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The Sexual Double Standard

“Hooking Up” at Amherst

The problem I set out to study was the issue of the sexual double standard at Amherst College. I’ve always noticed that men and women discuss each other’s sexuality differently, but that the prevailing attitude is still one that categorizes females as “sluts” if they engage in sexual behavior with multiple partners outside of a committed relationship. They are stigmatized socially. Young men, on the other hand, seem to have the freedom to engage in however much sexual activity they want with whomever without being categorized negatively or stigmatized. At a time when women have equal rights and are entering the workforce in greater and greater numbers, this type of sexual stratification seems outdated and atavistic to women’s liberation. Statistically, more women are attending college than men and women have a higher rate of graduation. Since 1991, women have succeeded men in college enrollment. The Population References Bureau reports: “in 2005, about 43 percent of women ages 18 to 24 were enrolled in college, compared with 35 percent of young men. This represents a major shift in the gender balance at U.S. colleges and universities.”
 Given this, it strikes me as odd that such an antiquated system of sexual stratification is still being employed among both male and female students. Particularly nonsensical to me is that it could exist at a place like Amherst, with so many highly intelligent and multifaceted students – a lot of large fish in a small pond so to speak. So how could it be that everyone is still subscribing to this antiquated system that reeks of gender inequality and an adherence to old-fashioned gender roles?  

A fair amount of previous research has been done around the sexual double standard, and the question of its origin. Milhausen and Herold asked if men (specifically young men, college-aged students) in North America are socially rewarded for having a high number of sexual partners, and if (reversely) women are penalized for similar behaviors. Moreover, they delved into the question of which sex reinforces the double standard, and to what extent the two sexes subscribe to this system of sexual stratification respectively. 

Milhausen and Herold mention previous research indicating that the double standard has evolved over time. Fugere, Escoto and Co. also found this. Researcher Ira Reiss (1960) defined the orthodox double standard as prohibiting premarital sexual intercourse for women but allowing it for men.
 This evolved into the conditional double standard, the notion that premarital sex is okay for women but only within a committed love relationship, whereas men can have as many sexual partners as they want without a social penalty.
 

They note two different theories used to explain the double standard: evolutionary psychology and social learning theory. According to evolutionary psychology, because men have greater reproductive capacities, it would be more beneficial for them to inseminate as many females as possible to maximize the survival of their offspring. Women, who are less reproductively capable because of pregnancy and giving birth, would want the reverse – one man to take provide for her and their offspring. According to social learning theory, men are socialized to desire engaging in sexual activity with many partners by achieving popularity or admiration this way. Oppositely, women are socially stigmatized if they engage in sexual activity with many partners, and thus are encouraged to limit their sexual experiences within monogamous, committed relationships. While I hypothesize that both theories hold true in some respects, neither of them are deep or complex enough to get to the real question of why the double standard still exists today. 

Milhausen and Herold used the survey method to test men and women’s perceptions of the double standard in a number of ways, so as to get at the complexities of the sexual double standard. They asked a sample of heterosexual men and women enrolled at a university in Canada about their own sexual and relationship histories, preferences in sexual histories of dating partners, how much other positive attributes in a mate would outweigh their preferences about their partner’s history, and whether or not they would discourage a friend from dating a promiscuous person. 


Overall, they found that the double standard still influences the attitudes toward sexual activity that young men and women have. Some surprising findings include that there was a discrepancy between the women’s perception of the sexual double standard at the societal level and their own personal rejection of it. Most women respondents believed that other women were more likely to judge each other’s sexual behavior harshly and enforce the double standard than were men. This goes contrary to the idea that men are in control of women’s sexuality, and that men are the primary reinforcers of the double standard. Women were also harsher judges of men’s sexuality, and were more likely to say that they would discourage a friend from dating a promiscuous male than men were to discourage a friend from dating a promiscuous female. Also, women who had had many sexual partners were more accepting of men who had many partners. They conclude by saying that more research is needed, as it is hard to use surveys to get to the complexities of the double standard. Sexuality isn’t judged in a vacuum, and they encourage researchers to develop more creative ways to study the double standard. Feugere, Escoto and co found that men were more likely to endorse the double standard than women, but that men also had more permissive attitudes toward sex overall. They also found that North-Americans overall were less likely than the Russian or Japanese to endorse the double standard. They noted that many studies were mixed, and that some showed evidence of the continued existence of the double standard while others had evidence to the contrary. The Fuegere and Escoto study employed reviews of archival data based on previous research, as well as their own surveys.  Both articles said more creative, survey-free research needs to be done. 


