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  GOOD SEXUAL CITIZENSHIP—WHAT’S THAT ALL ABOUT?


  There’s no way around it: a lot of folks are having a lot of bad experiences with sex. Maybe they live or work in hostile sexual climates or have survived harassment or sexual assault. Maybe they are victims of misogyny, “toxic” masculinity, stifling gender expectations, or trans- or homophobia. Maybe the sex they are having is consensual but decidedly unsatisfying. Or maybe they just feel like something about their sexual experience is off, but they can’t quite pinpoint what that is.


  To be sure, things are different than they once were. A lot of people feel that gender roles are relaxing, that there is more space for noncishet* experiences, and that we aren’t bound by the sexual conventions and morals of previous generations.


  Nevertheless, in recent years, laws and policies that restrict access to reproductive health care and that roll back recently won LGBTQ+† rights and protections have gained traction. Today’s girls and women continue to be policed for how they dress, act, and experience sex, and today’s boys and men continue to be fed a poisonous stew of messages urging them to hide emotions, pursue women for sex at all costs, and constantly guard against the charge that they might appear in any way feminine. And for trans, nonbinary, and gender-nonconforming folks, well, in a lot of places it can be a struggle just to find a place to pee, let alone to move safely through the world.


  The result is that despite many important legal and social advances, some pretty powerful forces seem intent on turning back the clock. This can be exhausting for those of us who are trying not only to hold on to what we’ve got, but also to move the dial forward. Consequently, while there may be some times when we feel fired up and ready to act, there will also be plenty of others when we might just want to close our eyes to the enormity of the situation around us. Culture can feel too big to challenge, and interpersonal dynamics too, well, personal.


  But one of the first ways to weaken hostile sexual climates is to ask ourselves where we, as individuals, might subconsciously support them in our personal lives. After that, it will be a lot easier to take on the political and social forces that sustain them. Tackling the power of these two components—the personal and the political, if you will—can allow us to strive for something that I like to think of as good sexual citizenship.‡


  In this context, citizenship isn’t about nationality, and it’s not some kind of McCarthy-era ideal of conformity or purity. This is a modern citizenship, which means being honest, inclusive, compassionate, respectful, and responsible. It is one that means being courageous both in our intimate relationships and as people moving through the larger world around us.


  Ultimately, this view of citizenship brings these ideals into the sexual arena and envisions working toward the creation of communities where every member feels safe and respected regardless of their involvement, or lack of personal involvement, in sexual activity. In this vision, people of all gender identities and sexual orientations, of all abilities, ages, and ethnicities, of all races and religions, of all social classes, geographic locations, and national origins are treated as humans deserving of respect. If we believe that freedom is fundamental to human dignity, then how hard is it to allow for freedom in the sexual realm as well?


  At its heart, good sexual citizenship espouses a very basic idea: all sex should be wanted by all parties and enjoyed by all parties. This concept is essentially a simple one. And yet we so often stumble and fall so far from what should be an achievable goal. I mean, why is it that we still blame victims of sexual assaults for the attacks they have suffered? Can it truly be the case that the male orgasm is still frequently the expected end to cross-gender hookups, while the female orgasm is seen as a nice bonus, if that? Are we really still labeling people’s identities based on the kind of sex they do or don’t have? Why on earth are we still questioning if sex is consensual when someone has passed out after a night of drinking? Or whether or not they have the right to change their mind midway through? Or even if they should have the ability to make decisions about their own bodies at all?


  Understanding why these situations are so common and developing strategies for change are the best ways to break the dangerous patterns in which so many of us are stuck. Then we can move toward a place where taking care of ourselves and others sexually is neither complicated nor confusing.


  Good Sexual Citizenship connects important historical events to the current struggles that a lot of people are facing. It challenges the idea that we should be happy with what we’ve got, since when we consider the not-too- distant past, we’ve got so much. It also provides tools to navigate an increasingly complicated swirl of modern messages and lingering stereotypes about what kinds of behaviors are appropriate for whom.


  This book is a guide to examining your own beliefs. It is a plan for action that can help you dismantle the social structures that sustain sexual hostility, like the myths we believe, the media we consume, and the policies we support. And it is map for anyone—educators, parents, everyday people in the world—who has looked around and wondered, in the face of so much sexual trauma and so little guidance, just what they could personally do to help.


