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To my children
















Let us fully realize that sex education is more than a collection of biological facts; it is a preparation for fine living.… Boys and girls, and young men and young women, who have grown up with adequate knowledge of sex and its various implications are able to discuss it with self-assurance and sobriety and the saving grace of common sense. And through the extension of this same common sense they may achieve for themselves, for their children and for their fellow-men the good life for all.


—Belle S. Mooney, MD
How Shall I Tell My Child? 1944















Introduction



I was never likely to write a book about sex. I grew up Catholic in a middle-class American suburb where I babysat often, wrote long frilly nature poems, and always waited thirty minutes after eating before jumping into the pool. Despite commendable efforts by my parents and teachers, I was expecting a punctuation mark for my first period, and I thought my breast buds were tumors. By the time I rolled a condom onto a banana in my high school health class, I knew I wouldn’t be repeating the exercise anytime soon. My parents had told me they waited until marriage to have sex, and judging by the slinky cat costume in my mom’s pajama drawer, their love life hadn’t suffered. My inexperience didn’t stop me from having boyfriends in high school, but my one earnest attempt at fellatio sent my beau into convulsions of laughter rather than throes of ecstasy. (I’d been thinking corn on the cob, not popsicle.) Certainly nobody on the yearbook committee nominated me Dr. Ruth’s protégé. Maybe more like her cat sitter. And that made me perfectly happy. But as I got older, my naïveté kept me from questioning the lopsided culture I cheerfully called my own.


I met my future husband in college, where it never crossed my mind to enroll in a women’s studies class or to join in Take Back the Night marches. It failed to strike me as odd that he got to know my anatomy better than I did. As we signed our marriage license, I took his surname without a second thought. I rather liked that Dan took care of lawn mowing, gutter cleaning, and snow shoveling. I figured he was happy I oversaw flower gardens and everything kitchen-related. (We took turns brushing the cat.) Eventually we had a baby, and that’s when the inequity of traditional gender roles began to sink in for me. You might think years of street harassment and condescension at work would have clued me in, but for a long time those dynamics hid in plain sight, too normal to notice. Yet how come, in a modern marriage of equals, Dan and I never discussed how having kids would affect my career—or how my default child care role as a mother meant becoming a father would not affect his? Now and then I vaguely wondered what my daughter, by virtue of being born female, was in for. Four years later, our second daughter was born. And some time after that, it finally occurred to me to look up the answer to a pesky little question: What is the difference between a vulva and a vagina?


All I can say is that gender equality wasn’t something I’d spent much time thinking about, and the birds and the bees just weren’t my focus. As a youngster I had gotten by, and as a parent, I figured those details would somehow sort themselves out for my kids—perhaps with a nice pamphlet on a day when I planned to be out of town. I never set out to be a champion of the facts of life.


So what sparked my curiosity? How did I become passionate about exploring attitudes toward sexuality and especially the way we teach our kids about this still largely taboo subject?


Looking back now, I can see that the journey began with my first pregnancy. I felt deep in my body that I knew how to carry, give birth to, and nurture a child, and I was surprised how many controlling (and conflicting) messages came my way about how to behave and look while pregnant, how to give birth in the best possible way, and how to be a good parent. Once my daughter was born, trying to be a perfect mother—even by standards I hand-picked myself—made me stressed and miserable. The other parents I knew in our Minneapolis neighborhood—especially the mothers—seemed just as frustrated and overwhelmed. Our babies were fine (if maybe a tad demanding), but we, their caretakers, were barely hanging on.


When Caroline was almost two, Dan’s airline job relocated to the Netherlands, and we moved to the heart of Amsterdam—a city world famous for its openness and tolerance. It was uncanny, but almost as soon as we arrived there, something felt better. As a parent, I felt expected to be human, not superhuman. As a woman, I no longer felt examined and judged—and therefore I soon became newly comfortable in my own skin. I marveled—and sometimes puzzled—at the openness and pragmatism with which Dutch families raised their kids. At first I couldn’t put my finger on why things felt so different. But as I eventually learned, this was simply how it felt to live in one of the world’s most gender-equal societies.


Shortly after we moved back to the United States, this time to our hometown of Seattle, Caroline’s little sister, Libby, was born. No longer angsty about how to take good care of babies, Dan and I now found ourselves worrying about how to raise two happy, healthy daughters as we perceived American gender norms with fresh eyes: pink and blue toy and clothing aisles, early and even earlier sexualization (baby bikinis? “chick magnet” onesies?), and a ubiquitous, withering male gaze. It had always been there—that constant sense of being watched and appraised that every American girl finds a way of living with—but after we’d spent a year and a half without it, the gaze and its wounding power were much more obvious now.


More than anything, I wanted my daughters to grow up without shame. I wanted them to be at home in their bodies and to always speak their needs, desires, and ambitions (except at bedtime, when I just wanted them to go to sleep). I wanted them to always love and be loved in healthy, secure relationships. It turned out that my friends raising sons had analogous concerns as they, too, tried to teach their children to honorably navigate a culture that objectifies bodies, normalizes rape, and rewards a cramped idea of masculinity.


It took time to figure out my next move, but eventually I understood that I needed to relearn how to think about sexuality. I needed to dramatically change my approach when it came to bodies, relationships, and love—urgently, while my children were still young. And once I became aware that raising happy, healthy children would mean acknowledging sex in a whole new way—and might mean dealing in unfamiliar ways with my own uncertainties about intimacy and pleasure—it only took a few conversations with friends to confirm that I wasn’t alone in asking questions at the edge of my comfort zone and hoping to find fresh, modern, and realistic answers. Clearly, it was time to bring the birds and the bees into the twenty-first century.


But how?


I had lived in the Netherlands long enough to notice what my Dutch friends and their children experienced: super-low teen pregnancy, sexually transmitted infection (STI), and abortion rates; more positive, consensual sexual encounters; better parent-teen relationships; and far more respect and cooperation among genders. But now I wanted to grasp how they accomplished all that.


So I decided to take a closer look at what actually goes into raising children to be familiar, comfortable, reverent, and responsible with their bodies—children whose sexual lives are acknowledged, accepted, safe, and not so warped by shame. What had the Dutch been teaching that I was on the verge of leaving out? How, as a parent, could I balance my children’s need for health and safety with their right to freedom and pleasure?


To find out, I embarked on a journey of observation, research, and reporting—all the while trying new things in my own household. I soon learned that Dutch parents ask the very same questions we do when it comes to kids and sex: Must I talk about it? When? How? What should they know? But they come up with markedly different answers: a range of actions and behaviors, often deceptively small, with the power to shape a more just and free society. I discovered how, from babyhood on, Dutch kids are taught by their parents about healthy sexuality as naturally as they’re reminded to eat fresh veggies and look both ways. In Dutch schools, I saw how world-class sexuality education begins with lessons for four-year-olds on body parts, knowing how you feel about being touched (on the arm!), and how to form sound relationships. I discovered the completely unexpected ways in which Dutch adults deal with preschoolers’ normal tendencies to put their hands in their pants and “play doctor” with friends. When I joined Dutch parents gathered in a bookshop to hear experts on dealing with puberty, I expected sex-talk sample scripts. To my surprise, the subject was how to keep parent-child relationships close and lines of communication open. Why? Because body changes and sexuality had always been out in the open, of course.


