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Hooking Up, a How-To

The goal is to look “fuckable,” Miranda said, her voice buzzing with
excitement. She and her roommate Ruby were tearing through their tiny closets,
collecting a pile of “provocative” items to consider wearing to that night’s
party. The theme was “burlesque,” so they were going for a classy stripper
vibe. Bridget offered her two cents as she headed back to her own room:
“Lacy bras, corsets, fishnet stockings—anything that hints at being sexy
underwear!” Ruby pulled on tights, short shorts, and calf-high boots. On top
she wore a bright yellow bra and a see-through white tank top.

Miranda plumped her breasts and contemplated her outfit, a black crop top
and a cherry red skirt with a zipper running down the front. She unzipped it a
bit from the bottom and, then, a bit more. Ruby finished her “sleepy, drowsy,
sexy eye look” with a splash of yellow to match the bra, just as Bridget walked
back in balancing three shots of Smirnoff. “Let’s get some dick tonight, ladies!”
she yelled. They tossed back their shots and headed out. It was approaching
midnight.

Across campus, Levi sat down at his computer and googled “burlesque
party,” trying to figure out what to wear. The search returned mostly women in
corsets. He turned to his friend and motioned to the screen. “It doesn’t matter
what you wear,” his friend said sharply, “you’re a guy.” So, he put on a pair of
“jeans and a nice green button-down shirt” that his mom had given him for
Christmas. Satisfied, he looked at his reflection in the tall mirror tacked up on
his dorm room closet: “I’d shaved recently, so I looked pretty sharp,” he



thought. His roommate smeared some gel through his dark hair, tugged on the
front of his polo shirt, and swallowed the last of his beer. “Ready?”

Two blocks over, the party was spilling out of the college’s coed fraternity.
Slipping past a couple sharing a smoke on the front step, the guys wedged
themselves into the crowd. “It was almost impossible to move,” Levi
observed, comparing it to sardines in a tin. He described turning his right
shoulder forward to squeeze through a hallway lined with people on both
sides. As he shuffled through, he dodged the arms, legs, and eye contact of
people “reaching across to try to flirt with each other.” On his left, he passed
an open doorway revealing a “make-out room” filled with couches covered in
twisted limbs. His eardrums pulsed heavily to the music. “Any sweet talking
was impossible over the din,” he reported. Students lifted their red cups to
their lips and used their bodies to communicate instead. The whole party was
“tastefully dark,” Levi wrote. “Dark enough to be sexy.”

“It’s fair to say,” Miranda wrote after, “that I was completely shitfaced.” It
was one of the first parties of the year and, by her estimation, people felt “as if
it was their chance to go crazy.” By 3 a.m., she would be passed out cold and
Ruby, the girl in the bright yellow bra, would be in bed with Levi. It was a
proper hookup.

Step 1: Pregame.

“You don’t walk out of the house without your shoes on and you don’t walk
into a party without a couple of shots of vodka,” insisted one of my students.
“It’s real.” The first step in hooking up is to get, as Miranda put it, “shitfaced.”

Party-oriented students believe that drinking enhances their experience.
Destiny, for example, gushed about how it felt to be a bit drunk at a college-
sponsored concert:

I honestly think I would not have had as much fun as I did if I wasn’t intoxicated. . . . I couldn’t
care less about what people thought about me and felt free enough just to do whatever I wanted
and to be bubbly and carefree. That night I didn’t have a care in the world and it felt absolutely
fantastic.



Students also tend to think that alcohol improves their personality. Getting
drunk, they argue, brings out their “intoxicated self,” one that is freer, more
relaxed, less anxious, and generally more fun to be around. Destiny
emphasized how alcohol made her feel carefree three times in as many
sentences. Others believe that it gives them confidence. “I rely on mixed drinks
and shots,” wrote another female student. “They are not lying when they call it
‘liquid courage.’ ”

When everyone is being their intoxicated self, students collectively bring
into existence a thing called “drunkworld.” This is the word that the Ohio
University sociologist Thomas Vander Ven uses to describe a typical college
night out in his book Getting Wasted: Why College Students Drink Too Much
and Party So Hard. Drunkworld is an alternative reality in which it’s normal
for people to “fall down, slur their words, break things, laugh uncontrollably,
act crazy, flirt, hook up, get sick, pass out, fight, dance, sing, and get overly
emotional,” where “taken-for-granted human abilities (e.g., motor skills) are
challenged and everyday interactions take on a dramatic air.”

Because drunkworld is a group accomplishment, everyone needs to be on
board. Hence, the pregame: a get-together immediately before attending a party
where students get ready and get sloshed. All parties on and off campus
involve pregaming, especially the dry ones. “When the school hosts a dance
with no alcohol,” wrote one observer, “of course all of the students arrive
drunk out of their minds.”

It’s important to pregame because students who are standing around
waiting to get drunk—and, even worse, students with no intention of getting
drunk at all—offer nothing to drunkworld. They’re freeloaders. They suck the
energy out of the room with perfect diction, inside voices, and coordinated
dancing. Also, everyone in drunkworld needs to be drunk to ensure that there’s
no one left to enforce regularworld norms. Sober people are a threat. Miranda
and Ruby’s friend Bridget tried going to a party sober once: “It was as if I was
committing a crime,” she wrote. “I got a lot of questions and weird stares and
comments about me not drinking.”

Being at least a little drunk, then, is the entry fee to college parties. In a
study of non-drinking students at Central Michigan University, some admitted
that they pretended to drink and faked being drunk to try to fit in. “Almost
every single activity revolves around booze,” complained one student. On his
campus, said another, “not being drunk is unnatural and abnormal.” The study



even documented bullying of students who chose not to drink: men who painted
the word “pussy” on a known non-drinker’s car, a girl who was called “miss
prim and proper cunt,” and more than one student who had beer thrown in their
face. “As someone who doesn’t drink, I have always felt incredibly judged and
out of place,” confirmed a student at UC Santa Barbara.

My students didn’t mention harassment, but they did learn rather quickly
that going to parties sober was against the rules and unpleasant, too. While
Destiny’s description of attending the campus concert intoxicated was
borderline transcendent, a few of the students who went to the same concert
sober turned in reports that were much less glowing. “The environment came
off as gross,” a male student recalled. “I never noticed how annoying dances
are because I’ve been intoxicated for all of them.” One of my students
described being sober at a sorority party as “absolutely awful.” The sorority
required a few sisters to abstain so that they could prepare the party, monitor
the festivities, and clean up. She described this role as “a fate worse than
death.” It wasn’t “the cleaning or anything,” she clarified, “but rather having to
be an outsider and watch all your friends do crazy disgusting things.”

She was referring to the party’s “gross stage,” a phrase repeated by many
students describing a certain point in the night. It’s the stage at which an
attendee can look in “any random direction and see people hooking up.”
Another student described it as a sexual “mosh pit.” At one such party, she
wrote, “people were rubbing against one another and everyone was sweaty
and it was just gross.” In that sexual mosh pit is grinding.

Step 2: Grind.

“If you can’t dirty dance,” insisted one of my female students, “then you can’t
dance at all.” Grinding is the main activity at most college parties. Women who
are willing press their backs and backsides against men’s bodies and dance
rhythmically. “It is a bestial rubbing of genitals reminiscent of mating zebras,”
Laura wrote scornfully after attending a party. “Guys were coming up behind
women on the dance floor and placing their hands on their hips like two
wayward lobster claws, clamping on and pulling them close.”



One of Laura’s earliest memories was of her mother ripping up a school
flyer inviting her daughters to try out for cheerleading. “My girls are going to
play sports,” she had said sternly, tossing the bits of paper into the recycling.
By high school, Laura was writing essays about The Feminine Mystique and
the popularity of tranquilizers among 1950s housewives. So, she’d arrived on
campus with a feminist consciousness and an eyebrow already skeptically
raised at hookup culture.