  I know that for years, I’d find myself in situations where someone would make an off-putting sexual comment or joke, or say something borderline homophobic or sexist. I’d titter uncomfortably, roll my eyes, maybe mumble, “That’s kind of weird. . .” Or I’d make an excuse to leave. But I often wasn’t sure how to respond beyond that, and then I would feel unsettled and guilty about my inaction. I also know there were plenty of times when I blamed folks—including myself—for predicaments where we should have shown a lot more compassion. Or when I wished I had the language to name what I was seeing or feeling.


  I’ve improved at dealing with situations like that, and I’ve also gotten better about cutting myself some slack when I still don’t quite know what to do—or even when I decide the safest bet is not to do anything. These are things this book can help you with, too. It can also help the people who have made those jokes or crossed those lines understand why their actions were harmful.


  Good Sexual Citizenship opens with Chapter 1: The Bases for Our Biases, which looks at how, despite extraordinary advances, gender disparities continue to color so many sexual interactions, and how people of all genders are negatively impacted as a result. Chapter 2: Standing Up for Sex dives into the demonization of sex and challenges us to divorce sexuality from the lifetime of shame so many people carry. Chapter 3: Consent—(I Promise) It’s Not That Complicated dissects the history of sexual violence and looks at how prevention efforts have evolved, where they have stalled, and what we can do about it. Chapter 4: Little Kids, Big Questions and Chapter 5: The Teen Sex Situation ask anyone who has children, anyone who works with them, or even anyone who just cares about young people to reassess everything we think we know about keeping young people safe and helping them grow up sexually healthy. The last chapter, Chapter 6: Getting to Good Sexual Citizenship, creates a model for sexual citizenship that uses concrete strategies and community engagement as a way to build positive sexual spaces and dismantle hostile ones.


  There is no doubt that my background, as a white, Jewish, Canadian woman who has lived in New York for most of her adult life, shapes the lens through which I operate. What also shapes my lens is my almost two decades spent educating kids, teens, and college students, my role as a parent to three children, and my own experiences as someone who, like so many others, has faced her own fair share of sexual hostility. Ultimately, though, I am a teacher, so that is my main frame of reference in Good Sexual Citizenship. As such, I am so grateful to my students, who have taught me so well, and to the social scientists, historians, psychologists, feminist theorists, sexuality educators, and critical thinkers whose research undergirds my own. In this book, I have tried to build on their foundational work as a way to help us create sexual spaces that are safe, beautiful, and not all that complicated. So, let’s get started. . .


  * The term cishet describes a person who is both cisgender and heterosexual. People are cishet if they are cisgender, meaning they identify with their assigned-at-birth gender, as well as heterosexual, or primarily experience cross-gender attraction.


  † I choose to use the acronym LGBTQ+ instead of a longer acronyms like LGBTQIA or LGBTQQIP2SAA since I believe it simply and clearly identifies important aspects of a diverse group, and with the "+" aims to welcome and recognize the full spectrum of sexual orientations and gender identities. I also use the word queer throughout the book. In many ways I prefer this term to LGBTQ+, since it is widely inclusive and lacks any sense of hierarchy. I do understand that for some people queer retains the sting of an insult. However, I embrace it as a long-standing term of self-identification and one that, as historian George Chauncey explains in his book Gay New York1 has been used in positive ways by the LGBTQ+ community since early in the twentieth century.


  ‡ The term sexual citizenship can have a few different meanings. For example, it has been used to refer to the lack of rights afforded LGBTQ+ individuals and to discuss the sexual rights of youth. I am using it in a different context here, to refer to the responsibilities individuals have to themselves and others in the sexual realm.


  CHAPTER 1
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  THE BASES FOR OUR BIASES


  SET UP BY SEXISM


  The summer after eleventh grade, I left my boyfriend Mike§ at home in Canada and hopped on a plane with forty other kids. We were bound for Three Rivers, Michigan, to spend six weeks doing a leadership training program at a summer camp. One of our roles as budding leaders was to run activities for the younger campers. So once a week we were assigned partners and told to come up with a thought-provoking session.


  At first, most of my activities involved goofy games or baking cookies. But then I was assigned to work with a girl named Lily. Lily wore green Doc Martens, came to Three Rivers armed with a stack of books by authors I had never heard of (William S. Burroughs! Charles Bukowski! Anaïs Nin!), and had a great idea for an activity: we would get the kids to analyze songs to see if they were sexist.


  So we collected a bunch of songs, like Guns N’ Roses’ “Used to Love Her,” the Beastie Boys’ “Girls,” and the Beatles’ “Run for Your Life.” Then we made a mixtape (this was the ’90s, after all), got our assigned campers together, and pressed play. Afterward, we put on the punk band Fugazi’s “Suggestion” (which is possibly still the most pointedly anti–sexual harassment anthem ever) to counter the messages of the previous songs.