Schleicher and Gilbert phrased their research questions in terms of “scripts of sexuality,” or the societally-written gender roles that each sex is groomed to play. I studied via participant observation these scripts of sexuality among college students at Amherst, and how these roles are constructed linguistically. The double standard has evolved somewhat from the double standard of 70 years ago, in which women were viewed negatively for having any premarital sexual partners. Now, women are stigmatized for engaging in sexual activity outside of a committed monogamous relationship, though premarital sex is socially acceptable under these conditions. This evolution has been attributed to the feminist movement and the migration of more and more women from the home sphere into the male-dominated workplace. 

While previous researchers have studied the issue of the double standard using mostly surveys, I departed from this, as I didn’t find this to have a high level of experimental realism. Many men and women might not even realize the extent to which they endorse the double standard, and might not answer a survey question about their beliefs quite accurately. The truth is much more insidious; the kind of buried assumptions that won’t really surface except in a relaxed environment among friends. For example, while a woman might hear of another woman’s casual sexual encounter and call her a “slut” in passing, she might categorize herself on a survey as a feminist who fully supports sexual equality between genders. Moreover, the language of questions in the surveys of the past – and in any survey I might make now – couldn’t employ the slang-like terminology used by both young men and young women in constructing gender roles. The best way, in my opinion, to study the double standard is in the most natural setting possible. So I inserted myself into these casual hang outs, with both men and women, and via participant observation, took notes on my phone in secret on the discussions about sex that occur naturally. What I thought was key to study in particular is the language used by men and women to discuss both each other’s and their own sexual choices. There are tons of slang words and phrases used by both men and women to talk about sexuality, and the implications within the construction of this vocabulary is, in my opinion, essential in demystifying the existence of the double standard. I listened in closely to conversations in the dormitories, at Val, at parties and everywhere I could around campus. I noted anything that included the language used by men and women to construct male/female sexuality. I wanted to know: can this language be used to explain how the double standard works? How does each gender use language differently to construct male and female sexual roles? Looking at the language, are there any reasons that surface behind why the double standard is still in operation within college, which appears to be a gender-equal institution? Thus the data I gathered was qualitative, taking the form of discussions and phrases about sexuality used by both young men and young women. 


One theory I had going into it was that the double standard was one example of the existence of the Foucaultian term “biopower,” a term he coined in the series of lectures entitled “Society Must Be Defended.” Biopower, he explains, is the organizing of power within a society around biological differences. It serves as a convenient and coherent way to achieve homeostasis within a society because a) it can be easily validated using ‘scientific’ discourse and b) it is a categorical scheme that spans both the individual and social bodies. What I mean by this is that the utilization of biopower is a veritable way of lowering the possibility that subjective differences in individual human experience will unravel the unifying construct that is the societal body, particularly in the struggle for the resources and benefits of a land-State. According to this theory, ll types of social categorizations and stratifications boil down to power dynamics, resource allocation and the competition for survival. Recognizing this, it becomes clear how easily a sort of Darwinist/evolutionary discourse can be manipulated to validate a “norm,” the socially created race/gender “subspecies” that has its own interests served and reaps all the benefits of society. This social category becomes the “standard” to which every other category is compared unfavorably. In this case, I would argue that the male is the “standard,” and that biopower is present in the sexual subjugation of females and in the language used to reinforce this construction. The evidence I saw for this was that because of the feminization of the workforce, the homeostatic structure of the nuclear family has been breaking down. I thought perhaps that the persistence of the double standard was a sort of last strike against this break down; a subtle attempt to keep women marrying young and keep them attached to the home sphere. In other words, the double standard could persist because we are in the face of the threat of a newfound competition between men and women for jobs and citizen benefits, resources that were previously allocated almost entirely to men, with women performing the non-competitive roles of homemakers. This is not to say that a woman who chooses a more traditional role isn’t ‘liberated,’ but the fact that a young woman’s sexual choices are so limited within the scope of her culture seems more out of place than ever. It made sense to me that the overwhelming misogyny still left in the interactions between young people reflects some sort of resistance toward this tumultuous change.