When she decided to go to the party, she brought a friend for moral support.
They both thought the whole display absurd. “We started to imitate this mating
dance,” she recalled, “laughing and violently circling our booties and
puckering our lips like Bratz dolls.” They each lifted one hand up toward the
ceiling and swung their heads from side to side, twisting their bodies to the
sound of the music. “My friends and I have done this many times,” writes a
female student at Davidson College, describing how all they need to do is
move their hips “until a male arrives.” It works. Laura’s friend shrieked when,
“almost instantaneously, a man attached himself to her like a barnacle.” She
jumped like she’d been goosed, grabbed Laura’s hand, and pulled her out of
the party to retreat somewhere that didn’t inspire mating metaphors.

Students are straightforward about what it is. Levi described grinding as
“clothed sex with a stranger,” and Bridget called it “dry humping standing up”
or “pushing a guy’s crotch with your butt.” Our colorful witness, Laura,
described it as an exercise in “ignoring the awkward jabs of men’s hapless
boners.”

At Stanford University, an undergraduate student named Shelly Ronen
analyzed the written observations of seventy-two of her peers who wrote about
their experiences at a college party. They described women who invited
grinding by forming a circle and dancing with one another, advertising their
availability to men. Women summoned a man onto the dance floor by holding
eye contact or “angling her bottom toward him.” Sometimes two or more
women “mimicked heterosexual grinding” but, Ronen noted, this is “often
accompanied by jokes and laughing with each other,” assuring male onlookers
that what women really want is men.

Reflecting twentieth-century gender roles, women can be overtly receptive,
but the men choose whom they approach. “There’s girls dancing in the middle,
and there’s guys lurking on the sides and then coming and basically pressing
their genitals up against you,” wrote one University of Pennsylvania student.



“They rarely ask a girl to dance,” a student of mine clarified, though sometimes
they’ll make eye contact before approaching. A verbal inquiry is so off-script
that one male student reported that his female friends reacted with
“incredulity” when he inquired as to whether they wanted to be asked to dance:
“They said you should just walk up, say hi, grab her, and start grinding without
any discussion of intentions.” One of my students called it the “sneak attack.”

Because men generally come up to women from behind, sometimes the
identity of the man whose penis abuts their backside is a mystery. In that case,
instead of turning around—for reasons that will soon become clear—they peer
over to their friends for an indication as to whether they should continue. As
one of Ronen’s students at Stanford observed:

One woman mouthed to her single friend dancing across from her, “Is he hot?” The female friend
mouthed back “No” and the woman grimaced. She then gently disentangled herself from the
man’s hands around her hips and began provocatively dancing with her friend.

My students also use this tactic. One woman explained: “We look to our
friends for approval.” Describing such a situation, she wrote: “One of my
friends even mouthed to me, ‘Is he cute?’ ” The Davidson student described a
hand signal system that women used across the circle: an open hand means a
five on a five-point scale, a single finger means bail.

It is essential that he be “cute” because the ultimate goal in hookup culture
isn’t just to hook up, it’s to hook up with the right person. Or, more
specifically, a hot person. Hotness, says one female student, “is the only
qualification one needs to be considered for a hookup.” “Average guys just
don’t cut it,” another wrote:

Sure, it’s not a social tragedy to hook up with an average-looking guy. But hooking up with
someone attractive is a social asset for sure. It raises your standing in the hierarchy of potential
partners. It makes you more attractive.

About a guy she actually quite disliked, one of my female students said
plainly, “I want to hook up with him for the social status.” Hooking up with
students who are widely considered hot was a way to get some of their status
to rub off on you. “In our room,” one of my male students wrote, “sex is a
commodity, which, like gold, increases a man’s social status, especially if he
‘scores’ or ‘pounds’ an especially blonde girl.” Blonde is hot.



Bragging about sexual exploits is traditionally the purview of men, and
such conversations continue to be a central way in which they bond with one
another. As one University of Wisconsin student quoted in Guyland put it:

When I’ve just got laid, the first thing I think about—really, I shouldn’t be telling you this, but really
it’s the very first thing, before I’ve even like “finished”—is that I can’t wait to tell my crew who I
just did. Like, I say to myself, “Ohmigod, they’re not going to believe that I just did Kristy!”

At the University of Northern Iowa, another student explained it this way:

It’s like the girl you hook up with, they’re like a way of showing off to other guys. I mean, you tell
your friends you hooked up with Melissa, and they’re like, “Whoa, dude, you are one stud.” So,
I’m into Melissa because my guy friends think she is so hot, and now they think more of me
because of it.

“It’s totally a guy thing,” he added, but I’m not so sure. Many of my female
students were also quick to brag. “The whole point of hookups,” wrote one, “is
get some and then be able to point the person out to your friends and be like,
‘Yeah, that guy. That’s right. The hot one over there. I got that.’ ” “It’s almost
bragging rights,” revealed another, “if you hook up with a guy with a higher
social status.”

Athletes on certain teams and members of high-status fraternities tend to be
considered hotter than other men on campus, all things being equal. As a
Bowdoin student said, “He’s on the baseball team, so it doesn’t even matter
who he is.” One of my students noticed that women who hook up with certain
kinds of men would make a point to emphasize it. “She will say, ‘I just hooked
up with a frat guy,’ or ‘I hooked up with a guy on the football team,’ ” she
noticed, “instead of just simply saying she hooked up with a guy.” It makes a
difference, she wrote: “It automatically sounds better.” One of my male student
athletes couldn’t help but notice the same: “I have seen multiple times that girls
tend to not want to hook up with a guy who does not play a sport.” Or, more
succinctly, from a woman at Duke: “Frat stars and athletes—those are the only
ones that matter. I mean, honestly.”

Using indicators like hotness, blondness, fraternity membership, and
athletic prowess, students form a working consensus about who is hookup-
worthy, and that guides their decisions. “So many hookups,” confirmed one
student, “are dictated by how our peers view the potential partner.” She



admitted that she usually asked other people what they thought of guys before
getting together with them. “I am unable to separate my opinion from those of
my friends,” she wrote frankly.

Let me be careful to distinguish this from the idea that people seek sexual
contact with others they find attractive. Nominally, at least, this idea
acknowledges that people have individual tastes. Beauty, they say, is in the eye
of the beholder. In hookup culture, though, beauty is in the eyes of the
beholders, plural. A body’s value is determined by collective agreement. It’s
crowdsourced.

So is ugliness. In her focus groups with students at the University of
Southern California, sociologist Jess Butler asked: “Are there some types of
people you just would not hook up with?” The answer was a clear yes. “I’d
say the really heavy girls,” replied one of her students, and then everyone
chimed in together: “Fuglies!” They laughed. “Which means?” Butler inquired.
“Fat and ugly,” replied one student. “Or fucking uglies,” said another. Both
men and women used the term and it was applied generously to students of
both sexes. As one of her students explained:

You wanna be hooking up with somebody that you not only think is attractive but that you also—
like, that if you go and tell someone about it that they’re not gonna be like, “Oh, what?!” Someone
that you think your friends would approve of as well. You almost want attractiveness on a broad
level—cuz you might be able to say, “Well I think she’s cute” but then if you can’t spin that into a
good story, that’s not gonna work.

Just as hooking up with a hot student can increase one’s own popularity,
hooking up with one widely considered unattractive can harm it. Because of
this, students who are collectively categorized as unhot are sexual hot potatoes.
Students fear being burned.

Kendra, for example, quite enjoyed her hookup. “I had fun,” she
remembered, “and it was a learning experience, and it made me feel good
about myself because I felt attractive to someone.” But, when she saw him in
the harsh light of the cafeteria the next morning, she was suddenly
embarrassed: “He wasn’t attractive to me. At all. In any way,” she wrote, as if
squirming with discomfort. “He was scrawny. I mean, really scrawny, with
glasses, and just not stereotypically masculine.” Revealing that her regret was
more about what other people might think than her own experience, she
explained, “He wasn’t the guy you’re supposed to hook up with.”