  Now, I don’t know if the eight-year-olds we were working with actually got a lot out of our session. But I certainly did.


  Though I had led Lily to believe I was as up on this issue as she was, the idea of listening to music for the message was actually pretty new to me, though it was something that I had been thinking about more and more. Mainly, that was because of a really uncomfortable experience I’d had at a concert the previous spring.


  It was the Public Enemy/Anthrax show. I went with Mike and some of his guy friends. As the bands joined forces to belt out some early version of a rock/rap hybrid, three women came out on stage. They had big hair and were wearing thong bikinis and heels. They didn’t sing or dance or play an instrument. Instead, they strutted around the stage as the bands encouraged the crowd to scream, “Pussy! Pussy! Pussy!”


  I was sixteen, and aside from the models on stage, I felt like the only girl in the place. I didn’t know where to look, and I wasn’t sure what to do with my hands as the fist-pumping crowd around me, boyfriend included, chanted in unison.


  That concert ended any interest I had in rock/rap.


  However, it wasn’t until Lily suggested that we dissect song lyrics that I realized just how prevalent sexism was in music and that it was possible to find bands I liked that didn’t make me uncomfortable. It’s not that I pored over lyric sheets before buying new music after that. But thinking about the issue definitely made me more conscious of what I listened to and which bands I wanted to support.


  That event was one of my first aha moments about the very real role sexism played in my life, and in the lives of all the girls and women around me. But even though I became better and better at identifying the more blatant examples of it, like so many of us, I can still find it hard to get at the heart of what drives a lot of the more insidious, often subtle forms of gender-based discrimination that we find ourselves having to navigate as a culture.


  And boy, do we still have a lot to navigate. At the same time, it can be tricky to unpack the less obvious forces driving gender bias without making people, particularly some men, feel defensive or under attack.


  To a certain extent, I understand that response. I remember as a kid overhearing my mother’s friend fretting about an experience at a women’s rights march that she attended with her ten-year-old son: “He saw a sign that said, ‘Stop raising boys to be rapists’ and immediately asked if that meant he was going to grow up to be one.”


  Thirty years later, it’s not just kids trying to figure this stuff out. There are plenty of men of all ages who still have trouble when they encounter statements that don’t line up with how they see themselves and their place in the world. These might be comments about how men are statistically more likely to perpetuate violence than are other groups. Or references to male privilege. Or even ads that attempt to address men’s roles in issues like bullying and violence and sexual harassment.


  To some people, such statements feel an awful lot like individual indictments, rather than the critiques of culture that were intended. Think about it: if someone criticizes a group you belong to, it’s a natural reaction to feel that person is, by implication, also criticizing you. And on the individual level, feeling defensive about such a criticism might make sense when we acknowledge that just because most violence is committed by men, that doesn’t mean that most men are violent. Or that just because men tend to hold more power than women and gender minorities, practically speaking, most men aren’t all that powerful.


  So while we try to unpack the societal forces that uphold sexism, it can help to remember that condemning a cultural system is not the same as condemning an individual person. There is no question that individuals need to be held accountable for their actions. But we can hold individuals accountable when deserved, while also critiquing a culture that encourages hostile and discriminatory behavior. This chapter looks at how gender-based discrimination and gender bias are at the heart of so much sexual hostility, and it shows how dismantling these forces can help create an overall sexually safer world for everyone who inhabits it.


  
    AREN’T WE JUST WIRED DIFFERENTLY?


    Often-cited research has found different patterns of connectivity within and between the hemispheres of female and male brains.


    As a result, some neuroscientific studies have been interpreted as saying that women are “wired” better for emotional intelligence, social skills, memory, and multitasking, while men are “naturally” better at perception and coordinated movement.


    But even if it sounds like there is some science behind this view, we have to be careful before assuming it is fact.


    Our interpretations of studies, as well as the interpretations by researchers and the media, may be influenced by gender stereotyping.


    Plus, the brain adapts in the same way as a muscle: it gets larger with extra use. This means that it is possible that a woman’s brain may become “wired” for multitasking simply because society expects that of her, and so she uses that part of her brain more often. And social rewiring starts early. Segregating the way children play—giving dolls to girls and cars to boys—could be changing how our brains develop! In other words, these interests might not be “natural” at all.