In these pages I write a good amount about what I have learned from watching and listening to Dutch experts, educators, and families. But this is not a book about them. It’s a book about us: Americans who sense that something’s amiss in our culture’s approach to sexuality—and who suspect that more openness might be part of the solution. This book is written not by an expat waving from afar but by an American parent right here at home who had her own reasons to go looking for solutions to suit the society she knows best. In fact, when my research led me beyond Dutch borders and back to different parts of the United States, I found that plenty of American parents are already doing things the “Dutch” way—but they often keep quiet about going against the norm, which can leave them feeling more alone than they really are.


Allow me to say here that as much as I love giant cheese wheels and bounteous vowels and consummate practicality, I don’t mean to argue that Holland is perfect. For one thing, it’s a great place for tourists to get run over by bikes. Beyond that, though, and more to the point, plenty of Dutch men and women are capable of being sexist, and they often adhere to old-fashioned gender roles. Despite the fact that schools in the Netherlands are required by law to teach about sexual health, including knowing boundaries and respecting diversity, some still don’t. The Netherlands may have been the world’s first nation to legalize same-sex marriage, and the city of Amsterdam may be a top LGBTQ+-friendly place to live and have 180 nationalities, half of whom identify as ethnic minorities, residing more or less peacefully in one place, but like Americans, the Dutch still do—and will probably always—deal with instances of discrimination. Even though the Netherlands perches in fine company at the tippy-top of world racial- and gender-equality charts, my Dutch friends would be the first to say that they’ve still got a long way to go toward full fairness. Dutch people are allergic to pompousness, so if they weren’t embarrassed to hear they’re leading the world in effective sexuality education and egalitarianism, they’d probably be surprised—or skeptical. Still, to me as an outsider, many tantalizing lessons of the Dutch approach stand out. I don’t want to cherry-pick, so in this book I explore social context wherever I can. But it’s my hope that also, sometimes, just knowing there is another way can offer a meaningful beginning.


Some readers may want to know why this book on teaching about sexuality focuses so much on the messages we send to children before they reach puberty. The answer is simple: even for caregivers and educators intent on raising well-rounded, capable children, sexuality is never more neglected than during the crucial foundational years. A child’s early stages of development are the best and easiest times to set a healthy, happy course—with no unlearning required later on. My friend Deb, an early childhood educator and the mother of a high school boy, put it this way: “You can’t learn self-esteem when you’re fifteen. It’s really hard to unlearn shame, even if somebody comes along and tells you that you’re entitled to your sexuality.”


In the end, I came away from my research with an up-to-date, wholly new, and utterly surprising sex education. Certainly fine sexual health, safety, and self-esteem emerge from good sex ed offered early, but so too do respectful relationships, broader opportunities, and gender equality itself. As I searched for a new philosophy, what really caught my interest was the unexpected, the counterintuitive: advice that seemed to fly in the face of conventional wisdom and yet seemed better at the same time. In the end, the exciting part of this journey for me hasn’t so much been amassing handy data about different types of birth control and which comes first, wet dreams or whiskers, although I did learn plenty of things like that. What excited and scared me most—and still thrills me every day—is the challenge of wanting something different for my kids. Not only protection from unintended pregnancy and STIs, not only safety from sexual assault, but also total body autonomy, freedom from shame, an unquestioned right to pleasure, and relationships full of love and respect and intimacy and comfort and delight. In other words, I wanted to learn to accept and stop fearing my children’s sexuality—starting when they were still little. I wanted to see if I could learn to welcome that side of life with them. At least, I wanted to want those things. This is the book in which I try, and these are the lessons I learned in my better-late-than-never sex education: not the fourth-grade film strip, not the high school boyfriends, and not even the intimacy of coupledom and giving birth, but the new notions that I scrambled to gain when my kids needed a message that seemed to be missing.


Often when I tell someone I’m writing about how Americans teach about sexuality, they’ll snort and say, “I think you mean don’t teach.” And they do have a point. Although there have always been exceptions, we all know that a single, awkward birds-and-bees talk with a tongue-tied grown-up is practically an American rite of passage. But that is the past, and this book is about the future. It came about not because I’m a condom-flinging sexpert or an Alfred Kinsey acolyte or even much more adventurous in bed than a beached jellyfish. I wrote it because life handed me a revelation so big, so surprising, and so darn useful that I don’t dare keep it to myself. I hope this book can revolutionize—or at least advance—the ways we think, act, talk, and teach about sexuality in America. Because to my great surprise, that’s what we’re really talking about when we peek in the stroller—or drop off at college—and name those simplest of wishes for the future: health, happiness, security, equality, and love.
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Dreaming


One cold Minneapolis morning when my daughter Caroline was not quite two, I stepped out of the shower to find her sitting on the bath mat. She’d toddled across the hall in striped footie pajamas from her little bed. Her short brown hair stood up at the back, tangled from a busy night’s sleep.


“Hi,” I said.


But she wasn’t looking for small talk. With great seriousness, she pointed up at my crotch.


“Daddy,” she said.


It took me a moment to realize she was drawing a similarity between my (rather free-range) pubic area and a nice hairy man we knew—my husband and her father, Dan, whose bright laugh and helpful soul and wiry black sprinklings always livened up our home. I seized the moment to explain about the body part she had just noticed—what it’s called, what it’s for. I made sure to relate it to her in a way she could understand; then I asked if she wanted to know more.


Just kidding! Nothing of the sort even remotely occurred to me. I only kept smiling and shaking my head in wonder at this funny little squirt of a kid as I toweled off and got on with my day. This parenthood thing—what a trip.


Funny, though, that moment in the bathroom stuck with me. It seemed both momentous—the very first time my child expressed curiosity about a reproductive body part—and totally unexpected: What was this tiny tot doing expressing curiosity about a reproductive body part? Later that day, I laughingly described the anecdote over the phone to my sister, a fifth-grade teacher, who laughed along with me. She also gently hinted that I couldn’t go on just smiling and shaking my head forever. At some point, I would need to turn those moments into conversations.


But as with everything else when it came to raising my first child, I figured I would eventually learn on the fly how to talk about those things—about bodies, about reproduction and sexuality, about self-esteem, relationships, and love. As for body parts, Caroline had several down already—nose, knee, belly button—but we were still dealing with some confusion about neck versus throat, and ankle just made no sense: leg or foot, fine, but ankle, sorry, no, absolutely nothing there. When it came to naming genitals, “bottom” would surely suffice for now. I just had to trust that Dan and I would figure out the rest in time. Given all of the other things we heard young toddlers needed to learn and do—puzzles! playdates! Mozart! baby class! skipping nap! feeding the ducks! jumping off steps! fighting bedtime!—we already had enough to keep up with. A few anatomical terms could certainly wait. Anyway, I had always heard that when it came to explaining things like where babies come from, parents could just wait until kids asked. And naming my mons pubis after a friendly fellow wasn’t exactly asking. Or was it?


I hardly had time to worry about it. Like all of the loving parents we knew in our family-filled neighborhood by Lake Harriet (and well beyond), Dan and I were busy figuring out how to raise our child to be safe, smart, happy, healthy, confident, and loved. We wanted her—particularly as a girl—to have a fair shake in life and to know that every child deserves the same good opportunities. But how to get there?


Dan and I had both inherited from our parents a deep belief in children’s capacity for independence. Over time we gained confidence that when lovingly given good knowledge, even tiny ones can make good choices. This was a good start. But unfortunately, like any parents, we had our blind spots. A big one—and the one this book is about—had to do in the simplest sense with those pesky unspoken body parts. At its most complex, it connected with our desire to raise a child who believed herself worthy of respect, love, and the biggest dreams she could dream. It was going to take living in another country to glimpse that missing piece, moving back to the United States to see why we needed to go beyond old-fashioned birds and bees, and a series of mind-blowing lessons to finally discover the joy of sex ed. Or at least the non-misery of it. Or at least the possibility of something like that.


