiences learning about their sexuality. One psychotherapist, now with two daughters of her own, remembered getting her first period and calling her mother at work to announce the event. “My parents closed the store and came home together to take me out to dinner to celebrate the joy of becoming a woman. We celebrated in the same way with each of our daughters.” Usually, however, when I mentioned that I was interested in how mothers communicate with daughters about sex, positive stories were much less frequent than the two words I was to hear over and over: “What communication?”

In all of the discussions with mothers who recalled their own sex education, I never encountered one who said, “My mother didn’t speak with me about it. That worked well, and that’s the tack I’m going to take with my daughter.” Rather, they were all making marked efforts to do right by their daughters, and most believed they were doing a much better job than their own moms when it came to open and direct communication. Why was it, then, that some of the girls echoed their mothers’ own words: “What communication?”



 Everyone Tells and No One Tells

America has a cultural split personality when it comes to discussing sex. On the one hand, we view sex as deeply private and consider it a subject of great intimacy. A teacher in a small town in New Mexico, for instance, once told me that her district forbade even using the word “sex” in sex education classes. On the other hand, we talk about sex everywhere all the time—in newspapers, magazines, movies, on television and in cyberspace, on the faces of billboards and on the backsides of cabs. What can it mean to a teenager when a word can’t be spoken in sex education class but is seen and heard everywhere else? Teenagers must see in this odd circumspection more hypocrisy than morality. Surely it models the acceptability of teaching one thing and doing another.

 Such inconsistencies arose in my own work from time to time. At the University of Texas, where I was part of a teaching team on human sexuality for freshman medical students, students and faculty clashed continuously over whether this class was an essential element of the curriculum or an unnecessary nuisance. On the day when we were supposed to discuss homosexuality, some students refused to participate. For other students the course material triggered difficult personal questions. A young woman who had been married for several years asked to meet with me after class one day. It turned out she didn’t want to discuss test scores but instead wanted to know exactly what an orgasm was and how she would know if she had had one. Although this incident occurred several years ago, I feel that intelligent young women today still do not always possess the necessary knowledge to deal effectively and wisely with the pressures, perversions, or pleasures of sexuality they may be confronted with, and silence does little to prepare them.

Oddly enough, eighth-graders in our local school in Galveston seemed less inhibited than my medical students when it came to talking about sex. When my youngest son, Jay, was in eighth grade, he came home one day announcing he had won his sex education class contest. When I asked him what the contest was for, he proudly reported, “I came up with the longest list of slang terms for the word ‘penis.’ ” I couldn’t decide if Jay’s facility meant I was a success or a failure as a parent. Despite Jay’s enthusiasm for the class, some parents had requested that their children be excused from it.

Such stories, I think, hint at an underlying confusion in our society about how to handle sex education. Teens believe they know a great deal about sex, and we believe that they do, too. Yet their knowledge is usually selective and incomplete, often shaped by the media and by peers’ accounts. The teen pregnancy rate in the United States is twice as high as in England, Wales, and Canada; three times as high as in Sweden and Norway; and more than seven times as high as in the Netherlands. When asked about sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), many teens mention only AIDS—acquired immunodeficiency syndrome. Most of the girls I interviewed did not think abortion was legal.1

 We make the mistake of thinking that saying words that convey our feelings will lead to actions. If we tell our children about intercourse and contraception, we fear they will have sex. If we tell them about masturbation, we fret that they may develop self-destructive behaviors. If we tell them about orgasm, we worry they won’t be able to resist temptation. All too often we don't talk, believing that silence or directives without dialogue are protective strategies. But we are not protecting our children from sex; we are protecting them from context. For teens, this approach falls dangerously short. In this culture teenagers already know a great deal about intercourse and condoms, masturbation, oral and anal sex.2 What they don’t know and need to learn is how to process the information, how to apply what they do know to various situations, and how to interpret information from different sources that may seem at cross-purposes. They require our help in understanding sex in the broader context of relationships and sexuality in the context of normal adolescent development.