    As psychologist Cordelia Fine writes in Testosterone Rex: Myths of Sex, Science, and Society,


    Sex isn’t a biological dictator that sends gonadal hormones hurtling through the brain, uniformly masculinizing male brains, monstrously feminizing female brains. Sexual differentiation of the brain turns out to be an untidily interactive process, in which multiple factors—genetic, hormonal, environmental, and epigenetic. . .—all act and interact to affect how sex shapes the entire brain.1


    The bottom line is that we still know remarkably little about how the brain works, so making claims about what is “hardwired” and what is behavior that responds to social conditions is risky, if not misleading. Additionally, such claims can tend to reinforce existing views about gender, many of which are problematic.


    What we can do is continue to follow ongoing brain research with the full awareness that we’re all subject to implicit bias (aka, the unconscious attribution of certain qualities to people based on their membership in a certain group) about gender norms and roles.

  


  IT ALL OVERLAPS


  With all this talk about gender, it probably pays to pause for a minute and be clear about what is typically meant by that term. Though gender is often used interchangeably with the word sex, the two have been defined somewhat differently, at least since the 1970s. Sex is generally understood to be the biological way we categorize people (typically as male, female, and intersex). Gender, on the other hand, refers to the social and psychological ways those designations translate.


  While in reality there are endless possible genders, in a post-colonial society, the vast majority of people grow up in a culture that assumes sex and gender to be binary, and where the prevailing expectation is that they will identify as one of two genders: male or female. These categorizations are usually assigned at birth and are based solely on the appearance of someone’s genitals and/or on their chromosome pattern. People with penises and XY chromosomes are typically assigned a male gender (sometimes called assigned male at birth, or AMAB). Folks with vaginas and XX chromosomes are usually assigned a female gender (sometimes called assigned female at birth, or AFAB). When these birth assignments line up with how a person identifies their own gender, we refer to that person as being cisgender. But when they don’t, that person might identify as transgender, genderfluid, genderqueer, agender, or nonbinary, or two-spirit, for example. And when someone’s physical body doesn’t fit exactly into either the male or female categories (which happens in as many2 as one in fifteen hundred births), they might identify as intersex.


  One challenge in talking about sexual violence is that traditionally most research has been conducted on a male/ female binary. This is something that Safe Passage, a Massachusetts-based anti–domestic violence group, covers in their guide to eliminating interpersonal violence. In the guide, they take on the fact that, while such research can provide valuable information, it can also erase people of other gender identities. This is a major problem. However, if we react to this problem by ignoring the findings of such research, we also lose the ability to disrupt the forces that support so many violent acts.


  Safe Passage suggests a few ways to address this. For one thing, they suggest we work to integrate increasingly available research that covers a larger range of populations into our existing knowledge. For another, we need to accept the paradox of using information gleaned from a binary worldview to help dismantle violence that is often a product of that very system. As they write, “If we ignore the gendered nature of domestic and sexual violence, we would fail to define and understand the problem accurately. . .We would ignore the connection between cultural sexism and men’s violence against women. But if we talk about violence in only [binary] gendered terms, using the inaccurate categories provided to us by social science, we risk erasing the experience of people of other genders, of male survivors, and of those who were harmed by female perpetrators.”3


  In large part, the fact that we are even able to have these conversations at all can be attributed to the foundational work of two African American women: legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw and feminist writer bell hooks. Crenshaw developed the theory of intersectionality back in the late 1980s to describe the overlapping nature of oppression. This theory introduced the idea that many people experience oppression not solely based on one quality, but rather they are marginalized by complex and interwoven factors. For example, the oppression of a queer Black woman cannot simply be seen through the lens of sexism without also understanding the role of homophobia and racism, and other individual factors, as well.


  hooks’s vast canon includes a phenomenon she identified as the imperialist white supremacist capitalist patriarchy. That phrase can sound overwhelming, but it is an important one, since what it describes are the interlocking structures that are the foundation of much of American identity, as well as American political and social makeups.


  The idea of imperialism grew out of the “colonization” of indigenous populations by Europeans. Today we also use this term to refer to a dominant entity that imposes its way of life upon another culture. The concept of white supremacy can conjure up visions of the KKK or avowed Nazis. However, white supremacy is much more than these extremes. It can also explain a system where white people and their institutions are seen as the norm and promoted at the expense of nonwhite people and nonwhite cultures. Capitalism is defined as an economic system of privately owned goods and services where owners are encouraged to compete for economic control, which can relegate those with fewer resources to lower economic strata. Finally, the term patriarchy describes a system where men hold the most power and dominate social and political life.


  hooks’s definition understands these terms as interconnected systems, and not as individual people or groups. So people can’t be “the patriarchy,” but they sure can facilitate, uphold, or perpetuate it. And people who uphold these systems can be of any race, gender, sexual orientation, or class. They can even be a member of a targeted group. Similarly, people who work to dismantle these systems can be from any group, including one that is privileged by this system. There are men, for example, who work against patriarchal systems and women who support them. Some people call this entire system working together the kyriarchy, a term that explains how all structures of power are actually interlocking forces.