Not long after Caroline dubbed my groin “Daddy,” our little trio of a family said good-bye to our house in Minneapolis and boarded a plane for the Netherlands, where Dan’s new job would begin. We had a new life to build in Amsterdam, where we would end up staying for the next year and a half.


We’d only had a couple of months to prepare for our move and very little time to ponder what to expect. But I had lived abroad before and traveled enough to know I could count on a honeymoon period followed by intense culture shock. Everything started out according to plan. We flew out of a stiff Midwestern winter and landed in sweet, supple springtime. We wandered the brick streets of our new city as indigo hyacinths and crimson tulips nodded from window boxes in perfect breezes. We learned our first Dutch words ordering fresh-squeezed orange juice for Caroline and milky koffie verkeerd (“wrong coffee” because proper is closer to black)—to go with our apple pannenkoeken. We gazed up at brick steeples piercing the bright blue sky and down into glossy wooden canal boats. We wandered blissfully into hordes of heavy black bikes, charmed by all the dinging bells and unaware they were meant for us. Let op! Out of the way, toeristen! Below our apartment windows on the broad, busy Prinsengracht, sooty gray coots squawked at swan families bossily airing their huge white wings. The swans parted to make way for long, glassed-in sightseeing boats flat enough to slide beneath low arched bridges that twinkled at night. Over and over Dan and I said to each other as we stared out the front windows, or wobbled through the park on our very own heavy black bikes, or just walked, pushing Caroline in her stroller: “Can you believe we live here?”


Our daily peregrinations soon went from car-seat-horror-screaming affairs to pleasant musical ones. Like everyone else in Amsterdam, we pedaled just about everywhere. Perched in a wooden box at the front of my secondhand bakfiets with her hair flying in the sun (or hood cinched in the rain), Caroline no longer fussed and certainly did not strain to escape. Jingle bells, jingle bells, she belted out everywhere we rode that first summer. “The wind gives me tears,” she sweetly sighed on a breezy day. I loved this little firecracker of a girl beyond description. I loved the certainty with which she made up her mind, and the challenge of knowing she would not change it. She ordered for herself in cafés, paid tips to buskers, and fiercely insisted upon using public restrooms on her own. And the imagination behind those sparkling eyes: the dollhouse dramas she brought to life in our living room, the birdlike dances she timed to banjo music, the figures of her grandparents she lovingly crayoned like gangly four-tentacled squid. I treasured the glittering curious eyes that seemed so rarely to close and the tangled squirrel’s nest we loosened from the back of her head each morning. That head: I loved it fiercely, desperately.


But I put no helmet on it.


“We believe helmets will make it more dangerous,” our bike salesman said after refusing to order one for Caroline. “If the people look too safe, the drivers will stop being careful.”


This is where I’m supposed to tell you that the honeymoon ended and a nasty bout of culture shock set in. But in reality, it just didn’t go like that. Certainly, frustrating paradoxes like the helmet problem abounded—although I confess, we easily got used to riding with our heads exposed.


By and large, living in the Netherlands made life easier, not harder. Here, a relaxed but affectionate parenting style was the norm. Instead of hovering over their little climbers and sliders at the playground, Dutch parents opted to sit in the sun reading or chatting with friends, enjoying coffee (okay, or Prosecco and cigarettes). They were quick with hugs but unwilling to overreact to a skinned knee or a bumped nose. Yet they weren’t teaching indifference, I realized after watching for a few months, and my horror shifted to admiration; they were teaching independence. Nobody appeared to think Dan and I were daredevils anymore when we let Caroline ride her scooter ahead to the street corners or climb a jungle gym out of arm’s reach or walk into an ice cream shop to order for herself and pay “the monies” for her own scoop.


In a city as international as Amsterdam, the families we got to know certainly weren’t all Dutch, but most seemed to embrace a typically Dutch mentality when it came to child rearing. Regularity, cleanliness, and plenty of time to play—not too much stress—were the goals of parents there, who wouldn’t necessarily hesitate to leave a napping baby at home to run off to school to pick up a kindergartener. A little older, and kids walked or biked home on their own.


I didn’t know it at the time, but social scientists and researchers, too, were finding things to love about Dutch social life. While we lived there in 2009 and 2010, Dutch children topped the charts as the happiest, healthiest, and best-educated kids on earth. Their parents, too, ranked as the most satisfied and least stressed anywhere. And the Netherlands consistently stood as one of the most gender-equal countries in the world. Living among them, I saw Dutch families thriving in ways that made me want to pay close attention and learn.


After a while, I assumed I had the Dutch secret sussed: these people were thriving on plenty of fresh air, exercise, nourishment, security, and opportunity. Their social safety net was strong. Universal health care, subsidized day care, flexible parental leave, and quality public education were biggies, but direct deposits from the government for things such as baby supplies, family vacations, school materials, and the general expense of raising kids were no small things either. And then there was this thing called gezelligheid, a uniquely Dutch concept of cozy-cute togetherness. Gezellig was an impromptu children’s puppet show in the park, two old sailors cry-laughing over biertjes in a candlelit café, or the sight, when we glanced out the window on our way up to bed, of an open boat full of friends sharing woolen blankets and pouring wine beneath the stars. Biking, walking, talking, laughing, fresh air, flowers, balance, boats, and a bit of booze: I thought I knew the magic recipe, and I resolved to bring it home with me when, after a swift eighteen months, our time in the Netherlands came to an end. But I was still missing a crucial ingredient.


Libby arrived a few months after our return to the United States. It was early April 2011, and yellow Seattle sunlight flooded through the bedroom window. Libby and I reclined in bed, breastfeeding and sleeping. Just outside, the bright, inchworm-green leaves of an apple tree hid robins, raccoons, chickadees, and our neighborhood hummingbird, whose tin-can-telephone babble made a constant sweet comfort. Caroline came and went from the park smelling of wind and bark and clay. Newly glued to both of my daughters, I felt a bodily joy like I had never known.


But at night in the dark, I crashed. In my dreams I saw skydivers with tangled parachutes plummeting to their deaths. I clung to my daughters in the backseat of a van with no brakes, going downhill fast. I watched a jumbo jet take off over the ocean at night only to tilt and groan, a fatally injured colossus, into the ink-black sea. In the mornings my jaw was sore from clenching.


After the first few delicious postpartum days morphed into these surreal and scary nights, I had a new dream. Now I was pedaling quietly through the streets in Amsterdam, sometimes alone and sometimes with my daughters. The streets weren’t real ones I could name, but the bricks, the gables, the bridges, the bike paths, and the canals told me where I was: underway, under my own power, and safe.


It didn’t take a specialist in dream analysis to see: my fear had to do with raising daughters. The images in my dreams were telling me that despite arriving loaded with inherent potential, my children could very well become too hampered to take off, to fly, to soar, and to safely land. It was a pretty heavy metaphor, but I guess that’s what it took to get through to a woman who was still hoping anatomical terms would somehow teach themselves to her preschooler. Now I felt more urgency. How would I teach my children? What knowledge would protect them? Was there any approach that wouldn’t burn up their self-esteem? And why did the answer to my worries seem to reside in a place halfway across the globe?