When she told her friends later, she exaggerated her level of inebriation,
wanting to make “the fact that I hooked up with a relatively unattractive guy
okay.” By hooking up with someone that others might not approve of, Kendra
was doing hookup culture wrong. “Because the point of hookups is to get with
someone hot,” she insisted, “and if you don’t do that, you should have a damn
good excuse.”

Drinking alcohol increases the likelihood that students will hook up with
someone that’ll harm their social status, and they know that. “I know I’m going
to be really drunk,” said a female student to a friend, “so you need to stop me if
you see me hooking up with someone who isn’t cute.” Though that might be
kind of great for the not-so-cute guy. Perhaps that’s part of what makes hookup
culture so gripping for some students: there’s always the possibility that they’ll
hook up with someone above their social station and always the risk of
hooking up with someone below it. Social mobility is real, and that’s both
exciting and scary.

Ensuring that they are seen dancing and potentially hooking up with just the
right person, all while super drunk, takes careful planning, consideration, and
decision-making. It is a delicate ballet, a calculated grind. Men hope to
approach and be welcomed by the buttocks of women who are considered to
be as hot or hotter than them. Women, in response, make their own judgment
call—or let their friends make one from across the circle—and respond by
grinding with feeling, with indifference, or skittering away.

If one or both partners seem uninterested, the dance may be short-lived. If
both partners are into it, the physical contact can escalate quickly. A Stanford
student observed that “men are allowed to touch women in such ways that
would otherwise be deemed inappropriate.” My students said the same: it’s “a
license to grope,” one woman remarked. If things get especially hot and heavy,
it’s perfectly within the rules to reach underneath a woman’s clothes and even
into her body. Fingering occurs with some regularity at college dance parties.
It’s “a common thing,” observed one of my students, echoing several others.
Accordingly, students in monogamous relationships don’t generally grind,
except with each other; it’s considered cheating. As a student at the University
of Kansas clarified: “Girls who have boyfriends don’t go to parties by
themselves.”

Grinding, then, isn’t just dancing. It’s explicitly sexual, and can quickly
escalate to something students call a hookup.



Step 3: Initiate a hookup.

“The classic move to establish that you want to hook up with someone,”
Miranda’s friend Ruby wrote from a woman’s perspective, “is to turn around
to face him, rather than dance with your back pressed against his front.”
Initiation can come from behind, too. He may tug on her arm or pull one hip
back gently to suggest she spin. Or, he might put his face next to hers, closing
the distance between them such that, with the turn of her head, there might be a
kiss.

If she spins around, Miranda explained, it “seals the deal.” Turning around
isn’t just turning around; it’s an advance, an invitation to escalate. Once
students are face to face, it’s on. This is why women look to their friends when
a guy approaches them from behind instead of taking a look for themselves.
Turning around is tantamount to agreeing to a “difmo”—a DFMO, or “dance-
floor make-out.”

Back at the burlesque party, Ruby would make exactly that move. The shots
of Smirnoff had loosened her inhibitions, and she wasn’t alone. “All around
me,” she wrote, “I saw the same thing happening—female friends of mine
meeting guys and flirting, dancing, and then making out.” She would join the
dance floor shortly and, in the midst of the throbbing crowd, end up dancing
with Levi.

They danced for a while, she turned around, and eventually Levi carried
her piggyback the two blocks to his dorm. They fell into his bed, laughing, and
“suddenly it was happening.”

Step 4: Do . . . something.

According to the Online College Social Life Survey, in 40 percent of hookups,
Ruby’s “it” means intercourse. Another 12 percent include only what we might



call foreplay: nudity and some touching of genitals, while 13 percent proceed
to oral sex, mostly performed by women on men, but don’t include intercourse.
A full 35 percent of hookups don’t go any further than open-mouth kissing and
groping.

When sociologist Danielle Currier asked students at Randolph College to
define a hookup, they had a difficult time. Thinking out loud, one female
student said, “I’m gonna say a hookup is something . . . It doesn’t specifically
have to include intercourse but, like . . .” She stumbled. “It’s so difficult now
to actually say what it is.” A male student struggled as well: “I think . . . I mean
I think that . . . I mean . . . hmmm . . . I don’t know! I don’t know how to define
it, I guess.” Others gave answers like “I know it when I see it.”

“It’s ambiguous,” admitted a student at Tufts University. “When someone
says they ‘hooked up’ last night, you would be wise to ask them to clarify.”
Such ambiguity is the case across the U.S. Students at Radford, Tulane, and
Southern Methodist are on the record that it could be “everything and anything
from kissing to consummating.” “Out on the dance floor, either for like five
seconds or like, all night long,” specified a student at the University of
Southern California. “Or you leave in the morning in his clothes!” countered
her friend. It “could mean anything,” says a Bowdoin student. Guyland’s
Michael Kimmel calls the word “hookup” the “yada yada yada of sex.”

This can be confusing. “I sometimes have a hard time distinguishing what a
particular person means when mentioning a hookup,” reported one of my
students. Currier argues that the ambiguity is strategic, allowing students to
exaggerate or downplay their encounters depending on what they want others
to think. Specifically, she found that it allowed women to “protect their status
as ‘good girls’ (sexual but not promiscuous)” and men to “protect their social
status as ‘real men’ (heterosexual, highly sexually active).” It also has to do
with how they feel about the person they hooked up with the next morning.
Hookups with high-status people may be exaggerated and those with lower-
status people minimized.

In any case, thanks to its ambiguity, the content of any given hookup is
mysterious unless the participants get specific or it happens in public. The
purpose of the hookup, however, is the opposite of ambiguous. Or, at least, it’s
supposed to be and this is where Ruby worried she might have messed up that
night.



Step 5: Establish meaninglessness.

The goal is “fast, random, no-strings-attached sex,” Ruby explained, but she
wasn’t sure that’s what had happened with Levi. In fact, they were already
quite close friends. Both ran in the popular crowd and were squarely in the
“hot” category. Levi had an easy way about him and, though he wasn’t a
member of a fraternity or an athlete, his time in high school sports had left him
able to fit in with the men who were. Ruby was a favorite among the popular
boys Levi hung out with. With light brown skin, a heart-shaped face, and wavy
brown hair that fell to the small of her back, she had the kind of beauty that
others eroticized as “exotic.”

Ruby swore that she’d never thought of him as a potential hookup before
that night. So, she was surprised at the turn of events. Uneasy, too. “I don’t
want hooking up with Levi to mean anything,” she confessed nervously. “I
don’t think seeing someone naked should necessarily drastically change the
way you think about them,” she wrote, but she was concerned that it might
affect their friendship.

It’s mostly me psyching myself out, telling myself that now that we’ve hooked up our friendship
has to change. It doesn’t—or at least I really don’t want it to. But I can’t help feeling so weird
every time I see him since then. All I can think is, it didn’t mean anything to me . . . but did it to
you? Do you hate me now, because you cared and I didn’t?

Truly, step 5 is the trickiest. How do two people establish that an intimate
moment between them wasn’t meaningful?

On the one hand, it’s a familiar idea. The English language offers many
ways to reference the concept: “casual sex,” “meaningless sex,” and “just sex.”
Likewise, cheating spouses often attempt to ease the impact of their actions
with the phrase “It didn’t mean anything!” On the other hand, while the phrase
“making love” used to refer to any amorous attention, today only sex is
described this way. It occupies a privileged position of being the source of our
most cherished emotion, an activity that can purportedly generate it out of thin
air. We talk about walks on the beach, candlelit dinners, and making music
together as romantic, but none of these things, our language tells us, actually



makes love. As one astute student observed, “Whether or not sex has to be a
big deal is beside the point, because in our society there’s no denying that it
is.”

College students know, then, that the wider culture imbues sexual activity
with great emotional significance, and this belief overlaps considerably with
what they think characterizes loving, romantic relationships for themselves as
well. So, despite the language we have for dismissing the significance of sex in
practice, establishing that a hookup was meaningless is a challenging personal
and interpersonal task.