My sample size was wider for women than for men, simply by virtue of the fact that I have more close female friends than male friends, and that women seem to be more open to talking about this in front of other women. However, the young men that I did gather data on seemed to be very candid; sometimes it even seemed they were forgetting I was there. I tried not to interfere too much with the naturalness of the conversation, but whenever I could, I’d insert a question or two to lead the discussion into the direction I needed it to go in. For example, if I was in a group of girls talking about the sexual promiscuity of someone they knew, I’d ask “so why is she a slut then?” Or “why is it so bad that she’s slept with a few people casually?” Again, it was easier to do this in groups of females than in groups of males, for I felt that I would have made the atmosphere less open or uncomfortable if I had said anything at all. When I could, though, their responses helped me get more useful data. 

The actual data I gathered and books I researched pointed to a lot of viable but different conclusions. There didn’t seem to be one rule that I could pinpoint, or one exact theory that made sense given all the data. Nothing covered everything overarchingly, due to the variance in findings that I got. 


One rather unsurprising find of my research has been that young men do tend to hold women to a more rigorous standard of behavior than they hold themselves. In fact, they tend to valorize each other for ‘hooking up’ (anything from kissing to sexual activity) with many girls. But women who do the same are stigmatized and labeled as “sluts.” To be labeled as such generally means that you have slept with a few partners outside of a committed, monogamous relationship, or that you engage in non-commital sexual activity frequently. Women who have been labeled as such don’t tend to have or to find boyfriends – not here at Amherst anyway, and from what my friends tell me, not even at larger schools. Boys tend to talk about these women with disgust, using lewd phrases to describe their sexual activity.


“Did Ava and Luke have sex the other night?” Asked a friend of mine Joanna over lunch one day with a few male friends. 


“Yup. He made hot sticky,” laughed Eduardo at the table, eliciting laughter from the other males. In this phrasing, he doesn’t even mention her, or her experience of the sexual act – instead he just describes the sexuality of the male, reducing her to almost nothing, a nonhuman. 

Similarly, I overheard a bunch of fraternity brothers talking about a girl they knew whom I did not from one of the surrounding 4 colleges. They said she was “nice” but very “annoying,” and they talked disapprovingly about her sexual activities. One of the exact phrases used was “she was passed around the football team.” Here the fraternity brothers liken the girl to an object. In constructing her sexuality as a good that has been over-traded or over-used, they imply that her intrinsic value is lower than it would be had she not engaged in sexual activity with multiple partners – had she not been ‘passed around.’ Reversely, for males, the social construction is that they are the recipients of the objects, and the more objects they wrack up, the more admirable they are to other men. For example, “____ gets so much pussy its crazy,” a male says of his promiscuous friend. Notice the phrasing – he ‘gets pussy’ as if the action of sex with a female itself is an object. The female is reduced to a derogatory term for one part of her anatomy. Whereas the ‘promiscuous’ female is seen by young men as a good that gets ‘passed around’ and is lowered in worth after having more sexual partners, the ‘promiscuous’ male is applauded by other young men for the same behavior.  


Interestingly, as Kathleen Bogle stated accurately in Hooking Up, Sex and Dating on Campus, no one seems to have an exact standard or set of rules – there is no objective way of designating someone a “slut,” no exact amount of ‘hook up partners’ that puts someone in that category. Usually, I’ve noticed that girls who only kiss boys, however many they choose to kiss (and for some this number can get well into the twenties and thirties) can avoid being categorized as a slut. 


“Jules is real hot,” said Asher one day over a casual hang out session with a few guys and girls. Jules was not present, as she wasn’t really in the friend group.

“Yeah but Jules is a huge slut,” a girl Ava quickly said.

“Not really,” Asher remarked, “she makes out a lot but she’s only had sex with one dude here.” Another girl, LD, who was notorious for making out on the dance floor at parties with various older boys during her freshmen year, was never stigmatized or called a slut, and is now dating a boy named Matthew.  But the tables can turn just as easily. A male friend Kyle at a party once grabbed me and pulled me in front of him and started a conversation, abruptly cutting off a girl Caroline next to him who was trying to talk to him. When she wandered off, he whispered to me “thanks! She’s been trying to hook up with me all night.” 

“Why don’t you want to?” I asked. “She’s way cute, and I saw you guys making out like a week ago.”

“She’s a huuuge slut dude,” he said to me. “That same night she made out with Mike and with Sam D. She does shit like that all the time, it’s mad aggressive.” 