  Taken together, these systems can be seen as the backbone for what is often called “toxic masculinity.” This refers to an idea of masculinity that requires men to be strong physically and emotionally and that tells them to be aggressive and stoic at all times. As writer Laurie Penny (who uses both she and they pronouns) explains in their book, Unspeakable Things: Sex, Lies and Revolution, “One of the saddest things about modern society is that it has made us understand masculinity as something toxic and violent, associated with domination, control and savagery, being hungry for power and money and acquisitive, abusive sex.” But masculinity, in and of itself, is not defined by these things.


  Penny also reminds us that while many people like to imagine a “golden age” of masculinity, pointing to any number of icons, from the founding fathers to the strong but silent screen heroes of 1950s cinema, this was more myth than anything. Penny continues, “There have always been men who were too poor, too queer, too sensitive, too disabled, too compassionate or simply too clever to fit in.”4


  As people have begun to try to dismantle the idea of toxic masculinity, there has been increasing alarm over a perceived attack on “traditional masculinity.” In some ways, this is a reactionary outcry by men who fear losing power—even if they never really had power to begin with. But in other ways, there is a real sense of unmooring among some men who worry that everything they have learned about being male is now being called into question. Just think, if you had been raised to think that good, decent men protect women, are providers, and are strong and brave and stoic, it can feel like a real blow to think you’re being told that your concept of being a decent person in the world is no longer valued, and rather is being deemed a threat. But that’s thing: it is not the qualities of human decency that are being attacked. Critiquing “toxic masculinity” is not the same as critiquing masculinity in general, nor is it calling all traits associated with masculinity “toxic.” For some people, this is a hard distinction to make.


  On the flip side, for other folks, it can be hard to defend terms like masculinity or femininity at all. But I think that before we try to abolish them altogether, it is worth considering how redefining a word like masculinity could actually be really positive. Currently, a lot of the traits that our culture values, and then, as a result, rewards, are harsh ones that encourage violence. It doesn’t have to be that way, and it isn’t too hard to imagine valuing other traits that a lot of men already possess.


  In reality, there are so many ways men can and do express positive sides of their gender. I think of my dad solemnly telling me, at age ten, why I should not be calling the school musical gay after I determined it to be overly schmaltzy. Or of my son and his classmates putting on a glamorous fashion show of found objects from a friend’s closet. Or of the role my children’s four uncles play in their lives. Or of my partner coparenting with me following the death of my older kids’ father. Or of my former student coming back to talk to my high school classes about the importance of consent during sex. Sure, people of any gender could have done these things, but when boys and men do them, I also think we have an opportunity to amend our understanding of what it means to be masculine.


  
    SEXISM: WHAT YOU MAY HAVE HEARDAND WHY THAT’S BS


    WHAT YOU MAY HAVE HEARD:


    Sexism is just not a problem like it used to be.


    WHY THAT’S BS:


    When women and girls still have to navigate the wage gap, beauty standards, sexual harassment and rape, double standards, and internet trolls threatening violence at every turn, this is a pretty tough claim to make.
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    WHAT YOU MAY HAVE HEARD:


    Women have the same opportunities as men. Didn’t that happen when they got the ability to vote?


    WHY THAT’S BS:


    Structural inequality, which gives certain groups of people unequal power in relation to other groups, continues to bar women from taking political power, and female candidates still face major hurdles that male candidates do not. Just think: even after the historic gains in the 2018 midterm elections, women still only held a little more than 20 percent of elected positions in the United States.
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    WHAT YOU MAY HAVE HEARD:


    If sexism is still a problem, why are more women currently graduating from college than men?


    WHY THAT’S BS:


    Once they graduate, women still face workplace discrimination. Women only hold 5 percent of Fortune 500 CEO positions, and they are more often funneled into lower-paying professions, like teaching and nursing, than are men. Or they become family practitioners instead of surgeons, or do public interest law instead of corporate—all great options, but all ones that command significantly lower salaries.
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    WHAT YOU MAY HAVE HEARD:


    I know lots of women who: make more money than men, have husbands who stay home with the kids, don’t take any crap. . .etc.