It’s difficult logistically, too, because hooking up always involves actual
people. In theory, as one female student maintained, “It doesn’t really matter
who you hook up with in hookup culture. The point is just to get some.” Or, as
a University of Michigan guy explained, “It’s not really about the actual like
person per se.” It’s just “sexual.” In practice, however, people have to choose.
When two students hook up, it means that they picked each other when they
could have picked someone else. If the hookup is going to be understood as
meaningless, all of these implications have to be nullified.

This is how they do it.

Step 5a: Be (or claim to be) plastered.

When students talk about meaningless sex on college campuses, they are almost
always referring to drunk sex. According to the Online College Social Life
Survey, most casual sex occurring on college campuses involves alcohol; men
have drunk an average of six drinks and women an average of four. “People
who hook up casually are almost always drunk or have at least been drinking,”
a female student observed. “Thank god for vodka?” Levi asked rhetorically. “I
blame it on the Cuervo,” countered a student at Marist College. One University
of Florida, Gainesville student half-joked, “If you don’t remember the sex, it
didn’t count.”

I was first clued into the symbolic function of alcohol in hookup culture
while listening to students discuss “sober sex” when I visited campuses and
talked to students in small groups. It was the hushed and reverent tone that got



my attention. Sober sex is interpreted entirely differently from drunk sex. It’s
heavy with meaning. “A sober hookup indicates one that is more serious,”
explained a student. About sober hookups, students say things like “shit’s
getting real” and “it takes a lot of balls.” “If you are sober,” a female student
described in more detail:

It means you both are particularly attracted to each other and it’s not really a one-time thing.
When drunk, you can kind of just do it because it’s fun and then be able to laugh about it and have
it not be awkward or not mean anything.

This comment was made after she hooked up with a good friend. Like
Ruby, she was worried that it would complicate their friendship—and later it
would—but for the moment she was sure that it was “harmless” because it
happened when they were drunk. “If we did it more or when we were sober,”
she clarified, “it’d be something more. It would make us more than friends and
it would change our relationship.” But because they were drunk, the logic goes,
it meant nothing.

Sobriety is taken so seriously, says a student at Lehigh University, that
some students who are attracted to each other think it’s best to “only hang out
when they’re drunk or on drugs.” Students use alcohol as evidence against the
contention that any given sexual encounter meant something. It can even erase
the implications of same-sex experiences involving people who identify as
heterosexual. That this applies to women kissing in public doesn’t seem too
surprising—women (supposedly) kissing for male attention is a tried-and-true
part of hookup culture—but among my students it also applies to women and
men who have homosexual make-outs in private. Even same-sex hookups that
proceed to oral sex are sometimes dismissed with reference to levels of
inebriation.

It goes both ways. One student described a gay male friend who had sex
with a female friend, but claimed it didn’t make her question his sexual
orientation. “Even if you are gay,” she surmised, it “doesn’t mean anything” if
a heterosexual hookup happens drunk after a party. Another confirmed her
observation. He noticed that “some gay men, when highly intoxicated . . . hit on
girls and otherwise act like straight men, which never happens while they are
sober.” He thought it odd that no one around him seemed to question their
homosexuality.



Being drunk, then, is useful to students, and not only because alcohol is
liquid courage; it also frames the sexual activity, boxing it into the realm of
meaninglessness. It’s how students show that they are being careless in both
senses of the word: they aren’t being careful and they don’t care. If students are
being careless, they can’t be held responsible for what they did, but neither can
they be held accountable for who they did.

Because Levi and Ruby were drunk, they could claim that there was no
particular reason that they hooked up with each other that night instead of with
someone else. They were both just there doing what people do at college
parties. “With alcohol,” Ruby confirmed with relief, “anything is funny and
okay and just a joke.”

Step 5b: Cap your hookups.

“We’ve only hooked up once,” explained a male student, “so . . . it
automatically is not a big deal.” A second trick for dismissing the significance
of hookups is to limit how many times two students hook up together. One
hookup, students argue, isn’t anything to get serious about. “One and done,” is
what they say. A female student snorted when asked if she would hook up with
a guy a second time. “No way,” she said gruffly. She had “no feelings for him,”
so he was “not a viable hookup ever again.” Based on the Online College
Social Life Survey, we know that most people only hook up with any given
person once and very few hook up more than two or three times.

Students believe that avoiding repeat hookups helps ensure that no one gets
the idea that a relationship is on the table. They think this is simply the right
thing to do. One insisted that it would be “extremely rude” to hook up with
someone a second time if there weren’t feelings involved. Critiquing the
behavior of a female friend who kept creating drama in her personal life,
another student complained, “She can’t figure out that if she has sex with a guy
multiple times, that gives off the message that she likes him.”

Capping hookups also reduces the possibility of someone “catching
feelings.” “The number one established rule of hooking up,” wrote a woman
enrolled at Tufts, is “don’t get too attached.” It’s a real risk, explained a



student at Bellarmine University. “Sometimes you actually catch feelings and
that’s what sucks.” Students, then, aim to hook up with someone that they don’t
particularly like and, from there, retreat.

If the relationship-averse generally agree that repeat hookups with the same
person are risky, they’re right. The Online College Social Life Survey shows
that three-quarters of seniors have been in at least one monogamous
relationship lasting six months or more and, even though hookups rarely lead to
relationships, most relationships start with hookups. So, one must be vigilant to
ensure that expectations for a relationship don’t accidentally evolve.

One time, then, is generally agreed to be safe. Other students tolerate a
higher cap, but cutting off a hookup habit before it becomes too comfortable is
a common strategy. It’s a way to ensure that everyone understands that it was
just for fun and stays that way.

Step 5c: Create emotional distance.

After it’s all over, students confirm that a hookup meant nothing by giving their
relationship—whatever it was—a demotion. The rule is to be less close after a
hookup than before, at least for a time. If students were good friends, they
should act like acquaintances. If they were acquaintances, they should act like
strangers. And if they were strangers, they shouldn’t acknowledge each other’s
existence at all. “Unless at the beginning you’ve made it clear that you want
more than a hookup,” wrote a male student at Bowdoin, “then the expectation
is . . . just to pretend it didn’t happen.”

The logic gets wacky, but it goes something like this: an unrequited crush
will probably be more damaging to a friendship than being temporarily
unfriendly. After a hookup, then, when the possibility of romance is a specter
that must be eliminated, acting aloof is the best way to ensure that students
remain friends. “People act very strangely,” one student commented, “to make
sure, almost to prove, they’re keeping things casual.”

Plenty of students feel uncomfortable with this proposition, but hookup
culture has a way of enforcing compliance. If the rule is to be unfriendly, then
even the slightest kindness—essentially, any effort to connect or reach out—



can be interpreted as romantic interest. So, if students are nice after a hookup,
they risk making an impression that they don’t want to make. As one male
student remarked with regret, “I try to stay friends with girls I’ve hooked up
with, or at least stay on a ‘don’t hate me’ basis [but] . . . I’ve found that, in
doing so, you sometimes run into trouble with leading someone on.” A second
student struggled with how to handle a guy she liked, but not “in that way.” She
wrote:

I don’t want to be rude by not answering his text messages and not being friendly every time I see
him. He doesn’t deserve that. But I guess he also doesn’t deserve to be led on. . . . I have no idea
what to do.

She knew he liked her and it felt terrible to treat him dismissively, but she
was advised that “being mean was the best way to handle it.” “Many guys I
have spoken to,” confirmed another student, “admitted to . . . not being nice to
the women they hook up with to ‘protect’ their feelings.” The more students
value a person’s friendship, the more essential they may think it is to be
unfriendly after a hookup.

Ruby thought it essential. Since she and Levi had been close friends before
their hookup, she temporarily demoted him to acquaintance. A few days later,
Ruby filled me in:

I’ve seen and interacted with Levi a few times—definitely much less than I would have in a
normal three-day span. I’ve only spent about ten minutes alone with him, in which we joked and
made casual small talk, graciously avoiding the fact that we’ve had each other’s genitals in our
mouths.