That teens aren’t receiving this kind of critical guidance was driven home for me by my involvement with the Maternity Care Coalition (MCC) of Philadelphia. A dynamic organization known throughout the region for its programs that aid mothers and children, MCC each year sponsors a conference on an issue of special concern to professionals in the field of maternal and child health as well as to parents, adolescents, politicians, religious leaders, and teachers. The topic for 1996 was “Pregnant Pause: Time to Talk about Teens, Sex and the Next Generation.” To prepare for the conference, the planning committee held discussion groups with urban, suburban, and rural teens from southeastern Pennsylvania. The goal was to explore what a diverse group of adolescent boys and girls were thinking about some key sexual topics and to determine if teens from different communities shared common concerns.

 Approximately two hundred students from widely different socioeconomic backgrounds participated. Some were pregnant or were already parents. We posed to them a number of questions, including these: What does it feel like to be a teenager today? Whom do you talk to about sex? What topics do you discuss with your mother? With your father? Whom else do you talk with about sex? What influences your thoughts and decisions about whether to become sexually active?3

In listening to them describe how they learned about sexuality, we found that they believed they had learned very little from their parents. For example, when we asked how teens learn about sex today, they told us, “Not from parents or adults.... It’s a myth that parents tell kids about sex.” Parents, both boys and girls reported, were afraid of talking about sex and uncomfortable raising issues related to sexual behavior. What’s more, these teens shared their parents’ discomfort in addressing sexual issues. Discussion about sex, they said, was most likely to occur when their parents used “sound bites” from television shows to make a point or start a conversation. Some of the boys and girls reported talking with their moms about sex, but they said it “felt awkward.” They preferred short conversations that provided information and avoided questions. Dads, we heard, were not the ones to consult. This sentiment was equally true for boys and girls. Fathers, most girls reported, ignored daughters’ emerging sexuality or just said, “Don’t do it—don’t get pregnant.”

These comments, though they underscore the challenges for both parents and teens, must be taken in perspective. Teens are reluctant to praise parents in public; this is definitely uncool behavior. And midadolescence tends to be the low point in parent-teen communication.

Despite these youthful protestations about the irrelevance of parents, most research supports our parental instincts: we are far from irrelevant in our teenagers’ lives. In a recent survey of some 90,000 adolescents, researchers examined what really works to discourage teens from engaging in high-risk behaviors such as smoking marijuana or cigarettes, drinking, or having sex. Their results indicated, overwhelmingly, that a close-knit family was the key factor.4 Other studies reveal that parents’ talking about sex with their children can serve as a deterrent to teens’ having sex, or, if they should become sexually active, these teens are more likely to use contraception.

Nancy Chodorow’s work further demonstrates that the mother-daughter relationship is one of the most primary of all attachments. As I discovered, no book, computer, or videocassette, no class or peer group is as strong an influence on a young daughter’s understanding of and attitude toward sex as her mother.5 Added to all of this is the compelling evidence of mature women who still speak with regret about the lack of communication with their mothers about sex when they were growing up. Nor should fathers be left out of the picture; rather, they make up a largely untapped resource for helping us do a better job with sex education. Many fathers have yet to appreciate the important role they can play in maintaining adolescent girls’ self-esteem during this stormy period.



 What Do We Say? When Do We Say It?

While most mothers are committed to ending the silence enveloping discussion of female sexuality, many find it more difficult than they anticipated to address sexual matters with their daughters. Part of the difficulty comes from changing community standards. Without widespread societal agreement, many mothers are unsure just what they should communicate. Some of us, reluctant to recall our own teenage behaviors, may rely instead on those very messages we found contradictory in our youth. Mothers who were sexually active as teens may want their daughters to remain abstinent but find that discussing sexuality calls to mind stories they prefer to keep hidden from their children—and even from themselves. Women who harbor secrets they consider shameful may feel especially vulnerable in talking with teenagers who have no idea what subjects trigger painful memories. Mothers who were sexually assaulted, especially as girls, may also be drawn to silence.

Secrets from the past came up in more than a few of my conversations with mothers. One talked about the conflicts she and her daughter were experiencing and confided that, unknown to her daughter, she’d become sexually active as a teen and regretted it. While she thought she was being open and direct with her daughter, the daughter described her as “unreasonably afraid that every contact with boys will lead to sex” and felt that it was “too dangerous” to ask her mom any questions.