    WHY THAT’S BS:


    The problem with sexism is that it is part of a larger system that holds all women down and hurts people of all genders in the process.


    Everyone can think of examples of women who break the glass ceiling (Angela Merkel! Sheryl Sandberg! Oprah Winfrey!), and men who defy stereotypes by staying home with kids or who have been the victims of sexual harassment. But when these are exceptions rather than the rule, the fact is, sexism is alive and well.

  


  CAN BOYS AND MEN BE VICTIMS OF SEXISM?


  It is pretty clear that much of what we call toxic masculinity is born of a system that views girls and women as inferior to boys and men. The manifestation of this system is typically called sexism, and the views that drive it are sometimes referred to as misogyny. Even though we might not use the term sexism to describe actions that disenfranchise or marginalize boys and men, it is important to understand how they can also be harmed in such environments.


  The threat of being called “too feminine” is often used as a way to control men’s actions. For example, for a lot of boys and men, being called gay (and its far more hostile F-word synonym) remains the most powerful way to keep them in line. And this line is reinforced a thousand times a day in a thousand subtle and not-so-subtle ways. Think about it: in many communities, if a woman tells her friend she looks hot in a new outfit, or if two girls watching a movie play with each other’s hair or share a bed at a sleepover, no one thinks anything of it. Sometimes, if girls or women hook up sexually with each other, it isn’t even seen as a big deal, or as an indication of their sexual orientation.


  Now flip the script. Imagine two male friends snuggling on the couch while they watch TV. Or one guy saying to another, “Wow, that bathing suit is really sexy.” Or kissing at a party one night. It’s not a stretch to say that in plenty of places, these kinds of things would find guys on the receiving end of a slur.


  That isn’t to say nothing has changed in recent years. We now live in a world where a gay teen can come out to his peers by changing his social media status and then can aim to go to an LGBTQ+- friendly college, and if he wants, get legally married and have a family; where transgender celebrities like Laverne Cox are not only household names but are seen as public role models and inspirations; and where Cover Girl can cause great excitement by naming a popular male YouTuber as a spokesperson.


  These are big advances from my experiences in the ’90s, when the fight for gay marriage was in its earliest days, and when the only time trans folks were seen in media was as a punch line (think: Ace Ventura: Pet Detective), or as a talk-show curiosity. And it is a world far different from the one folks grew up in during the 1950s and ’60s, where a boy who carried his books wrong (never hugged to the chest, only tucked under one arm and propped on a hip!), was committing social suicide, and where girls were literally banned from wearing pants to school.


  In light of these changes, young people often get the message that they are living in a world of gender equality and acceptance for the LGBTQ+ community. That is a real positive. So one would have hoped that over the past decade there would have been a lot less gender scrutinizing. But as many of us know, we have a long way to go. Plenty of boys still suffer at the hands of assumptions that keep them on a fairly short leash and that make them police their actions and emotions at every turn. And what does this policing offer protection from? Well, for a long time it was protecting them from being called a sissy. Today, we all know that was just code for something else. But that something else still remains a powerful threat today.


  Much of this has to do with the very real forces of misogyny, homophobia, and misinformation in our society. Many people still hold the mistaken view that lesbians want to be men and gay men want to be women. Since we live in a world that is both patriarchal and homophobic, and that doesn’t understand the difference between sexual orientation (who you are attracted to) and gender (identifying as male, female, trans, or nonbinary, for example), this baffles folks who perceive gay men as wanting to be the lesser gender. This belief justifies homophobia with the rationale that gay men have chosen to be inferior, and so deserve any condemnation they encounter.


  This belief is also why the use of the word gay as a slur is so effective. For heterosexual men and boys, this threat of being perceived as the lesser gender is held over them to make sure they conform to stereotypically masculine ways of behaving. For some men, this constant checking of oneself and others for signs of transgression can result in the feeling that they need to live up to unrealistic expectations of masculinity. This can negatively affect relationships with women, and it can make it hard for a lot of men and boys to form close, intimate, same-gender relationships because they’re wary of the implications of those connections.


  It’s not that girls and women are off the hook. Being mislabeled a lesbian is still an effective tool of controlling women. But girls and women are more commonly kept in line by another set of unwritten rules that police their sexual behaviors and that dangle the threat of sexual violence over their heads at all times. So they are monitored and their actions scrutinized, but just with a slightly different emphasis. (That’s something I’ll cover in much more depth in chapters 2 and 3.)