So here was a situation in which a girl had been desirable until she kissed (nothing more) with other young men. Exhibiting “aggressive” behavior got her branded with that ‘slut’ label. This was another one of the more subtle points of my findings. Women who openly exhibited sexual desire, even if they don’t act on it to an egregious extent, also get viewed negatively by men. Talking about sex and sexuality isn’t uncommon or stigmatized in groups of female friends. However, females who appear to have an interest in sex or appear overly “sexual” in whatever way to men are also viewed negatively and denigrated. It’s not just the act of sex itself that has a negative label, but also the intention behind it. 

Also, one Kyle himself had “hooked up” with her, he didn’t seem to be interested in doing it again. This is a phenomenon I’ve noticed happening all over the place. A guy will want to make out with a girl, flirt with and seem to pay a lot of attention to her until they actually hook up, and then he’ll start to ignore her. Whether it’s after a few times hooking up or only once, many of my friends have complained about guys being suddenly unavailable after paying them lots of attention and getting the girls to hook up. Like with girls who have hooked up with many people and get branded a slut, the value of a young woman seems to go down after she’s been “had.”


The most compelling theory I found about why women get the raw end of the deal with the double standard is Martha Nussbaum’s theory of “disgust” and “primitive shame,” as discussed in her book Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence of Emotions This theory attributes gender and sexuality differences more to the biological/psychological than the cultural. Primitive shame, she says, is our first experience of shame as an infant when we realize that we are not omnipotent, but rather needy and vulnerable creatures dependent on another for survival. Every infant experiences this primitive shame at our mortal, impotent nature. Disgust is closely tied to this, though it arrives later, after toilet training. It is a very visceral emotion that is defined by the borders of our bodies and its expellants. We experience disgust when we come into contact with a bodily expulsion such as snot, she claims, because it reminds us of our animalian mortal nature. She writes “…research suggests that the motivating ideas have to do with our interest in policing the boundary between ourselves and nonhuman animals, or our own animality. Hence tears are the one human bodily secretion that is not found disgusting, presumably because they are thought to be uniquely human, and hence do not remind us of what we have in common with animals.”
 She applies this to gender differences in attitudes toward sexuality by positing that women, as the recipients of semen, become the object of disgust. I thought this resonated a lot with the language that men use to talk about women, the slang terminology that implies a certain amount of disgust. 

One other theory could be that this new kind of ‘hooking up,’ where men want women until they are “had” by other men or until he himself has had sex with her is that this mirrors the economic shift from what sociologist Richard Sennett calls the “social capitalism” of the post WWII era to the “new capitalism” of now, and the cultural shift toward superficiality and materialism this has engendered. Over the last 40 years, the structure of businesses in America has changed significantly from the post World War II era, in which we had a hegemony over the global market and demand for US products was at a high. Back then, businesses could afford to maintain a pyramid structure, giving everyone a place and affording them considerable security about keeping their job, if movement upward was more limited. This military-style model of business management is Sennett’s “social capitalism,” in which every worker right down to the bottom of the pyramid had a long-term stake in their company of employment. But with the advent of new technology, outsourcing and global competition, businesses began to renovate their structure, centralizing power with the shareholders and shifting quickly from one project to the next; downsizing to lose dead weight as competition became fiercer and automation began to take the place of manual labor and even to create new options of efficiency. Power was recentralized with the shareholders instead of with the business heads. This is the new capitalism. 

Sennett shows how this shift explains changes in consumerism and politics. The creation of branding and the appeal of unnecessarily “potent” items are the manifestations of a new “consuming passion,” which corroborates with the overall devaluation of craftsmanship and age that new capitalism brought. This consuming passion is the constant desire for new things that withers away once we actually obtain the objects of our craving. Given the level of automation that has taken over for human skills and the newfound ease with which to handle the management of basic quality, it makes sense that companies now must create ways to distinguish their products to consumers – to get them to want to buy things past what they actually need, or even what is within the realm of practicality and quality. We can see this ‘consuming passion’ evident in our valuations between brands and in our superficial habits as spenders.  Perhaps this logic applies to the culture of hooking up among young people as well. What young men experience toward women is a sort of consuming passion. They are courted and desired until actually ‘obtained,’ and then often interest tends to wane. “No expectations,” said my friend Kayla once to our friend India, who was upset that a boy she had hooked up with once and exchanged numbers with hadn’t called her, and had in fact ignored her at a party. “You can’t just expect any old guy to stick around after he’s hooked up with you.” 