As I nursed my new baby and tried not to fret, I began reflecting more deeply on what I had seen there. Living in Amsterdam, I had often been entertained by what I considered just a quirk of Dutch openness: a super-pragmatic approach to bodies and sex. In our host city of glowing brick bridges, jingling bike bells, and red-light alleyways, the locals always struck me as remarkably grounded: comfortable in their skin, coolheaded around other genders, libidos simultaneously intact and under control. Catcalling and street harassment were unheard of. As a woman in public, I never felt eyeballed. There was no lack of style in this cosmopolitan city, but compared to American life, a woman’s appearance just didn’t seem to carry so much importance, nor did girls and women seem to aim for a particular beauty standard. Some women wore makeup, and a great many didn’t. Rainbow hair dye and trendy clothes were a shared province of young and old. And no matter where we went in the city, I never saw anybody go nuts about nudity. Little (and not so little) kids played naked in the public wading pool, and we had the occasional glimpse of a neighbor leaning out her window, bare breasts a-swinging, to drop a set of keys to the dog sitter. Regular families lived, worked, and sent children to day care in the red light district, walking to and fro without batting an eye—except to wave hello—at the legally protected, tax-paying, and barely clad workers in the neighborhood windows. Other things started coming back to me, too: fashions, especially for children, were gender-neutral and fluid. Normal body functions were seen as nonthreatening; at-home childbirth was typical. Caroline’s preschool teachers used toilet teaching as an opportunity to send positive messages about body parts, and I heard parents using correct anatomical terms around their kids from babyhood on (but not exclusively—they weren’t stuffy and used informal terms too, so a little boy’s penis was just as likely to be called a piemel, akin to “willy”). I’d quickly recognized that none of the other mothers were running around with a “daddy” in their underpants. Pubic hair was just pubic hair, and kids seemed to know it as well as anyone. Crazy as it sounded, I had even heard that school sex education commenced at age four, and that many Dutch parents allowed their teenagers to have romantic sleepovers at home.


At the time, I had simply watched the families around me, amused and curious, yet not sure what it all added up to. But after I returned to the United States, those memories came back to me with new meaning. Now I wondered if the typical Dutch pragmatism about sex was a critical piece of the bigger picture of wellness and equality I had admired so much. For the first time, I saw commonalities between typical Dutch openness about sex and some of the other traits I had observed in Dutch culture, which were all similarly rooted in respect, tolerance, and an eye to the common good. I had felt those things myself, and they’d changed me. From my first days living in Amsterdam, I had felt physically welcome in a way that was unfamiliar to me as a woman who had grown up in the United States. I felt less concerned about my face, my hair, my clothes, my voice. No matter how I groomed, what I wore, or when I chose to speak, I simply felt acceptable. Day in and day out in my neighborhood as people lived by bike, skirts fluttered up, hair snarled, clothing smudged, and rear ends of every shape and size tipped skyward as their owners bent to untangle chain locks from racks and spokes. But no one stared, and no one snickered. In fact, no one but me seemed to notice at all. Over time, I realized this general acceptance of others, no more complicated than the golden rule, was the reason I felt so very okay in Amsterdam. It was a paradox, but when I felt no gaze, I felt more connected and attuned to the people around me. I relaxed, smiled, talked to strangers. I felt happier, more brightly curious, and vastly more creative. I had no doubt I could do more in the world.


After living in the Netherlands, I had naively expected to waltz back home a happier, freer version of my female self and that the future would be all rainbows and bluebirds and equal opportunity. But in the months after our return as I waited to give birth, Dan and I both experienced our native culture as profoundly more hostile than we’d noticed before. Ads, movies, music, pundits, and politicians relentlessly portrayed American women as sex objects, as inadequate mothers, as unreliable workers, as incompetent decision makers, even as “sluts” who deserved to be raped. Acceptable women, it seemed, were still stereotypes: either irresistible temptresses or old-fashioned household angels who knew their place.


As I noticed American culture peppering girls and women with unrealistic, contradictory demands, I started coming up with questions I hadn’t asked before. Where had I gotten my ideas about gender, sex, and power? Why had I felt integral and confident living in Amsterdam, while at home (even in progressive-leaning Seattle) I felt discouraged, numb, and often voiceless? What and when and how on earth was I supposed to teach my kids about autonomy, freedom, pleasure, and desire? Was it even possible, in my culture, to uncouple bodies from shame?


The cultural lessons I’d learned as a girl about life in a female body hadn’t fully served me, and judging by US data on poverty, male-on-female violence, rape, wage parity, and other signs of gender inequality, those lessons weren’t doing much for my fellow citizens, either. I knew in my heart as well as my nightmares that if I stood aside, my two small daughters would receive the same messages. My friends raising boys had corollary concerns. How could they raise their sons to value everyone equally in a culture with a toxic definition of masculinity? How could they broaden the idea of manhood? I wondered if day by day, with quotidian simplicity, I could teach my children to expect equality. Could I teach them about sexuality in an honest, empowering way?


I knew I needed more than scary dreams and gut feelings to guide me. I had degrees in English and education, but now I wished I could go back to school for gender studies, history, economics. I wanted to become articulate about the deep-down concerns I had often felt but never knew how to explain, and there was no going back to the Netherlands. At least, not yet; we eventually began returning to Holland every other year for extended stays during which the kids attended school. But when Libby was a baby, I started where I could: in my own local bookshops and libraries, trying to discover what I needed to know about sexuality and what hope a stymied mom could have of raising children who foster—and expect—equality of all kinds.


By the time Libby was a year old, I had a house full of gender studies books and a (wishful) ban on Disney princesses. Dan was getting good at screening Monday night football commercials and working on how to explain why cheerleaders wore minimal clothing. The two of us soon shared an obstinate little penchant for gender neutrality. We made a family rule that no wardrobe would exceed 50 percent pink (ha). We tried to say “she” and “her” when we made up stories about squirrels and bees and truck drivers. If I was playing with figurines on the kitchen floor with Caroline, chances were good that a boy bunny was going to try on a tutu and the other bunnies might have to learn a lesson about freedom and acceptance. And if a stuffed kangaroo and a plush snake loved each other very much and wanted to get married, then we were getting out fake cake to celebrate regardless of genus, species, or pronouns.


Certainly some things were clearer to me now. But I had gotten as far as I could in my own backyard, and I was still having nightmares in which my children became birds with clipped wings. I still dreamed of comfortably pedaling a big sturdy bike through antiquated brick streets. I knew that living in Amsterdam had made me happier as a woman than I’d ever felt before. And I knew I wanted that same freedom—a whole uninterrupted, uncomplicated, unrestricted lifetime of it—for my daughters. But what was I supposed to do now? I felt increasingly resolved to do something substantively different. Something much more than avoiding too much pink and buying gender-neutral toys. I yearned to go back to the Netherlands to learn what that something might be.


Finally, in the fall of 2013, when Libby was two and Caroline six, our family returned to our old canal-ringed stomping grounds for an extended visit. We stayed in our former landlord’s apartment, just below the flat we’d once called home. For me, the trip was part nostalgia and part mission. While my own children were still young enough to benefit, I needed to find out what the Dutch and other more gender-equal societies had been teaching that the typical American sexuality education—in households, classrooms, and the broader culture—left out.


One afternoon, Dan and I took the kids to NEMO, Amsterdam’s science museum. Drifting together and apart among scores of other parents and kids, we spent the better part of a day exploring everything from kinetics to DNA. When we finally tumbled outside into the afternoon sunshine—one lucky stroke in an otherwise rain-soaked trip—Dan dug out water bottles and handed them to the kids as they climbed into the boxbike we’d borrowed. Then he turned to me, amazement on his face. “Could you believe that exhibit?” he asked.


“Which exhibit?”


Clearly I’d missed something.


“You need to go back in there,” he said. “It’s a huge display on the middle floor. Tons of pink and neon.” He hopped onto the boxbike.