It worked. A week later, Ruby would happily report, “It’s as if it never
happened and I am perfectly good with that.”

That’s the hookup: a drunken sexual encounter with ambiguous content that
is supposed to mean nothing and happen just once. It’s a scrappy little sex act,
a wayward Cupid. Armed with dark of night and blur of intoxication, its aim is
a fun, harmless romp, a supposedly free expression of one’s sexuality, but



within oddly strict parameters. It’s spontaneous, but scripted; order out of
disorder; an unruly routine. It is, in short, a feat of social engineering.

The hookup is not in itself new. It’s been around for a very long time, at
least as long as college has been around. It was around in the 1970s when
students started experimenting with free love and psychedelics. It was around
in the 1950s when coeds, in blatant violation of school rules, snuck past the
house mother and out the windows of their dormitories to consort with boys. It
was around in the 1920s when a quarter of college women engaged in
homosexual activity. And it was around in the 1880s when certain men in
fraternities discovered a carnal brotherhood.

In none of these decades, though, did students think they were supposed to
be having casual sex. The imperative is the critical difference. “Casual sex
was happening before in college,” says Indiana University psychologist Debby
Herbenick, “but there wasn’t the sense that it’s what you should be doing. It is
now.” It’s the elevation of the hookup over all other ways of engaging sexually
that has transformed campuses from places where there is hooking up to places
with a hookup culture. Hookup culture is new. Where did it come from? And
how did it get here?



2

How Sex Became Fun

Some people are fun but, by her own admission, Clare Hollowell was not. “I
am not, and have never been, a fun person,” confessed the gender studies
professor. It wasn’t an easy thing to admit. Being un-fun had been a source of
insecurity for much of her young life. It felt like a “personal failure.” She felt
pressure to try to be fun and, failing that, to stay out of fun people’s way. We
aren’t very nice to un-fun people. We call them names like “downer,” “stick-
in-the-mud,” “wet blanket,” and “party pooper.” Un-fun people are “a drag,”
and Hollowell knew it.

When she got to college, the pressure to have fun was amplified.
“Everyone was expected to have fun all the time,” she noticed. “You have to be
up,” agreed a female student enrolled at Duke. “Because, like, if you’re a
‘terrible,’” she said, using the word as a noun, “no one will talk to you.”
Hollowell felt this threat intensely. Fun was more than something she was
allowed to have; it was something she felt she was supposed to have. No one
wants to be a “terrible.”

The distress this caused her took on an ominous tone very late one night.
The phone rang, waking her out of a deep sleep. On the other end of the line
was a man who threatened to kill her. Her body was flooded with adrenaline,
though she recognized almost immediately that it was a prank. Un-fun as she
was, she reported the harassment to campus security, who laughed it off. It was
probably just “boys having fun,” they said, declining to pursue the incident
further. Hollowell was stunned. “This was apparently the end of the



conversation,” she wrote. “As far as the (male) campus security staff were
concerned, the problem was not that these boys’ fun had involved deliberately
frightening me, but that I had failed [to] identify this as fun.”

Later, as a PhD student at Lancaster University, Hollowell interrogated the
very idea. In individual interviews and focus groups, she asked female college
students to talk about what they did for fun, to describe fun times they’d had,
and to discuss the importance of fun to their lives. Very persistently, she found,
fun was described as going out, drinking, flirting, and having sex. And fun was,
as she had suspected, incredibly important to them. “That’s like the main thing
really,” replied one woman. “Especially in the first year,” said another, “it
seems to be like the primary thing is fun and the secondary thing is work.”

Hollowell’s interviewees did have fun, but the imperative to do so also
brought anxiety and guilt. They worried about fun, whether they had enough
fun, if they were really having fun, if they were having the right kind of fun, and
if other students found them fun. Ironically, though fun was described as a way
to relieve the pressure of work and school, Hollowell found that it was “itself
a pressure, something that one has responsibility to have.”

I went looking for Hollowell’s work because the idea of fun peppered my
students’ journal entries. Students used the word over 500 times. Almost
always they used it in a positive sense, but they expressed anxiety about fun,
too. “I’m not anti-fun,” wrote one student defensively. She didn’t like to party
the way her peers did, she explained, so she felt “like the weirdo who doesn’t
want to have fun.”

Fun was a big deal to my students and, almost a third of the time, when they
used the word they were using it to describe sex. “Fun,” one of my students
argued, “is what people are looking for when they want to just hook up.” Sex
was a “lot of fun,” a “fun experience,” and a “fun time.” People wanted to have
“one night of fun,” “a little fun,” and to “do it for fun.” Sex was just “a fun
thing that friends do sometimes”; something that should be “fun and taken
lightly”; about “having the most fun possible”; and “tons of fun if both people
are willing to have some fun.” One student argued that casual sex was “fun and
healthy.” Another that it was fine to have sex for love, but only if “you have



fun.” “Everyone has sex in college,” wrote a third. “This is going to be fun.”
Many of today’s college students believe that they’re supposed to be

having fun and that sex is a chief way of doing it, but not all students feel
equally comfortable being so cavalier. Riley was among them. Riley started
college with an adoring boyfriend to whom she lost her virginity. Recalling the
tenderness of their relationship, she described one lazy afternoon during high
school when they lay on her bed in an embrace, contemplating whether they
should take their intimacy to the next level. Noses almost touching, he told her:
“Your physical relationship should match your emotional relationship.” When
she fell in love with him, she knew it was right. “It was a symbol of how
intimate we were with each other,” she recalled warmly.

A few months into the academic year they broke up, as most couples do,
but she remained very protective of her sexuality. Echoing her ex, whom she
still admired, she wrote:

I take it very, very seriously. I think it would be horribly damaging to have sex with someone I just
met, or, for that matter, someone I wasn’t completely in love with. I won’t even kiss someone I
don’t know, because I think sharing your body with someone is a very personal thing.

Riley was very cautious.
Quickly, though, it became apparent that being in a monogamous

relationship had offered her some protection from the social expectation to
hook up. A petite natural blonde with a short, asymmetrical haircut, she got
noticed by guys who liked girls who were a little plucky. Men started paying
closer attention to her and, without a steady boyfriend, there was no longer
anything between her and them.

Then, late one morning while she was waiting in line to buy an orange
juice and thinking about how she might organize her “Elements of Logic”
paper, she was ambushed by her friend, Tao, who excitedly informed her that
Craig had said she was hot and wanted to “get with” her. Craig who? Riley
asked. Craig Craig, Tao emphasized. It took Riley a minute to process and then
she remembered him: a friend of a friend with whom she’d never actually
exchanged words. Describing her reaction to this news she wrote, in what felt
like a plot twist, “I haven’t ruled it out.”

I am kind of curious as to what it would be like, but I also think it’s kind of weird that Craig is
(supposedly) so eager to hook up with me but doesn’t even talk to me. . . . And I know I’d feel



gross about doing it the next day, because he doesn’t really know me and I don’t know him. And I
don’t like sharing my body with people I don’t know.

Riley was pretty sure that she only wanted sexual contact with someone she
knew well, but this feeling was complicated by a desire to be more “carefree.”
She continued:

I always feel like I’m not sexually open enough, or that I’m too private or conservative, and that I
get too emotionally attached or put too much weight on things that aren’t supposed to be a big
deal.

She ran herself in circles trying to decide what to do about Craig: “I
literally just have no idea what to do and it sounds so trite but it’s on my mind
all the time. I can’t decide what I want and what I don’t want.”

Riley’s conflict stemmed from a struggle between what she wanted (sex
with people she knew and trusted) and who she wanted to be (someone who
took sex a little less seriously). The phrase she used to chastise herself most
often was “loosen up.” “Sometimes I wish I could just loosen up and not care
about things so much,” she wrote. And then: “I should just try it out and loosen
up.” And, then, again: “I feel like I need to loosen up and not be so uptight.”
And then she’d go full circle: “WHY am I trying to convince myself to loosen
up if I obviously don’t want to!?!??!” But she knew why: Because “maybe,”
she conceded, “it would be fun.”