The hook up scene now is an unwanted perversion of the ‘free love’ movement of the sixties in the same way that the indifference and superficiality of new capitalism is a perversion against the sixties’ rebellion against what Sennett called “the iron grip of bureaucracy [social capitalism].” 

This makes sense, but doesn’t quite explain why it is that the young men have all the power in the game of dating and hooking up. How come it is the young males with the consuming passion, the freedom to ‘use em and lose em’ so to speak, whereas young women are left either wanting a more satisfying emotional relationship or being branded a slut and treated badly for exhibiting the same behavior? Oftentimes, when a boy and a girl start ‘hooking up,’ (a term to describe a rather non-committal form of continuing to engage in sexual activity with the same person more than once or more than a few times), the girl feels like she has to watch her behavior, treading the dangerous line between acting too emotionally forward and acting too sexually free. 

For example, a friend of mine named Emily was talking about her ‘hooking up’ relationship with a young man named Jared. They had hooked up about six or seven times, and she was wondering where they stood – whether or not he was hooking up with other people, whether or not he wanted to make them officially “exclusive,” (meaning they only hook up with each other but are not in a relationship), or even whether or not he wanted to date. 

“Why don’t you just bring the conversation up next time you see him?” I asked her.

“I don’t want to freak him out,” she said anxiously. “We haven’t had sex yet or anything even close, but I don’t even want to before I know what we are.”

“Well how are you going to find out what you guys are if you don’t talk about it,” I asked further.

“Exactly!” she laughed. This type of situation happens over and over again, to the extent that women are even afraid of being the first one to text or call their hook up partner, wanting to avoid looking too overly eager. For men, this doesn’t seem to be an issue at all. Men can text or call whenever they want, to little or no repercussion from girls. A girl Ava was recounting about how a boy named Jimmy had flirted with her all night the night before, and then sent her a text message at 3 in the morning saying “hey, still up?”

“Hun,” said Kayla, “that’s a total booty call.” A booty call means a late night call or text to a hook up partner, asking for them to come over and hook up (no strings attached). 

“I’ll take what I can get,” laughed Ava.

It is clear that getting a boyfriend is more difficult for a girl than getting a girlfriend is for a boy, something Kathleen Bogle noted accurately. A girl has to manage her display of emotions and her sexual activity very tightly, where a man more or less has to do nothing but be himself, and can follow out whatever whim he chooses with no social repercussion. One perplexing question that arises from all of this is: why do women always seem to want boyfriends? Is it the stigma of being a slut that forces them into wanting commitment from men that they wouldn’t want without the social pressure? Is it something else entirely, like biological reasons? 

I believe that women would be as sexually free as men are were there not the social stigma attached. However, I have noticed in my research that many young women express a dissatisfaction with sexual activity itself, noting that it is so much easier for men to be satisfied from sex than it is for women, for whom the mechanisms of pleasure work much differently. One night, when Joanna was about to go hook up with Felix (something they do frequently and without commitment, which has added to Joanna’s branding as a slut), she mentioned to the large group of girls who were hanging around each other that she has a hard time getting sexually satisfied. Immediately, all the girls in the room started giving her “tips” on how best to enjoy the sexual experience.

One thing that struck me was when LD said, “yeah I mean, the only reason I can enjoy sex is because me and Matthew are in a relationship and know each other well by now, so I feel comfortable telling him what to do and then he just goes and does it.” 

“I could never do that with Felix,” Joanne said.

“Why not? Shouldn’t that kind of be your right?” I asked Joanne.

She replied. “I mean in theory sure. But I’m just not that tight with him. I’d rather not make things weird. It wouldn’t work out.” Even in the actual act of sexuality, women feel disempowered, like their getting the lower end of the deal. Perhaps without this difference in biology, the playing field would in fact be equal between men and women and the double standard wouldn’t exist. 

There is also the question of time, and the difference in ‘biological clocks’ between men and women. Kathleen Bogle noted in her research that women tended to want to get married and have children at a much earlier age than men, citing their late twenties and early thirties as a desirable time for this while men preferred to wait until their late thirties and even early forties. This skewed time variable could explain why much less college men want dating and committed relationships than college women, and why women are more avid to look for a long-term monogamous partner.  