“Take your time,” he said, humor in his hazel eyes. “See you when you get back.”


A few minutes later I was posing for a selfie next to a long, luminous tube like a giant emergency glow stick mounted on the wall. Inside, gooey strings and globules stretched and swirled in a thick, moon-white mix. It was a little like a lava lamp, but also nothing like a lava lamp, because the liquid was meant to be semen. Fifty-three liters, to be exact: the average amount a man ejaculates in a lifetime. How had I missed this?


With their usual composure, the Dutch families milling around seemed to barely register the sex-and-puberty extravaganza, a permanent feature of the museum. To them, it was apparently no more remarkable than the brain-science display upstairs or the engineering experiments on the mezzanine. But after reading how many orgasms a woman can have in sixty minutes (134) compared to a man (16—oh, well), watching two giggling women arm wrestling with giant tongue puppets in a French-kissing diorama, and taking a computerized quiz that revealed my abysmal “sexual assertiveness” score (the onscreen game-show host actually laughed at me), I was admittedly a bit red in the face. There I stood, a married American mother in her mid-thirties, learning all manner of new sex facts from an exhibit designed for children. Despite all of my recent reading and my resolve to raise my kids with modern-minded openness, I could feel in my burning cheeks that my hang-ups were alive and well, especially when it came to female sexuality. But by a slight margin, my curiosity outweighed my discomfort, and I pressed on.


At the back of the exhibit stood a separate small hall with red velvet curtains and hot-pink neon: The PeepShow. A museum chaperone sized up my intentions and then handed me tokens to play the videos in each of three private viewing booths. On my way in, I noticed a black warning sign:




THE PEEPSHOW CONTAINS INFORMATION ABOUT SEX AND SEXUALITY NOT MEANT FOR YOUNG CHILDREN. WE RECOMMEND ENTRY FOR CHILDREN 12 AND OVER.





Just inside, I perused a glass display case filled with old-fashioned and newfangled birth control methods: cervical caps, sponges, diaphragms, and coils; a cascade of pill packs; animal-shaped condoms including a performing seal and a startled chicken; and a century-old “vaginal irrigator” that looked like a mini Ghostbusters proton pack (and was no doubt equally as useless against sperm).


Finally, I pushed aside the curtains to the video booths. The first film documented Dutch teen perspectives on virginity: different ideas about what that word means and how it feels to identify as one—for a girl in her teens, for example, or a man in his twenties. A second featured video blogger Hank Green breaking down the differences between sex (between the legs), gender (self-identity), sexual orientation (who you want to have sex with), sexual behavior (who you actually have sex with), and gender roles (socially constructed). And the last film was a montage of individual video portraits, from the neck up, of men and women climaxing. With a lot of arching necks, squeezed eyelids, lower-lip biting, and barely audible gasps, the premise was that nothing could be more erotic than a human face in a state of arousal. I couldn’t deny it.


The PeepShow’s final display case held an orgy at a standstill: fourteen pairs of wooden mannequins—the articulated, movable figurines artists use—glued together in various positions from the Kama Sutra. I thought of the warning sign at the entrance—twelve and older, please, for decency’s sake!—and had to laugh. I imagined how quickly an exhibit like Teen Facts, with its accurate body information, bill of sexual rights, acknowledgment of sexual diversity, and even kissing tips (“Don’t bash teeth!”) would leave an American science museum media-bombed and fund-slashed. Seattle’s Pacific Science Center had recently installed a permanent exhibit on human health with a “sneeze wall,” a floor-to-ceiling screen playing slow-motion video of faces going ah-choo while audiences receive a spray of mist. I could only imagine what NEMO might do with technology like that.


A closing announcement came over the loudspeakers, so with my last few minutes I sat down on a pink bench next to a boy of about eight to watch a giant-size cartoon projected on a high wall. The film, which I later dug up online, begins with two animated characters in their underpants, a boy and a girl, walking into separate cells within a time machine of sorts. The doors lock behind them. Throughout the film, a rising bar indicates their age: seven heading for sixteen. I put on headphones to hear the English voice-over.


“There they are. We can see two beautiful specimens—homo sapiens, young people,” declares a fast-talking male narrator with a Dutch accent. “The girl goes first!” At age ten, the little character sprouts breasts—pop! pop! When she gets pubic hair at eleven, changes begin for the boy.


“He sees all kinds of things happening in his underpants… sometimes he also has an erection, just like that,” the announcer says. And then a conspiratorial aside: “If we’re lucky, we can catch a glimpse of that.” And we do indeed: a bulge the little character tries to flatten.


The girl gets her first period—“That can be quite a shock the first time—yes indeed”—while the speaker points out the boy character getting restive. “If things go according to plan, then we’ll get to see real-time his first ejaculation! Yes… yes… what a beauty! And it certainly won’t be the last.”


The kid next to me got bored and wandered off to join his mom, who was reading a display about acne. I turned back to the last few moments of animation. At fourteen, the boy finds itchy stubble on his chin. At fifteen, the girl giggles to find she can make her breasts bounce by bobbing her knees. When both characters hit sixteen, the lights in the machine zap out, the barrier between them disappears, and the two lean together in the dark.


“Great, isn’t it?” the mad scientist asks. “It’s fascinating to watch, every time you see it.”


I was about to pull off the headphones and move on, but something about that last line left me momentarily pinned to my seat. The animation looped back to the beginning. Thinking of my own children as the confused little characters wandering into the cartoon puberty machine certainly did not give me a feeling of fascination. It gave me a feeling of dread. How come Dutch people didn’t seem to feel that way?


By now I knew that Dutch teenagers had fewer problems with alcohol, drugs, unwanted pregnancy, STIs, and risky behaviors than their American peers, and there had to be more to it than fresh air and exercise. Something else deeply significant was going on here that left toddlers, school kids, teenagers, and grownups at ease in their bodies, equitable in their relationships, and ultimately healthier, safer, and more satisfied with life—including the sexuality that is an inextricable part of it.


As families flowed past me toward the exits, I realized I was standing smack in the middle of the key ingredient I had overlooked before when I tried to learn the Dutch recipe for a good life. What I’d missed was the normalization of sex. In other words, Dutch people weren’t so open about bodies just for kicks. They were intentionally aiming for—and achieving—better outcomes. Tourist-trap red-light zones aside, I had seen proof that a place with lifted taboos didn’t have to be a spring-break madhouse. It could also look like Holland: a little green-grass lowland of spinning windmills, fluffy sheep, tulips by the zillion, school sex ed for four-year-olds (it’s true), intimate teen sleepovers under mom and dad’s roof (gulp—also true), and some of the very lowest teen pregnancy and abortion rates in the world.


So did this mean that sex was missing from American culture? That didn’t make much sense. Sex was splashed all over the place in the good old U.S. of A., and we’d proudly brought our trademark titillating mix of the puritanical and the promiscuous to the rest of the planet. But what was missing in my American life—in countless American lives—was an everyday place for conversations about sexuality. When it came to sex, we had Do and Don’t, but almost no hmm—let’s think about that. And definitely very little heartfelt yippee puberty! As I looked around NEMO that afternoon, I realized that if I wanted to raise the truly happy, healthy, independent kids I was envisioning, I couldn’t assume plenty of good food and hugs and running around and bedtime stories were going to get us there. Nor would pushing back against gender stereotypes be enough. I would also need to give sex itself the breathing room to become a mundane, safe, everyday topic as normal as homework or soccer practice or weather.