As if she was channeling Hollowell, Riley used the word “fun” five times
in a single paragraph describing what she felt the first year of college was
supposed to be like:

People wanting to have a lot of fun. Many people say freshman year of college is the best year of
your life. It’s fun, you meet lots of people, go to parties all the time, have tons of freedom, and
grad school barely looks at freshman year grades anyway! So, lots of people have the mentality
that freshman year is going to be a huge free-for-all. My friend actually has a catchphrase:
“College, no bedtime!” Implying that fun takes priority over sleep and rest, and most of the time, it
does. The stories people tell of their fun, spontaneous experiences are glamorized and seen as
“cool.” . . . Thus, the college culture encourages spontaneous, free, fun-loving attitudes, not
serious, reflective ones.

College, Riley was convinced, was supposed to be fun, not serious. This
was the conclusion, too, of a counselor at Duke: “One of the worst labels a



student can have . . . is being ‘too serious,’ ” he said. “You can’t lose cool
points faster than taking anything seriously.” Sex included.

But students are serious. They’re serious about having fun. And fun is
serious, tightly linked in our culture to a seriously important democratic
entitlement: freedom. The Pulitzer Prize-winning political scientist Sebastian
de Grazia, known as the “father of leisure studies,” wrote of the conflation of
fun with freedom as early as 1964. “Fun and freedom often seem almost
synonymous,” he argued. “When you’re having fun, you’re free and only if
you’re free can you have fun.”

For students, the conflation of sex, fun, and freedom is all but perfect. My
sexually eager students talked about anticipating the “imminent freedom that
college presented,” being “finally free to explore their own sexuality,” and
finding “freely engaging like-minded individuals” with which to do so. They
talked about “free love,” “free sexual expression,” feeling “freer to explore,”
and the opportunity to “live their sexual lives freely.” In the paragraph in
which Riley invokes fun five times, she insists that freshmen are supposed to
be “free,” have “tons of freedom,” and that college should be a “free-for-all.”
She obviously felt like sex was a seriously important part of what it meant to
be free in college. That’s why she was so preoccupied with it to begin with.

To your average college student, hooking up isn’t just about a good time;
it’s about enacting one of America’s most cherished values. How exactly did
students come to think of sex this way?

Or, perhaps the right question for the beginning of the twenty-first century is:
How did women come to think of sex this way? Riley’s fear of missing out on
sexual fun is likely quite familiar to most men. According to the social rules
that govern men’s lives, it’s downright compulsory to think of sex as a form of
leisure; avoiding relationships is equally obligatory. It is required that men like
women in the abstract, that is, but liking a particular woman will attract
teasing. As the bullies on The Simpsons say when they catch Nelson Muntz in a
romantic moment with Lisa, “Aw man! You kissed a girl! That is so gay!”

The bullies owe their attitude to the Industrial Revolution. Before this
transformation, men, women, adults, and children all labored together on



family farms. It was a tough life, but families worked as a team. As 20 percent
of the American population began migrating from the country to crowded
cities, work increasingly happened at centralized factories. These were much
harsher workplaces than family farms, generally indifferent to the workers’
well-being. The wages were low, the jobs were dangerous, and hours were
brutally long. Friendly and familial relationships were replaced by
competition among strangers. No one cared for one another. Bosses were
driven by profit. Employees were disposable.

Commentators at the time were concerned that no part of life would be
spared the indifference of capitalism. They scanned for a solution and the
home, once a place of work, emerged as a haven from it. If the workplace was
ruthless and competitive, the home would be kind and cooperative. If the
workplace rewarded individualism and self-promotion, the home would be a
place for togetherness and selflessness. If work was about profit, home was
about care. And if women did anything resembling work in the home—if in
their twelve-hour day they organized and completed errands, preserved and
prepared food, made and mended clothes, cleaned and repaired the household,
hosted and entertained company, and raised children to adulthood—it was no
longer work, it was a labor of love.

Onto work and home were laid the now familiar gender stereotypes. Men
were newly seen to be naturally suited to the workplace, whereas women, who
had worked alongside men on farms for two hundred years at least, were
thought to be too sentimental and physically frail for the harsh realities of
capitalism. Likewise, while men had been actively involved in raising sons for
most of American colonial history, they were now seen as insufficiently
nurturing for childrearing. Men and women were suddenly “opposite sexes.”
That loaded phrase, with its exaggerated claim of gender difference, began
outpacing previously common language like “other sex” and the “fair sex” in
the first decade of the twentieth century. Now men and women were distinctly
different, with complementary strengths and weaknesses. The era of “separate
spheres” had begun.

Love and sex were mapped onto these spheres. Men were recast as
helplessly carnal, subject to irrepressible vulgar sexual desires. Middle- and
upper-class white women, the new keepers of anticapitalist values, got love.
They were reimagined as naturally chaste, innocent of the desires that ravaged
men. Poor women and women of color weren’t put on the same pedestal of



purity and, out of economic necessity, sometimes found themselves bridging the
gap between the assumed sexual needs of wife and husband, doing for the now
supposedly insatiable men what their wives presumably would not. By one
estimate, in the mid-1800s New York City was home to one prostitute for
every sixty-four men; in Savannah, Georgia, and Norfolk, Virginia, it was
closer to one for every thirty.

The association of men with lust and women with love was a rather sudden
ideological transformation. The Puritans had believed that women were the
more sexual sex: weaker overall than men and, therefore, less capable of
controlling their passions, sexual and otherwise. They looked to the biblical
story for evidence, noting that it was Eve who couldn’t resist tugging the apple
from the tree. Now it was men who were supposedly powerless in the face of
unspeakable passions. Had Genesis been written in 1900, Adam probably
would have been the first sinner.

In just a few decades, though, the idea that respectable women were
interested only in the content of men’s hearts and not their pants would be
stretched to the limits of believability. By 1920, half of Americans lived in
urban locations, and these dense concentrations of people enabled the first
mass modern entertainment: jazz clubs, dance halls, speakeasies, sports
stadiums, amusement parks, burlesque shows, and an invention called the
movie theater. It was a decade so exciting that we called it the Roaring
Twenties. In France they called it the Années Folles, the Crazy Years. It was
the era of flappers, surrealism, art deco, the Harlem Renaissance, ragtime, the
excitement of early aviation, and much more. Arguably, it was more fun than
anyone had had in generations.

Together in this exhilarating environment, young working people invented
the “date”: a shared, erotically charged evening of entertainment arranged and
paid for by men. As far as courtship goes, this was a dramatic reversal of
power. Previously—and in rural areas and among the most privileged classes,
even then—courtship was controlled by women. If a young lady had an interest
in a young man, her mother or another female relative would invite him over
for a snack and a chat. If things got more serious, if they “made love” with their
conversation as we used to think people could do, the couple might be allowed
to sit alone if a chaperone was close by. Marriage would soon follow. This
practice was described as “calling.” Women decided which men would come
by and when. They provided the refreshments. They watched over the visit and



decided when he would leave. If they liked him, they would invite him back
and if they did not, that was that.

Dating took courtship out into the streets, where men were in charge, and
this put women in a pickle. They earned only a fraction of what men earned, so
if they were going to enjoy city life, they needed men to “treat” them by paying
their way. This meant getting chosen by men who had their pick of women,
which put women into competition for men’s attention. And, because the goal
was not to begin a relationship but—foreshadowing hookup culture—to go out
with as many different people as possible, they had to attract over and over
and over again.

In response, women began to do something that is so taken for granted
today that it’s hard to imagine it had a beginning: they tried to be sexy. Being
sexy meant not only conforming to the standard of beauty at the time, but also
signaling a certain amount of sexual availability and potentially offering
physical favors. Sex became an exchange. Not just sex per se—though that
certainly occurred, at least somewhat—but the company of a woman who, by
virtue of her sexiness and sexual attention, made a man feel important. All this
was so new that a word had to be invented to describe it. “Sexy” was first
used in print to mean “sexually attractive” in 1923. Before then it worked
grammatically more like the word “hungry”; it was used as we use the word
“horny” today.