Interestingly, I have also noticed that young men have a tendency to subtly denigrate those among them who do have girlfriends. Two young men Felix and Jasper were sitting with myself and a few friends in our common room one evening, talking about a concert they were sorry they had missed. “Danny and Kath went,” Jasper remarked of a good friend and his girlfriend. 


“I wish I had gone,” replied Felix, “not with them, though.” He and Jasper laughed. 


On another occasion, I was at a small social gathering in the common room of a few male friends. Two boys, Jared and Kyle, emerged to join the group from their friend Alex’s room, complaining that they had played a friendly prank on him and that he had angrily overreacted.


“He’s probably just pissed that Cameron [Alex’s girlfriend] didn’t text him back right away or something,” said another boy Asher, to the amusement of the group. Similarly, later in that same evening, another group of boys started complaining to each other that their friend Matthew’s girlfriend LD was always sleeping over with him, and that he was never alone anymore. 


In another situation, Asher, Jasper and Felix were talking about Jasper and Felix’s friend Ethan, who Asher didn’t know particularly well. 


“He’s a real cool dude, on the sly [meaning this isn’t well known]” said Jasper.


“I dunno dude,” said Asher. “He’s had that girlfriend forever and shit.”


“Word,” said Felix, implying that he understood how this made Ethan somehow less cool or sociable. “I still love the kid though.”


I was not expecting to find that young men gave each other this much pressure to not have a girlfriend. It is a very insidious sort of ostracization. Whenever the person with the girlfriend is around, no one seems to outwardly say anything to him. But they subtly leave him out of events, or complain behind his back that he is ‘soft’ or that he is ‘whipped’ by his girlfriend. 


Why is it that to stick with the same girl for a long time and to be monogamous is so unfashionable? Perhaps this goes back to Sennett’s logic of superficiality and consuming passion. To have something for too long is to not want it anymore. It’s to be old and outdated, while the new is constantly flowing in. 


Reversely, girls speak with some respect and even awe of other girls who have devoted boyfriends. “LD totally has Matthew whipped,” my friend Kayla remarked to the group over dinner, when the conversation turned to the couple. 


“I know,” said Joanne. “Go LD!” 

I’ve noticed that women can tend to subscribe to the “slut” labeling system as well – though only when talking about girls who are outside of their inner social circle of ‘good friends.’ So why do women continue to speak about each other in this fashion? I can understand why men would enjoy having all the power in the hooking up and dating scene. But why do women seem so willing to subscribe to these rules, even using them against one another when most of us have been taught to be assertive for women’s rights in all other areas of our lives? One reason, perhaps, is competition. A ‘boyfriend’ is much harder to find for a girl than it is for a male to find a ‘girlfriend,’ something Kathleen Bogle notes in Hooking Up, Sex and Dating on Campus. Men don’t seem as interested in dating as women are. 

The above quote in which Ava is quick to remark that Jules is a slut in front of a boy who praised her appearance is a direct example of something I’ve noticed happening usually on a more insidious level: girls denigrating other girls for the sake of eliminating competition for male attention. When another girl is labeled a “slut,” young women can be sure that she is just a passing phase for men, 

“That freshman girl Helen is really cute,” I remarked one day to a group of friend when we were lying on the grass and she walked by. She had become a somewhat notorious member of the hook up scene. My friend Kayla had said that she “raked in all the hot guys.”  

“Yeah, but I mean,” said a friend of mine lying on the grass with us named Michelle. “She really has been having sex with waaaay too many people.”

Wanting to push the subject a little further, I asked her, “but like…why is that so bad? I vaguely remember YOU having some fun as a freshman girl,” I turned the tables on her.

Michelle seemed stumped for a second. “I mean…at a place like this? I guess it’s not bad. It’s just…. she’s not really setting herself up well, you know? I mean I understand a few people, I’m not trying to be a hypocrite, haha…but she’s just like moving way too fast, she’s gonna lose the appeal, ya know. Pace yo’self!” 

By “lose the appeal” Michelle meant that Helen would run out of guys who want to date her or get to know her, because she’ll gain a reputation. She’ll be categorized as a slut and dismissed as a dating partner. And this is true, and eventually what happened, and happened quickly as word spread. None of the women who talked about her (Michelle and Kayla included) seemed too upset about that. In fact, the unspoken vibe was that the sophomore girls were secretly happy that they didn’t have to worry about another freshman girl coming in and dating an attractive man. 