This meant it was time to say good-bye to the awkward, all-American, old-fashioned fact-blurt about reproduction and protection. Instead of nursing dread about puberty, I needed to start thinking in the wildly different terms of hopes and dreams for my children in their sexual lives. I walked out of the museum and climbed onto my bike. Dodging tourists as I pedaled to meet up with Dan and the kids, I wondered: Could I learn to think like the mad scientist—Great, isn’t it?—watching in wonder, observing with humor, guiding with trust? It was a daunting dream, but probably the answer to my nightmares.
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Dropping the Fig Leaf


During that rainy September return to our old Amsterdam neighborhood, we managed to send Caroline off to first grade at the local public school—a chance for her to catch up on her Dutch, a chance for Dan and me to make new social connections. To that end, the two of us attended fall curriculum night, then tagged along for beers with some parents from Caroline’s class. It was so hot and packed inside Café de Eland, a dingy brown bar across the canal from our apartment, that my glasses fogged up as we ordered biertjes and started introducing ourselves to other parents. Soon we were chatting with Tijn, the father of Lea, a third-grader in Caroline’s mixed-age classroom. Tijn said he traveled frequently to the United States for work, so Dan asked him a favorite question as a conversation starter: What did he find bizarre about American culture?


Without hesitating, Tijn replied with a question of his own: “Do you remember seeing your parents naked?”


The heat of the café had already flushed my face, but I felt myself blush more as I laughed, shucking my down vest. “My mom, but not my dad,” I answered. My mother had comfortably changed clothes in front of all three of us—me, my younger sister, and our little brother. As a child I knew the shape and feel of her body, from kissing her freckled forearms to soaping her back in the tub to irreverently patting her belly or buns. My father was relaxed too; he considered a bath towel or a pair of tighty whities—not exactly a suit of armor—to be decent enough around family.


Tijn’s question, it was clear, pointed to American body shame—adult body shame. As soon as I answered him, I realized I didn’t even know what Dan would say. He’d grown up with convention-bucking parents who could be fairly radical in their thinking. I turned to him, guessing he’d say he’d seen both of his parents naked as he grew up.


“Obviously I saw my dad,” he said, “but I don’t remember ever seeing my mom.”


So I was wrong.


“That’s what I thought,” nodded Tijn, who told us he’d been familiar with his parents’ naked bodies all his life—and he still was. When we asked about his own household, Tijn told us he and his wife made a point of keeping nudity normal around their three children. Certainly he bathed from time to time with his kids. Without a hint of shame, he described his daughter—the one in Caroline’s class—prodding his penis in the shower, “to learn about it,” he said, pausing for a sip of beer as he gauged our reaction. “It’s not like we’re having sex,” he said. “But I think many Americans cannot tell the difference.”


I tried to nod coolly as I stood there sweating. But I wasn’t at all sure I did a very good job telling the difference myself. Or, to be more precise, what I knew didn’t always match up with how I felt. I thought back to a year earlier, when five-year-old Caroline and I had hopped into the tub together for a little pre-bedtime soak. Facing each other, we soaped and chatted and relaxed. At one point, without saying anything, she’d reached toward my chest—not with total conviction, but not tentatively either—and grasped my right breast. She held it like a hamburger, squeezed it delicately, let go, and finally gave it a gentle poke. Then she looked at me with an expression that seemed to ask, Was that okay?


I looked at my breast, at her hand still in midair, and at her curious face. Well, I asked myself, was it or wasn’t it? I was relieved she’d quickly let go, yet I wished I wasn’t. I didn’t want to be bothered by her curiosity, so it bothered me that I felt bothered by it. I wanted to send a positive message about breast and body. My silent discomfort unnerved me: Was it my own body shame I felt, and by reacting with anything other than acceptance, did I risk transferring that shame to her? Baffled as to the message I wanted to send, I said nothing. Instead, I gave a quick reassuring smile. The question in her eyes hung in the air. Since then, it had remained with me, and it had grown bigger.


Trying to unfluster myself with a gulp of beer, I thought about how calmly Tijn must have handled similar moments with his kids so as to keep from abashing them. In order to take those interactions in stride, he had to be unembarrassed and quite comfortable himself. Ever since living in Amsterdam, I had admired the Dutch for their comfort with the human body. In Holland, frank talk about the body began in very early childhood at home, where, from what I could tell, most parents were somewhat like Tijn and his wife: They didn’t hide nakedness from their children, nor did they flinch from discussing parts and their purposes. Could I do more of that? Should I do more of that?


When we met Tijn, Libby was only two, Caroline just six. In our snug Seattle bungalow with a single bathroom to share, we all showered and bathed and dressed in a daily four-human weave of movement, sometimes washing together in a rush, or simply because bathing can be more convivial with company. Every once in a while, with what seemed to be a mix of curiosity and mischief, the kids clapped our bellies, patted our bums, squeezed and poked. Like Tijn, we knew we weren’t doing anything sexually inappropriate with our kids when those things happened. Nevertheless, I wondered if I was doing the right thing to simply allow those moments to transpire without overblowing them by launching into discussions about privacy or “appropriateness” or other foreboding abstractions. I tended to keep my mouth shut in much the same bemused way I had in the bathtub with my inquisitive kindergartener.


That night in the bar, Tijn pointed out that even physical contact without nudity is suspected of being sexual in American social life. It seemed to him that American men “can’t hug other people’s kids to comfort them, even when they’re crying,” for fear of being labeled a pervert or a dirty old man. “But it’s a natural human interaction,” he said. “I think one of the most beautiful things is when a grandfather takes a young child’s hand in the park.”


Ah, the park. I remembered so well from our summers in Amsterdam how warm weather seemed to funnel all bikes into the Vondelpark. By noon, the sun warmed the giant wading pool, which overflowed with families. For two summers in a row, after preschool pickup at one o’clock, Caroline and I regularly met friends and spread our blankets on the field of grass surrounding the circular pool. After the first few afternoons, I almost stopped noticing that many of the children frolicked naked, even well into elementary ages. The dress code broke down approximately into thirds: some kids wore bathing suits, some simply stripped to underwear or diapers, and the rest went buck naked. Sometimes, Caroline joined the other children with her pale bare bottom reflecting patterns in the sun-charged water. Other times, when I managed to plan ahead, her swimsuit came along. Either way, I didn’t hesitate to change her in the open. Parents didn’t seem to think twice before sending their nude children out to play—and even the parents, grandparents, and babysitters resting on picnic blankets stripped to little bathing suits of their own, or they simply hiked up their skirts and shorts to capture more rays. While we expats jockeyed for a place under one of a few shade trees, many Dutch families did the opposite, ending the day with sunburnt shoulders and thighs.


I recalled sitting on our picnic blanket one afternoon, gazing out over the pool and spotting Caroline as she paddled at the water’s edge with a little plastic boat. Around her splashed small bare bodies of every color with tangly hairstyles long and dark and wild and short and blond and curly. As children streaked everywhere, no sex categorization seemed possible without a glance at the groin. They squatted to pee in the grass, sprinkled the trunks of trees, tweaked themselves between the legs. Savages! I grinned delightedly to myself, trying to imagine the same scene in the staid city parks we’d left behind in the United States.


Watching the children swim and play had helped me remember—if not altogether rediscover—a time before shame, a long-gone sensation of absolute belonging in the world. I looked around at the full-grown bodies arrayed in the park, fleetingly certain that we belonged skin-to-grass no less than our children. Perhaps partly as a result of a glass of rosé in the woozy heat, I could see that we had the essentials in common: beating hearts, flowering brains, animal senses.


