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The Way We Live Now

PATIENCE IS


A VIRTUE

"I choose to be abstinent and to postpone sexual involvement until marriage. I understand that the choices I make now can and will affect my future. l also commit to supporting my friends and peers in their choice to be abstinent."

‑ Abstinence pledge prepared by Share (Sexuality, Health and Relationship Education)

"Believing that true love waits, I make a commitment to God, myself, my family, my friends, my future mate and my future children to be sexually abstinent from this day until the day I enter a biblical marriage relationship."

- Abstinence pledge prepared by 

True Love Waits

Abstinence Minded

Does know‑nothing sex ed help kids say no? It depends on what the question is.  By Susan Dominus

It must amaze teenagers that sex education can gen​erate such political firestorms, given how dull it usually is. At my public high school, we took it somewhat less seriously than shop and typing; in shop, at least I learned how to use a C‑clamp, but despite the relative candor of our sex‑ed curriculum, I can't re​member anything useful, much less sexually inspiring, that came out of it. Mostly I remember a film depicting Michelangelo's David, first in his normal state of grace, then suddenly, as the camera zoomed in, very much aroused. I can still hear the cartoony "boing" that marked the transition.

That was a decade or so before the rise of the sexual‑abstinence movement, which encourages teenagers to pledge their chastity until marriage and sponsors big conferences at which attendees wear "Stick to your commit​ment" T‑shirts. Its influence has, at least so far, exceeded its mem​bership. Sexy celebrities like En​rique Iglesias and Jessica Simpson have declared their commitment; a 23‑year‑old Williams graduate named Wendy Shalit published her call for "A Return to Mod​esty"; and a young Harvard graduate named Tara McCarthy published "Been There, Haven't Done That," about her decision to remain a virgin despite having been "touched, kissed, poked, prodded, rubbed, caressed, sucked, ticked, bitten ‑ you name it." And today, in nearly a quarter of the country's school districts, sex ed comes down to two

basic tenets: the only kind of sex that's acceptable is the married kind; the only fact about contraception that's important is that it fails a lot.

Until very recently, however, there wasn't any ev​idence of what impact all this talk had on teenagers' actual conduct. But earlier this month, two sociolo​gists reported that among teenagers who had never had intercourse, those who made voluntary public ab​stinence pledges delayed the act about 18 months longer than those who did not make a pledge. Good news for the abstinence movement, right? Actually, the answer ‑ as with all answers that teenagers give about their behavior ‑ is less than straightforward. The pledge was more effective among 16‑year‑olds than 18‑year‑olds; there was no entirely conclusive evidence about its effectiveness among 15‑year‑olds; and it was only effective among those surveyed so long as less than 30 percent of their classmates took it. It had to be popular, but not too popular. Pity the poor policy maker who's supposed to act on these findings, navigating the incomprehensible logic of highschool cliques and identity politics.

Susan Dominus is the editor of Nerve, a magazine about sex and culture.



It's hard, then, to figure out what the good news is about the abstinence pledge. It's not lower pregnancy rates: one of the study's most disturbing findings was that students who broke the pledge were less likely to use birth control. ("Contraception doesn't concern us," said Jimmy Hester, coordinator of True Love Waits, a pro-abstinence group. "Waiting is what we're striving for here.") For the same reason, it's not lower rates of sexually transmitted diseases. And it may not even be lower rates of experimentation. Did the injunction against intercourse push teenagers to try oral sex (as half of teenage boys have, according to a federally financed study) or anal sex (as 10 percent of boys have, according to the same study)? No one knows. No one asked.


Abstinence educators are striving for black and white, yes and no. "What part of ‘no’ don't you understand?" asks one of the movement's slogans. The part of no, some teenagers might answer, that leaves room for substitute sexual behaviors. Is partial penetration covered? Is anal sex? (As for oral sex, the former president of the United States has already delivered his generous verdict.) Teenagers, like everyone else, are masters of sophisticated rationalization about sex - nowhere more so than on the subject of what constitutes virginity. By involving 6,800 students in a survey about sex but asking them solely about vaginal intercourse, the study has reinforced the dangerous notion that other stuff just doesn't count, couldn't really hurt.


No wonder teenagers are drawn to Britney Spears, a proudly self-identifying virgin who practically pole-dances on prime-time TV then says she's waiting for true love. In one navel-baring, camera-ready package, she personifies teenagers' semiotically schismatic world. Like the Sisqo videos they watch, the shampoo commercials they channel-surf past, the Web sites they check out alone in their rooms, Spears saturates kids with sexuality; then, like their teachers, she tells them to guard their chastity.


Perhaps it's too much to ask that anyone develop a calm, measured response to the deafening roar of mass culture. But schools seem to want to neutralize its sexual inundation by depriving kids of any practical information about sex. Fighting excess with privation: it's a particularly American foible, like ordering a Diet Coke with your fries, in the hope that one might cancel out the other. In a best-case scenario, the push and pull of these two extremes might lead kids to a reasonable compromise. But in a worst-case scenario, the contradictory messages simply confuse kids, encouraging them to dismiss all cautionary warnings the way coffee drinkers dismiss conflicting reports about the dangers of caffeine.


Still, there's something perfect about the recent news that Madonna, the poster girl for sexual adventurousness who sang coyly about her first time, and Britney Spears, the most celebrated virgin since Joan of Arc who sings coyly that she "did it again," may go on tour together. Both blond, curvy, uninhibited performers, they are not so much twins as mirror images of each other, each reflecting America's unresolved convictions about the role of sexuality in the lives of its ever-more-adult teenagers. If the two singers really want to bring the house down, perhaps they'll end with a rousing duet of Madonna's "Like a Virgin"- whatever that means.





- The New York Times Magazine, January 21, 2001