 Many parents are caught between their wishes and hopes for their daughters and the realities of adolescence in our culture. Most mothers with whom I spoke hoped their teenage daughters would delay sexual intimacy until after high school; a few advocated waiting until marriage. They worried about pregnancy and disease, emotional disequilibrium and loss of focus. Yet the reality is that 22 percent of fifteen-year-old girls have engaged in sexual intercourse, and some 65 percent of eighteen-year-olds have had sex.6 It is exceedingly difficult for most parents to imagine that their teenage daughters are ready for sex physically or emotionally, yet the evidence suggests that girls are engaging in sexual intercourse nevertheless.

In my interviews, no mother was willing to admit that her daughter might be sexually active, even when the daughter suspected that her mother knew she was. While moms may believe they are far more forthright than their own mothers in saying, “When you’re ready for sex, come talk with me and we will do something,” their daughters more often report, “She won’t discuss sex with me.” Some mothers plan to have specific conversations with their daughters, but sometimes they delay these talks until it is too late. Four of every ten sexually active girls become pregnant before they reach the age of twenty—most of them—80 percent—unintentionally. One in five of these girls will not use any contraception, while others use contraception irregularly.7

Effective communication about sex hinges on the temperament of each mother and each daughter and a daughter’s age, interests, and physical and emotional development. Every discussion needs to be tailored to the girl’s development and circumstances. For the majority of mothers and daughters I spoke with, however, the more comfortable the mother was in discussing sex and sexuality and listening to her daughter talk, the more at ease the daughter felt in broaching these subjects.

 But there's that larger question: When the conversation is about sex, what should we be discussing? There is the hardware information—all the body parts related to sexuality and the mechanics of how those parts work, alone and with a partner. In the preschool and early school-age years, girls are curious about the differences between girls and boys and, eventually, about where babies come from. Soon it is time to explain menstruation, contraception, and disease prevention. Whispered words and raucous jokes provoke curiosity, and kids want to know what it all means. Not a few mothers have recalled, with a mixture of humor and dread, their struggles to respond to “What is fellatio?” “How do you have sex with an animal?” “How do women have sex together? “Do men really put their penises in women’s mouths?” “Can you get AIDS from French kissing?”

Such questions tend to arrive when we’re least expecting them, and, as I found with Katherine, were not always prepared, despite our best intentions. If, as one mother described, the question comes zinging from the back of the car in rush-hour traffic, we may find ourselves gripping the wheel to avoid swerving from surprise. How we respond to these unexpected questions, however, is very important. It is one thing to say to a daughter “I have to think about the right way to answer that question,” and quite another to say “That is not a question you should be asking” or “What made you ask that question?”

Different mothers use different strategies. A mother in St. Louis drives her daughter to a gynecologist to receive birth control; a mom in Houston shepherds her child to church to sign a chastity pledge. Not surprisingly, the outcomes of different responses vary, and the outcomes are not always consistent with parents’ values. A loving couple in Boston that always delivered a clear and consistent message of abstinence, reinforced by their church, find themselves deeply pained to learn that their eighteen-year-old daughter is sexually active. Parents in San Diego with liberal sexual views are amazed when their twenty-two-year-old daughter advocates the virtues of virginity until she and her fiancé are married.

 This book is not about which “right” is more right. It does not profess to offer a set of rules to ensure that every daughter will act just as we want her to. Rather, this book draws largely from the stories of a selected group of mothers and daughters, so it offers that particular window onto communication about sexuality. My hope is that we will be able to draw from what these teenagers and their mothers have to say and discover ideas about how we might best deal with these issues in our own families. It has always been my firm belief that the narratives we tell each other are the source of some of our richest insights. Perhaps the candid views of these moms and daughters—highlighting their knowledge, hopes, frustrations, and confusions—can be a catalyst for a nationwide conversation about sex and sexuality.

After interviewing mothers and daughters, I came away feeling that it is more important to be honest about our confusions than to pretend we are sure when we're not. Our girls read our ambivalence in neon and know from the undertones of our voices when our messages are not genuine. When we deceive our daughters, even if we believe we are distorting the truth “for their own good,” we confuse them. Clear, open communication is the key to helping teenagers determine their own moral stance, but we have to embrace both “clear” and “open.” A one-way lecture that is clear and closed or mixed messages about sexuality that are open but confusing don’t succeed.