Everywhere around me, I saw a great deal of connection: parents, siblings, nannies, aunts, uncles, grandparents, and friends playing unselfconsciously with naked children, body to body, skin to skin, catching little ones when they slipped, hugging them if they cried. This was the connection Tijn was talking about. It relied, he insisted, on a lovingly cultivated familiarity with the squashy, curious, everyday wonder of naked human flesh. The result of which was that bodies are neither good nor bad. They just are. This physical habitude, Tijn suggested, allows people to be more relaxed in themselves and comfortably closer to one another.


As we said good-bye to Tijn and made our way out of the steamy bar that night, Dan and I held hands and softly laughed and shook our heads as we crossed the arched brick Berensluis, pausing to watch the reflection of the leaning Westertoren as its bells rang out the hour. It seemed to us that Tijn was right: American culture had confused the body with sexuality, sexuality with eroticism, eroticism with shame, shame with safekeeping. I wasn’t about to advocate for some nutty nudist utopia—I’d never been one for nude beaches myself, even though I did opt to go naked at my neighborhood ladies-only spa. Instead, I simply began to wonder whether nonsexual nudity (that’s what naturists call it) could even be conceivable in modern American culture. If so, could shame give way to more comfort, openness, and connection? Might we do less unwitting harm? Would I discover a better way to respond to my children’s perfectly natural curiosity?


I had seen the Dutch tendency for body positivity even in the simplest picture books. True to life, babies, toddlers, and preschoolers were frequently illustrated naked—between changes of clothes, at bath time, after making mud pies, or just at random. This didn’t only apply to books about bodies. It went for books about kids—so many examples I quickly lost count. Dutch picture books with baby characters often showed mothers nursing, and just as often gave a glimpse of brown in a diaper. Stories with sick characters could show vomit, and injured characters might be depicted in pain and even bloodied before getting better. In books about growing from baby to big kid, a page or two always hit toilet training. Genitals inevitably appeared. In many of the curiously vast number of Dutch books following children through a morning at preschool, potty time is mentioned as part of the routine. In one of my favorite illustrations, after the teacher has asked each preschooler to fetch his or her own little toilet from the cubbies, eight kids sit in a row on their plastic potties, each doing their own thing in the middle of the classroom rug. And then it’s time to wipe, get those pants up, empty the potties, and wash hands. By contrast, the American Library Association (ALA) pointed out in 2017 how European illustrators who want their children’s books released in the United States must appease American publishers by drawing clothes onto illustrated characters who appear nude in European versions of the same books.


Dutch television programs don’t shy away from body functions, either. The first time I turned on an episode of Sesamstraat, the Dutch Sesame Street spin-off, the subject was noses, mucus, and hygiene. Despite a lot of snotting and guffawing, the episode lacked a sense of indignity or naughtiness. And even in Dutch social life, body functions are openly acknowledged in ways that can seem crude to visitors. Within two days of moving to the Netherlands, Dan and I had an appointment at the bank to set up a local checking account. When we arrived, we were greeted by a male banker even though we knew our appointment was with a woman. “My colleague is on the toilet,” he apologized, so we’d need to wait. What a jerk, I thought, assuming she’d be furious if she knew he’d let on. But then our banker appeared. “Sorry!” she said brightly, reaching to shake our hands. “I was on the toilet!”


In 2013, Queen Beatrix abdicated the Dutch throne, and her son Willem-Alexander became king. In her continuing effort to keep her Seattle-based students up to date with Dutch kid culture, Caroline’s Saturday language-school teacher emailed a link to a public television clip introducing children to the new royal family (the king and his wife, Máxima, had three young daughters at the time). The video was a catchy sing-along introducing everyone in the family, then taking pains to emphasize the most important thing: royals put on socks in the morning and poop in the toilet just like everyone else.


On that extended visit to Amsterdam when Caroline was six, she shocked us one day by coming home from school angry that we had sent her without a towel.


“Wait, what for?” I asked.


“For gym. After my shower. I was freezing, and I had to wait until my friend was done with her towel!”


It turned out that in Dutch public schools, quick showers are commonly required after gym class. “Then by the time they’re older, they’re used to it” in terms of both hygiene and normalizing body differences, Sandrine, a lower-elementary teacher, told me. Showering at school was a revelation for Caroline, who disliked the hassle of washing up at home but loved the social experience of the locker room at school.


Communal bathing seemed to work not only for schoolchildren in the Netherlands but also for the wider community. We had often taken Caroline to swim on Sunday mornings at Het Marnix, a public sports and recreation center close to our apartment in Amsterdam. It was a large, clean, modern complex with a vast—and unisex—locker room. This was typical of other public-pool facilities we saw in the Netherlands, offering rows of individual stalls for private changing (as long as changing in the stall next to someone of a different gender was private enough for you). Once in their bathing suits, all genders showered together next to the pool—less redundant when it came to building design, and less complicated for transgender people. At the Marnix, I saw how an all-gender, accessible locker room allows children and adults with disabilities who need support to remain with caregivers or companions regardless of gender differences. The Marnix also had separate communal changing rooms where families or swim teams could change together. There was even a colorful crib with waterproof padding in which a caregiver could corral a baby while changing.


Caroline looked forward to the locker room experience on our subsequent school-abroad trips to Holland—again when she was eight and once more at ten. But her head about popped off when I asked if she’d enjoy showering with her Seattle school friends: “Are you crazy? That would never work!”


The teachers and other professionals I spoke with in the Netherlands lamented that despite some national pride about comfort with nudity, body shame is creeping its insidious way through Dutch society, too. As late as the 1980s, elementary boys and girls up to age twelve showered in mixed-age locker rooms. “I never had a complaint from a parent,” one longtime upper-elementary teacher told me. “Now parents call me, and some of the kids wear bathing suits even though boys and girls now shower separately.”


Other people told me that topless sunbathing on Holland’s beaches has all but ended with the current generation. “Now if a mother goes topless, her kids will tell her to cover up,” the Dutch father of two sons told me, shaking his head. “That doesn’t seem right.”


The showers and sunbathing changes weren’t the only evidence of change. Discussions about the march of body shame, fueled by internet harassment, web shaming, and slut shaming, as well as the everyday double standards parents hold for sons and daughters regarding nudity, have appeared with increasing frequency over the past few years in the Dutch media. But overall, from baby board books to anatomically correct dolls, television programs, preschool songs, and publicly funded royal videos, and even in the modern, gender-segregated version of elementary gym-class showers, the Dutch message was mostly that our human bodies connect us. Now that I was tuned in to this, I wanted to look for places in American culture where we normalize nudity for children’s sake.


The first place I thought of was the public swimming pool—and its locker rooms, specifically. Just as in the Netherlands, I realized, locker rooms could offer a focused place—a petri dish of sorts—to observe our wider cultural attitudes about nudity and to judge whether they’re doing us any good. Already at my own local pool in Seattle, I had noticed something odd. Each time I took the kids to their swimming lessons, my thoughts fixed for a few moments on the sign on the locker-room door:




ATTENTION: CHILDREN SIX (6) YEARS OF AGE AND OLDER MUST USE THE LOCKER ROOM APPROPRIATE TO THEIR GENDER.





It was just a standard plastic placard, but to me it seemed fraught—and not only because our community was just waking up to the concept that gender isn’t always so clear-cut. What baffled me was the number. Who picked six? Why? Certainly many six-year-olds who visit the pool with a caregiver of another gender can shower and dress on their own in a separate locker room, but the sign’s strong wording didn’t carry the sentiment of encouraging independence. I wondered whose comfort the age limit was really about and what risks it was supposed to address. What did such a rule—even the fact of its existence—say about us as a society? Was my culture so busy sexualizing kids that even six-year-olds were somehow considered uncomfortably attractive? Or did we think children that age might themselves commit harmful leering? In particular, what did this rule say about us as adults and the germs of shame we carry and spread?