  The forces of sexism create an environment that can be negative for people of all genders. But why are we so set on monitoring the actions of others in the first place? There are a few reasons. Social psychologists view the need to belong as an intrinsic human motivation. But when we combine this motivation with another common human emotion—namely, insecurity—things can get messy. Many people worry that any action on their part will be questioned and will single them out as being different. In order to deflect attention from what they’re doing and direct it toward someone else, it can be tempting to name-call, almost as a protective measure. This becomes even more severe when the people involved are also working under the premise that difference is scary and change is threatening.


  IT’S NOT ALWAYS OBVIOUS


  Of course, while some of the harms of sexism are obvious, others are much more subtle.


  For example, a few years ago I was teaching my college class. We were talking about sexual assault and the role of alcohol. One of the male students was trying to make the point that sometimes women get drunk as an excuse to hook up, and then they can’t really call it rape if they decide things went further than they wanted.


  A lot of the other students immediately spoke up and challenged this logic. For example, one explained that having sex with a drunk person was illegal. Another pointed out that it was up to the person trying to move things further along to really be sure that the other person was into it. A third added that just because something didn’t fit the “stranger in the alley” rape model, that didn’t mean that an incident wasn’t an assault. All the comments seemed to fall on deaf ears until a last guy said, “Just think about if that happened to your sister.” Finally, the first student began to back down, and you could feel the energy in the room change.


  But I couldn’t let that reasoning sit. So I jumped in. “I appreciate how you’re trying to get a classmate on board. The thing is, no woman should be raped, whether or not she’s related to a man.” All of a sudden the mood changed again, and I knew I was in for another round.


  That “what if it was your sister” rationale is a pretty good example of benevolent sexism. This is a kind of discrimination that is presented in positive ways and often expresses admiration for women or a sense that women need to be protected and cared for, or promotes the idea that women should be celebrated if they have qualities that are traditionally seen as feminine, such as being nurturing, peaceful, or loving.


  Sounds nice, right? Unfortunately, the impact of benevolent sexism is significant. For example, studies have found that in many ways, benevolent sexism is more likely to reinforce women’s acceptance of gender inequality than is overt hostile sexism, which is easier to criticize.5 It has also been shown that the more people are exposed to benevolent sexism, the more likely they are to justify discrimination, and the less likely they are to actively fight against it.6


  And fighting against this type of subtle sexism can be tough because a lot of people are so used to the gender dynamics that underpin it. These dynamics include things like men paying on dates, women staying home with the kids, and people working in fields that are still viewed in gendered terms, like nursing or construction. Plus, since so much benevolent sexism seems complimentary, pointing out how it is harmful can feel petty. For example, many of us are familiar with the idea that women are just kinder and gentler. That sounds like a good thing, but the result is that women who are outspoken or who are more confrontational are often judged in a particularly harsh light.


  Similarly, when we accept a premise like one that says women are more natural parents or are better caregivers, women who don’t adopt those roles are seen as betraying their gender, and men who do adopt those roles are either looked at with suspicion or lauded as examples of exemplary behavior for something that women are simply expected to do. As another example, think about someone who was raised to believe that “good girls say no.” What does that make a woman who says yes to sex? Even if she is your partner? What does that say about you, if you are the women now saying yes? Even in the context of a socially sanctioned marriage, this message can result in a lot of baggage.


  If you wonder how benevolent sexism might play out in your life, ask yourself if you agree with any of these statements:


  [image: image]  Women are naturally sensitive and nurturing.


  [image: image]  Men are naturally less emotional.


  [image: image]  It’s a little weird for men to ask women for help with a physical task.


  [image: image]  Women are simply better parents than men.


  [image: image]  Women are more peaceful.


  [image: image]  Men are more aggressive. It’s probably all the testosterone.


  [image: image]  It’s a man’s role to take care of and protect women.


  [image: image]  It’s just polite for men to open doors for women or offer them a seat.


  [image: image]  It’s a sign of respect if men initiate dates, make the first move, or pay for food and drinks in cross-gender relationships. Plus, how else would you know they were interested in more than just being friends?


  I know that I can buy into some of these views and that some, like expecting a guy to pay on a first date, are pretty hard for a lot of people to give up! But I also know that it is always worth examining our assumptions and asking if our behaviors are motivated by being kind, helpful, or generous, or if they are motivated by a gendered sense of how we think the world should operate.


  
    WHAT YOU CAN DO TO FIGHT SEXUALLYHOSTILE CLIMATES


    Consider your responses:


    [image: image]  Don’t excuse sexist behavior as being natural, or normal, or “just the way things are.”