Whether mothers speak with words or with body language—which girls usually understand as well as declarative sentences—a mother’s feelings become a reference point for a daughter in her growing-up years. We now understand that girls learn to define themselves not simply in individual terms but in the context of their relationships.8 They judge themselves by their ability to care for those relationships, and they react strongly to detachment, indifference, or lack of concern from family and other loved ones. They strive to make their own voices heard and recognized, but they do not wish the cost to be abandoning either family or those they care about in relationships beyond the family. The message of this book is that we must remain connected and in a conversation that allows both daughters and mothers to be heard.



 All Our Daughters Are at Risk

Every teenage girl, no matter where she lives, is growing up in a risky time. A 1995 Carnegie Council report on adolescent development warned that across America, adolescents are confronting pressures to use alcohol, cigarettes, or other drugs and to have sex at earlier ages. The distressing report continued, “By age seventeen, about a quarter of all adolescents have engaged in behaviors that are harmful or dangerous to themselves and others: getting pregnant, using drugs, taking part in antisocial activity, and failing in school. Altogether, nearly half of American adolescents are at high or moderate risk of seriously damaging their life chances.”

With a worried eye toward earlier sexual activity, the report stated, “Rates of sexual initiation are increasing among younger girls and boys. Many American teenagers are startlingly ignorant of the most elementary facts of the human body and human sexuality, despite their wholesale exposure to sex in the mass media, the availability of sexually related materials, and efforts to provide sexuality education in the schools.”9

Given the urgency of the council’s report and what we know from our own lives, it behooves us to reach out to girls so that they are able to make intelligent choices about and within their relationships, to feel proud of their bodies and their minds, and to become healthy, confident young women who appreciate their sexuality as one of the many satisfying components of womanhood.

Our daughters are wired for desire—and we probably wouldn’t want it otherwise. Desire can be activated by a touch or a thought, a picture or a word. It is impossible to police all the stimuli that activate desire, and the more the sources of stimulation multiply, the harder control becomes. Rather than ignore desire or label it as something improper, we can acknowledge its normalcy and help our daughters understand how to manage desire rather than be shamed by or defiant with it.

 “Sex” is a great, rich, complicated word. Metaphorically, it is a descriptive adjective that defines who we are; a noun that describes an endless array of people, places, and things; and a verb that conjures up activities that people all over the world find pleasurable. More than a word, it is a topic sentence for dissent and political posturing. It is a plot for complicated stories of interaction and intrigue, sometimes in our own families. It is a hypothesis for experimentation and curiosity. It is the grist of advertising copywriters, poets, and novelists. We desire sex, we deplore it, we regret it, or we do it, but whatever our stance, it remains on our minds. So it is natural that it will be on the minds of our daughters as they mature and begin to wonder how to relate to the opposite sex, or, in the case of those who already know by adolescence that they are lesbians, how to relate to other women romantically. We may avoid talking about sex, but there is no avoiding sexuality.

The chief executive officer of Planned Parenthood of Southeastern Pennsylvania wrote recently in a letter to the Philadelphia Inquirer, “Instead of providing responsible sex education for our youth, we offer them titillating advertising that uses sex to sell everything from toothpaste to clothes to cars. And then we blame them, the children we raise in ignorance, for not handling their sexuality and its consequences in a way that doesn’t embarrass or shame or shock or sadden us.”10 This untenable situation can end with this generation if we as women will now speak with passion and honesty to our daughters, nieces, godchildren, and other special girls in our lives, if we will say, “I want you to know all that I can tell you about this wonderful but complicated subject of sex. Let’s talk and puzzle this out together so I can help you grow into a woman who uses her good sense to arrive at good relationships that one day will lead to good sex.” Then, I believe, when our adult daughters are asked, “How did you and your mother communicate about sex?” they will not respond wistfully or angrily, “What communication?” They will say to their daughters, “My mother wasn’t the perfect communicator, but she always believed it was important for us to talk about sex and sexuality. At times I didn’t think it was a good idea, and I think she felt unsure and a little
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