This new need to attract the attention of men is the origin of many of the
aesthetic demands on women’s bodies. It was the beginning, for example, of
the “reducing diet” and the widespread use of makeup. During the Victorian
era, wearing even modest makeup in public would have been equivalent to
going out in clown makeup; only prostitutes painted their faces. By the 1920s,
however, women were being told that makeup was essential, not immoral.
Some of the biggest companies in the business—Maybelline, Max Factor, and
Revlon—came to life in this era. Sales of cosmetics more than octupled in just
ten years.

Then came the Great Depression, and on its heels hundreds of thousands of
young American men were killed in World War II. Almost as quickly as the
crazy years had come, they were gone. Men were dead, families were
devastated, and the future of the American woman was in peril. In 1945, the
New York Times reported ominously that 750,000 young women would likely
never marry. Good Housekeeping, not to be outdone, warned that 6 to 8



million women would lose out to the “male shortage.” Esquire added fuel to
the fire, warning American women that their GIs were “romantic heroes” to the
world and, if they didn’t get their act together quickly, foreign women would
be happy to take their place at the altar. Facing this kind of uncertainty, women
dropped dating in favor of monogamous relationships with men that potentially
led to matrimony. They called it “going steady.”

In 1938, the newspaper for the all-female Radcliffe College mocked
women who were “pinned” to just one man; just a few years later, they were
bragging about the proportion of their graduates who were already married. In
1957, the president of Amherst suggested that a female student who wasn’t
paired off by junior year was an “old maid” and a male student who was still
single as a senior was “more or less ‘on the shelf.’ ” Knowing that women
paired up quickly, men made locking down a steady date a priority. “During my
first two weeks at Smith,” wrote one woman in 1957, “I felt rather like a
display in a shop window. Boys from Amherst, Yale, Williams, and Dartmouth
swarmed over the campus in groups, looking over the new freshmen for one
girl that they could tie up for the next eight Saturday nights, the spring prom,
and a house party in July.” The men called it “social security,” a guarantee that
they’d have a date when they wanted one.

Grownups criticized going steady, calling it “premature monogamy.” They
mostly thought it sounded boring. “Does going-steady spoil dance fun?” asked
a reporter for a local Florida newspaper. “Lakeland teen-age misses feel that
the dance has lost much of its dazzle now,” she concluded. “What’s the use to
‘dress to the teeth’ for somebody who’s used to seeing you in shorts and pedal
pushers?” At Vassar, administrators tried to enforce partner-swapping at
dances as a matter of policy. At least one high school threatened to expel any
student who insisted on dating only one person. In tried-and-true fashion,
academics studied the “going steady craze,” debating whether this newfangled
culture of sex was good or bad, and for whom.

There was real concern, too, that getting close to a single person might
facilitate intimacy. And it did. Instead of getting to first base with lots of
people, like many of the youth of the 1920s had, many young people in the
1950s got to all the bases with just one. Half of women had premarital sex, the
age of marriage dropped to a one-hundred-year low, and the number of babies
born less than nine months after the wedding—excuse me, “premature”—
reached a one-hundred-year high. Sex was still something women gave to men,



but now it was in exchange for a marriage proposal.
Before long, the glaring contradictions that characterized American society

during the decade quickly started to rupture the social order. Premarital sex
was strongly condemned, but the rate of teen pregnancy had reached an
unprecedented level. Suburban housewives were supposedly living the dream,
yet they were popping tranquilizers like candy. Hugh Hefner invented the
“playboy,” making it hard to tell anymore if men who resisted marriage did so
because they didn’t like women or because they liked them a little too much.
Responding to this ideological chaos, activists ushered in an anti-establishment
movement that rejected authority in all its forms. We saw antiwar protesters,
hippies and free love, the women’s and gay liberation movement, and civil
rights victories.

More permissive attitudes toward sex were just part of this wider
abandonment of conformity, obedience, hypocrisy, and the status quo.
Journalists began heralding the death of the going-steady craze as early as the
mid-1960s. “Something is happening,” wrote a Lawrence, Kansas, journalist in
1966, reporting that the number of young people going steady had dropped by
half in just two years. He interviewed sixteen-year-old Sandy, who explained
that she didn’t prefer it: “I don’t believe in being tied to anyone. I need to be
free to do what I want when I want.” Thirteen-year-old Pat agreed. “I think it’s
stupid,” he said. The comparatively mature fifteen-year-old Mark argued that
“one should not be tied down to someone outside of marriage.”

Kids were a-changing, as they always do. Meanwhile, feminists were
fighting the Victorian stereotypes that excluded women from the world of
work. They began dismantling the legal and cultural barriers that allowed men
to bar women from politics, workplaces, sports, military service, and more.
And they fought for recognition of women’s sexuality, of their right to be sexual
without social stigma, and to have sex for pleasure like men. They wanted, in
other words, to be able to give away sex for free instead of in exchange for
men’s resources. Economic independence was an essential part of this new
contract, as was the decriminalization of contraception in 1965 (for married
people) and 1972 (for single people) and the 1973 Supreme Court decision
that made certain restrictions on abortion unconstitutional.

Feminists also questioned the idea that the things women had been held
responsible for—things related to love, like raising children, maintaining a
safe and comfortable home, and nurturing others as wives, mothers, nurses, and



teachers—were somehow less important than what men were expected to do.
Feminists wanted women to be able to do the things in life that were valued,
things associated with men, but they also wanted everyone to sit up and notice
that the things women had been doing all along were valuable, too. They hoped
to collapse the Victorian binary, to give men and women equal access to both
work and home, profit and care, and sex and love.

They would get half of what they wanted.

Sociologist Emily Kane sat across the table from the father of two preschool
boys and asked him how he felt about them playing with girl toys. “If they
asked for a Barbie doll,” he replied, bringing to mind the most iconic girl toy
of all, “I would probably say no, you don’t want [that] . . . boys play with
trucks.” Another father, when asked about his five-year-old, expressed concern
about his tendency to cry. “Stop crying like a girl,” he would say to his son
when he wept out of desire for a toy or a later bedtime. “If you decide you
want [some] thing, you are going to fight for it.” “If he was acting feminine,”
said a mother who was posed the same question, “I would try to get involved
and make sure he’s not gay.”

At about the same time that today’s traditional-age college students were
children, between 1999 and 2002, Kane interviewed almost four dozen parents
about their children’s gender performance. She found that they were generally
apprehensive about boys who were a bit girlish. Some parents didn’t approve
of boys who strayed too far from stereotypical masculinity; other parents were
just well aware of what comes to boys who do. As one mother explained,
“He’s not the rough-and-tumble kid, and I do worry about him being an easy
target.”

This is a reasonable fear. As boys become men, being seen as
appropriately manly translates into social opportunities: getting invited to
parties, making cool friends, and attracting the attention of desirable women.
It’s also how they avoid being a victim of emotional and physical abuse. In
many fields, manliness will be vital for pulling off a job interview and
standing out for promotion. For men to deliberately wave off the imperative to
prove their masculinity is akin to deliberately sacrificing social and



occupational success.
It’s not particularly surprising, then, that parents recognized the value of

masculinity for boys; what’s really interesting is that they saw it as best for
their girls, too. When Emily Kane asked a father about his hopes for his young
daughter’s personality, his answer was clear: “I never wanted a girl who was
a little princess, who was so fragile,” he said. “I want her to take on more
masculine characteristics.” Another day, across another table, a mother said
about her daughter, “I don’t want her to just color and play with dolls, I want
her to be athletic.” The parents of girls interviewed by Kane didn’t express the
same concern regarding cross-gender behavior that parents of boys did. They
were more than tolerant of their girls’ boylike behavior; they were tickled.