On the other hand, I’ve noticed to my own surprise a common policy of tolerance and openness about female sexual activity within friend groups. Michelle herself has never called her own inner group of friends sluts, nor has she ever ostracized any of them for their sexual activity. In fact, whether it’s within a committed relationship or outside of one, the female friend groups I’ve observed talk with much enthusiasm and excitement and tolerance about sexual activity. Girls share everything with their closest friends, and the same girls who would judge outsiders for the same behavior respond with support and openness. The only reversion to the ‘slut’ terminology seems to be in talking about girls outside of the friend group – girls more directly in competition. 

For example, when a girl Tess broke up with her boyfriend, she started to sleep with other men casually and frequently. I overheard plenty of girls say that she was “too wild” and that she had “gone crazy.” In Shwemms, I was sitting with two girls Sloan and Ria when the topic of discussion turned to her. 

“She’s slept with four dudes since they broke up. Lionel after bar night, Jeremy like right before him.” Said Sloan.

“Girl is out of control.” Replied Ria.

And then Sloan said something of interest. “She’s really not that pretty. Without make-up, her face isn’t anything special.” 

Similarly, in talking about a freshmen girl who “gets around,” I’ve heard girls say that she doesn’t have a good body or that the only reason she gets boys to pay attention to her is because “she knows how to flirt.” Then they’ll add something like “I’m really not a fan of hers.” None of these qualms have anything to do with her personality, but young women have a tendency to put down other girls who are outside of their friend group for sexual promiscuity. Saying that a girl “isn’t that pretty” seems blatantly competitive to me, particularly when the object of discussion is a girl who engages in sexual activity with many young men. Whereas men would never add a comment about how another man “looks” in talking about his sexual choices, for young women, it seems implicitly tied into the equation.

So why do young women constantly engage in this subtle competition, denigrating each other arbitrarily and judging each other’s sexuality and looks? Perhaps the answer does come to down to biology. However, this script of sexuality seems more cultural to me than biological, especially given the heavily misogynistic and frankly atavistic portrayal of women and girls these days in the media. As the documentary film “Generation M: Misogyny in Media and Culture” shows us, the portrayal of women in the media has grown hypersexualized and underintellectualized. Because of the hypersexualization of actresses and singers and other female popular icons, younger and younger women are confused about what it means to be “empowered.” Female liberation is equated with sexual liberation, and everything from music videos to the marketing of Barbie dolls sends out the message that a woman’s power lies in her ability to attract and control men with her sexuality. The message, as director Thomas Keith tells is, is that “women are self-serving seductress soul suckers who should be rivaling each other.” For male icons, particularly with the recent popularity of hip-hop and rap music, the pressure is to be “hard” and not to show weakness. Women become instruments for this means, as to love a woman and treat her respectfully becomes equated with softness, and to dominate and use women gets equated with what true masculinity is supposed to be like. Eminem himself has said that he will not use the word “nigger” in his raps because he finds it hateful, but meanwhile, he uses sexist words like “bitch,” “ho” and “cunt” frequently, even going so far as to depict domestic violence in music videos. The overall effect of the genderized media package is that women are taught to want to ‘get’ and control the bad boy and men are taught to be the bad boy. It’s giving women a whole new way to “participate in their own exploitation.”
 With constant pressure to look thin and attractive from multiple stimuli, its no wonder young women have grown so competitive with each other.

There are many unanswered questions that arise both from my data and the various theories that I’ve posited. No one source seems to say it all about the sexual double standard. One question that is important to consider is how much the college environment of Amherst itself has to do with the existence of a double standard here. The “hook up scene,” consisting mainly of people meeting and hooking up in scenarios involving partying and drinking, isn’t the best way to meet a potential steady romantic interest in the first place. Though at a place like Amherst, where social circles seem based on sports or other extracurricular activities involving similar levels of commitment, there aren’t many viable structures that are set up just for meeting people and casually interacting. Maybe one thing Amherst can do to ameliorate the pressures and inequalities of the hook up scene is to have more casual hang-out times set up, maybe even places specifically for people interested in dating to meet up. It would also help if this issue got more academic attention all around. Though it might be an awkward topic, Amherst kids could use an open discussion of the double standard in an academic setting. Overall, much more research needs to be done and many changes need to happen on the cultural level before this unequal dynamic can be righted. 
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