The everyday assumption that nudity represents eroticism is a profound entanglement sitting deep in the modern American psyche. It’s why women don’t go topless on our beaches (we are not there to have sex). It’s why our wading pools require “appropriate swimming attire” for every age (we can’t have tots attracting sexual attention). It’s the reason Sally Mann’s art photography of her children playing in the buff garners so much intellectual interest and so much scathing criticism (how can we not be appalled by our own minds when we look at kids and think of sex?). It explains why we are so uncertain about letting children, even very young ones, run naked in the yard. We hate to think of their wholesome bodies sexualized under the gaze of neighbors or passersby, so covering them up seems sensible—until we stop to think more about ritual coverings, particularly for girls and women: where concealment is the rule, objectification and gender inequality tend to be the worst.


Monica, a kindergarten teacher and fellow American expatriate parent who raised one toddler in Amsterdam and another after moving back home to Oregon, made a weary plea for advice to the broad mix of Dutch and international expats on the Amsterdam Mamas Facebook group one summer day in 2014. She’d been back in the United States for two years, and her older son was now four. She missed letting him play outside naked the way she had in the wading pools and beaches around Amsterdam. “The longer I live in the US,” she wrote, “the less free I feel to let the kids be nude outside of a house. And I’m certainly more open to it than most parents I know—especially the parents of girls.”


We Americans have had a tough row to hoe when it comes to dealing openly with having physical bodies. Our country was founded with a curious mix of progressive rebellion and puritanical reserve. It’s not news that we still grapple mightily for the balance between notions of decency and the ideal of freedom. So even when I chose not to comment when my first-grade daughter and her second-grade friend stripped to their underpants to play outside in our Seattle yard on a hot day, I still wondered whether I owed the other girl’s mother a text message. And would the message be informative—Gorgeous day! Kids soaking it up in their undies!—or would she want the chance to expressly permit or not permit her daughter to play outside undressed? I think I trust, I finally texted, that you don’t mind our girls doing water play in just underpants? Swim togs are available but they are more excited about nudity. The message back reassured me: Hell no I don’t mind! I want them to be naked as long as they feel comfortable doing so. At gut level, we both knew that our daughters calibrated their comfort against ours—and everyone else’s. Keeping my mouth shut was essential in moments like this.


Meanwhile, that same spring, a four-year-old boy a few hundred miles to the north, in British Columbia, went running through the sprinkler, fully dressed, with his six-year-old brother while their dad washed the car. Afterward, uncomfortable in his sodden clothes, the younger boy undressed in the front yard. Two days later, while their father was out of town on business, a police officer arrived at the door and proceeded to question the children and their mother. An offended neighbor, it turned out, had called police on account of the nudity. There was no fine, but the officer warned the family not to repeat the offense. But what was that offense, exactly?


Caroline ran around outside our Seattle home in her skivvies (sometimes less) throughout her six-year-old spring and summer. By the following year, she still played outdoors in her underwear from time to time, but was more likely to keep an undershirt on or change (inside) into a bathing suit. Did she worry about what others would think if they saw her? Or how she would feel if seen? I wondered at that. I stewed about it. I read and reread that irksome sign at the pool.


I eventually called the aquatic center where I had taken winter lessons as a kid—and where posted rules now require children five and up to use the correct-gender locker room. Competitive team coach Erin Dunn answered the phone, and he was quick to be candid. “Locker-room etiquette is a never-ending issue,” he said. As the father of a five-year-old boy and a two-year-old daughter, he admitted that when he was busy coaching, his son continued to use the women’s locker room with his mother even though he’d technically aged out. The boy was capable of bathing and dressing on his own in the men’s locker room, Dunn said, but the outdated shower buttons were too high and required a strong push. So his own son was a rule breaker in the ladies’ room.


I asked Dunn to imagine a hypothetical meeting in which management and staff sit down to write the locker room rules about gender and nudity. What did he suppose were the risks they wanted to minimize?


He thought for a moment. “Let’s say I had my daughter with me, and she was eight. In the men’s locker room, I think that would be a little bit awkward. And I think it would be a little bit awkward for the people who are in there. What is that?” He made a quick calculation. “Third grade? She’s not a little kid anymore. Kids are pretty smart at that point; they’re pretty aware. They’ve got a long way to go, but they’re not clueless. Maybe if we lived in a way more open society where people were like, ‘I’ll just change my clothes here on the street corner.’ But that’s just not how our society is.”


Dunn was right. That’s not how our society is today, but men, women, and children swam and bathed naked in public from prehistory into the Victorian era. Soon after that, in the United States at least, beachgoers in too-revealing suits could fear “swimsuit arrests.” Since then, we’ve never given up trying to recover full rights to relax in the buff. After bathe-ins and other fleshly protests, American men won the right to go bare-chested in 1936. Postwar, bikinis were a fashion statement that rejected earlier decades’ demands for female modesty. Today, activist groups in some states are still fighting—in both courtrooms and rather provocative protests—for topless freedom for women.


I told Coach Dunn about the Marnix pool locker room in Amsterdam. With private changing stalls and easier shower buttons, American locker rooms could simply be better designed for unisex, all-ages use. But layouts aside, I wondered if there wasn’t more going on with American attitudes toward nakedness. When I first saw the Marnix locker room, I considered that while spas, beaches, and locker rooms in other parts of the world sometimes offer bathers ways to guard against being seen (private changing stalls), no one is entitled to protection from seeing. In other words, if you spot a topless sunbather or a man changing out of a sandy Speedo or your mom stepping out of the tub—examples of safe, well-intentioned, nonsexual nudity—even if you are a child, it’s up to you to turn away from what makes you uncomfortable, not up to others to guess at your preferences or consider your line of sight.


Sifting through arguments about the appropriate age for children in locker rooms at this YMCA or that neighborhood pool, I started to wonder if I had it all backwards: Are adults the ones who feel most vulnerable, most violable? Is the child’s gaze doing us some kind of harm? Then, reading the aquatics guide for the outdoor pool at Peter Kirk Park in Kirkland, Washington, where I occasionally swam outdoors in the summers of my childhood, I found it stated all too plainly: Children 6 and older must use the locker room of their gender so that others are not offended. How had it become so deeply shameful for an adult to be seen by a child? For an older child to be looked upon by a younger one? If humans learn by observing those who go before, then why not when it comes to living in our bodies?


As I searched, the most common complaint I encountered about locker-room rule breakers came from women who felt that children—particularly boys—“stare” at them. I thought about my own experiences as a girl in the women’s locker room at the public pool, feeling quite certain that I did almost nothing but stare at the bodies around me. As an elementary school student, I discovered that my teenage neighbor had pubic hair—lots and lots of it! I noticed that old women’s bodies could look papery and thin, or layered and poured like lava. I watched women with one breast, women with none. I saw that the bodies of children are not the bodies of adults, and I required more than my mother’s sole example to expand my consciousness.


But a Fort Collins blogger wrote in a long 2013 post—one she herself called a rant—that “the women’s locker room is… not a place where we teach anatomy lessons nor is it your home where your kids get to do whatever they want.” A commenter agreed, saying that boys older than the age limit who can’t use the men’s locker room alone should—in all caps—STAY HOME. I pondered this. Why, I wondered, shouldn’t it be the other way around? Shouldn’t adults unwilling to be seen by children stay home instead?
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