We tell our girls, from the time they’re in diapers, that being “girly” is
okay, but being a little bit “boyish” is pretty great. A girl might be encouraged
when she discovers a fascination with backyard bugs or engineering toys.
Getting ready for elementary school, she may be signed up for a youth sport.
Her coach may praise her once in a while for not throwing “like a girl,” an
obvious jab at femininity. In middle school, she might join her teammates in
cracking jokes about the girls in cheerleading. Even if she’s somewhat jealous
about the attention they get from boys, she’s sure that what she’s doing is more
badass precisely because it’s less girly.

In high school history class, the women her teachers talk about are all ones
who broke out of traditional gender roles: Joan of Arc, warrior; Sojourner
Truth, activist; Marie Curie, scientist; Amelia Earhart, adventurer. Likewise,
our contemporary feminist icons are overwhelmingly women who are admired
for succeeding in male arenas of life: Hillary Clinton, politician; Oprah
Winfrey, media mogul; Sonia Sotomayor, Supreme Court justice; Pussy Riot,
rebels; Danica Patrick, race car driver. As the famous saying goes, “Well-
behaved women rarely make history.” This is a lesson easily learned by any
child paying a modicum of attention.

Most girls in America today grow up being told that they can do anything,
and they know when this is emphasized that what it really means is that they
can do anything boys do. So, today’s young women are quick to incorporate
masculinity into their personalities and lifestyles. They do this in a myriad of
ways, picking and choosing the mix that works best for them. Some girls major
in computer science, some aim to ascend the hierarchy at a Fortune 500
company, some brag about a taste for hard liquor, and some have sex for fun.



We shouldn’t be the slightest bit surprised. It’s exactly the kind of choice they
have been rewarded for every day in essentially all realms of life.

Feminists wanted this for women. They wanted them to have the right to put
themselves first, to build impressive careers, and to have sex freely. And they
got that. But they also wanted men to embrace having sex for love. They
wanted to share with men the beauty of a life driven by empathy, care, and
tenderness. That’s not what happened. Instead, the average woman became
more masculine, and so did the average man.

In the midst of the sexual revolution, a Stanford psychologist named Sandra
Lipsitz Bem developed what would later be called the Bem Sex Role
Inventory. It was a survey that asked respondents to evaluate themselves on
sixty traits, many of which were gendered ones, such as aggression, warmth,
self-reliance, competitiveness, and sincerity. The result was a quantitative
measure of the extent to which a person’s personality was stereotypically
masculine, feminine, or balanced between both. The Bem Inventory was first
used in 1971 and, as is typical in the field, used repeatedly in studies done all
around the U.S.

Decades later, in the mid-1990s, another psychologist decided to use it to
look back through time. Jean Twenge, then at the University of Michigan,
amassed and compared all of the studies that had used the Bem Sex Role
Inventory to see if men and women had changed. They had. Both were
increasingly likely to claim masculine traits as their own. Women’s scores,
especially, had shifted, and their personalities were measuring as masculine as
men’s.

Women came to embrace the same self-concept that men had once claimed
for themselves because American society has continued to value the masculine
over the feminine. It’s why women flock to male-dominated occupations, break
into male-identified sports, and adopt masculine fashions, but men generally
aren’t doing the inverse. Because of this asymmetry, when women adopt
masculine ways of life, they’re doing more than just breaking out of their
gender role; they’re breaking into a better one. They’re liberating themselves.
Many women apply this logic to sex, too, adopting a stereotypically masculine
approach that puts sex before love.

“I railed against the idea that women were needy, dependent, easily
heartsick, easily made hysterical by men, attention-obsessed, and primarily
fixated on finding romance,” one of my female students explained insistently. “I



did this by proving how very like a boy I could behave.” She engaged in what
she called “sexual tomboyery”:

I figured the best way for a girl to reject oppressive sexism would be to act in exact opposition of
what our sexist society expects of a decent woman; to get exactly what she wants from men,
whenever she wants it. In essence, objectify them back.

She wanted to prove that she could do so just for fun. “I had an aversion to the
idea that all girls were left in mushy little puddles of attachment,” she wrote.
She was going to show the world otherwise.

Many of my female students feel the same. They argue that hooking up is a
way to “reject oppressive sexism,” “pursue sexual liberation,” and challenge
the idea “that women are supposed to be passive.” They’re not alone. The
hookup is “the road to sexual emancipation,” asserted a woman at the
University of Florida. “My friends and I are like sexual vultures,” bragged a
woman at Syracuse. “I’m a true feminist,” insisted a student at the University of
Pennsylvania about hooking up. “I’m a strong woman. I know what I want.”

Hookups are described by women as sexual liberation itself, but also as a
way to protect their ambitious trajectories. As recently as the 1980s, college
women were “mobbed by romance,” prompted at every turn to find a career-
minded boyfriend so that they could quickly get engaged, settle down, and start
a family. Schoolwork took a back seat to steady boyfriends, leading women to
revise their career ambitions in favor of planning to be a supportive wife.
Young women today resist this path. In fact, 28 percent of women believe that
romantic love brainwashes women, tricking them into investing their time and
energies in someone else; another 19 percent think that it might.

Almost half of female students, then, think that love might bring them
something bad instead of something good. “Right now,” explained a female
student at Princeton, “I have to focus on my career, getting through medical
school, establishing myself.” “Based on my own experience,” wrote a
Wesleyan University alum, “this new sexual paradigm has given women the
freedom to focus on their own lives and careers.” “I know it sounds
hyperbolic,” wrote a female senior at Northwestern:

but I mean it when I say that getting married right now would ruin my life. I want the chance to
pick up and move to a new city for a new job or for adventure, without having to worry about a
spouse or a family. I need to be able to stay at the office until three in the morning if I have to and



not care about putting dinner on the table.

This is Hanna Rosin’s argument in The End of Men. In her estimation,
hooking up is liberating women from reliance on men in both the short and long
terms. “Feminist progress is largely dependent on hook-up culture,” she writes,
arguing that a “serious suitor” is as dangerous to a woman’s future today as an
unintended pregnancy was to an unmarried girl in the nineteenth century.

I’m not so sure that hookup culture is unequivocally good for women, but
Rosin is certainly not wrong to notice that they make this argument. Many
young women today think that hitching themselves to a man, even a successful
one, is a bad idea and backward to boot.

For quite specific historical reasons, both men and women who are coming of
age in America today believe that sex is and should be fun. They easily dismiss
the Puritan idea that it’s sinful outside of marriage. They also soundly reject the
Victorian insistence on female purity. The sexual double standard isn’t widely
endorsed on college campuses anymore, at least not explicitly. Only 12 percent
of students believe that women should be less sexually active than men and an
equal amount endorse a “reverse” double standard, admitting that they judge
men more harshly for their sexual behavior than they do women.

Ironically, if their children are going to be sexually active, many parents
probably prefer that they “go steady.” Such premarital monogamy was unheard
of before the 1950s, and parents of the time thought it sounded both dull and
dangerous. Now adults of all ages tend to think it sounds safe. It’s not, of
course. Decades of feminist activism have shown us that monogamy is no
protection from mistreatment and violence. Hookups expose students to
emotional trauma and physical assault, to be sure, but relationships do not
protect them from these things.

Still, going steady never went away and many students are attracted to love
relationships. Plenty, though, are oriented toward sex in the same way that the
working youth of the 1920s were oriented toward flirtation. They’re
surrounded by attractive others and eager to enjoy the opportunity to have a
sexy, good time. And if the women of that sparkling decade were reluctant to



go “all the way,” they are less so now. Today’s young women—in principle at
least—have effective means of birth control, a limited right to an abortion, and
the ability to support themselves and a baby if they need to.

The feminist movement brought them those things and also insisted that
women should not have to feel ashamed of their sexuality. In this brave new
world, hooking up is what it feels like to be free. Young women have
embraced this new reality; they are no longer willing to play the angel to men’s
frisky devil. They flatly reject the idea that they should be our society’s moral
compass, especially in college. After all, as everyone knows, bad girls have
more fun.