    [image: image]  Don’t tolerate sexist jokes or comments. Address them, or leave when you hear them.


    [image: image]  If you have or work with kids, don’t blame them for provoking harassment. Stand up for them and be the adult voice they need to fight for change.


    [image: image]  Same thing for anyone in your life. Give the person telling you about their experience the benefit of the doubt. If that isn’t your first instinct, ask yourself why you’d assume a potential harasser has more credibility than someone who felt you were close enough to them to be a confidant.


    [image: image]  Stand up for other people when you see them being harassed. This will help change your community’s atmosphere and make harassment and hostile behavior seem less acceptable.


    Be aware of your options:


    [image: image]  Telling someone to stop bothering you may be all it takes. Sometimes people don’t realize that their behavior is unwanted.


    [image: image]  If you do decide to confront a harasser, bring a friend (or, if you are a teen, bring an adult) along to back you up and to be a witness.


    [image: image]  Text or email the harasser and keep a copy for yourself and tell them to stop. (Keep in mind the harasser might show this to other people.)


    [image: image]  If confronting a harasser doesn’t work, or if you don’t feel comfortable doing so, figure out if there is someone higher up in the chain of command whom you can loop in (say, school officials or employers).


    [image: image]  Keep a record of everything that happens. This doesn’t mean you have to secretly record every comment you hear, but jot down when and where things occur.


    [image: image]  Be aware you have the legal right to complain to your school, college, or employer anonymously.


    [image: image]  When necessary, take legal action. This is obviously a huge step and will require getting other supportive folks involved. But if you are subject to a persistent hostile environment, it might be what you choose to do.


    Address your larger communities:


    [image: image]  Find out what your campus, school, or employer’s policy on harassment is. If there isn’t a policy about harassment or sex discrimination, ask for one to be created.


    [image: image]  Advocate for your school or workplace to implement a program on sexual harassment, consent, and sexual assault that goes beyond a twenty-year-old movie where a boss pinches his secretary’s butt.


    [image: image]  Reach out to folks of all genders and sexual orientations in your advocacy work.


    [image: image]  If you are connected to a school or college, run a peer training, or have other students, educate your community, since research shows that some of the most effective education comes from people you can relate to.

  


  THE IMPACT OF THE STANDARD SEX MESSAGE


  One of the places where gendered views are often the most deeply entrenched is in regard to sex, and like many people, I first started getting messages about this subject at home. I remember an early conversation with my mom, when I was maybe seven or eight, after a girl from my school was molested by her neighbor. “Do you know what sex is?” my mom had asked.


  “Um, yeah?” I’d told her.


  I mean, I knew that when I had asked my dad if a woman could get pregnant in jail, I got some confusing information about eggs and sperm. I also knew about the word humping, which my friend Tanya had explained in hushed tones meant when a boy lay on top of a girl and pushed his penis between her legs. And I knew what was inside the covers of the Playboy magazines my friend Jill’s dad kept in their basement. All that was sex.


  But this was the first time my mom had broached the subject with me, and what I was about to add to my roster of sex knowledge was the fact that sex was also something grown men could do to children, and that this was a very, very bad thing from which a girl might never recover. Ostensibly, the conversation was supposed to give me warnings and rules designed to keep me safe. Yet far from being empowering, my mom’s message was terrifying.


  It was also regularly reinforced at every turn: by the outdated reel-to-reel stranger-danger films shown to the girls, but not to the boys, in my fourth-grade class; by a complicated formula of whom to go to for help in public spaces (first police, then women with children in tow, followed by women without kids); by suggestions about whom to avoid sitting next to on the bus (men, basically in any way, shape, or form); and by the rules that my parents had for me, but not for my brothers, about coming home after dark.


  Of course, I wasn’t only getting messages about avoiding rape at this age. I was also learning what sex was supposed to look like and what was considered sexy. Those messages could be subtle, dribbled out in the comments of classmates about who was or wasn’t hot, or via the media’s endless and interchangeable barrage of skinny, pretty, big-boobed white girls. And they could be overt, like the first porn video I ever saw, shown to me at thirteen by the adult tenant who lived in my friend’s basement suite, who’d asked if we wanted to watch a movie. The movie, it turned out, was of the triple-X variety, and I sat in frozen shock as he gave a running commentary: “Yeah, this one’s got a great ass. This girl’s not as hot. Her boobs are too small. This one’s okay—she’s better at blow jobs.”


  The messages also came from the girls I wanted to befriend and who teased me for being a virgin until I wasn’t one anymore. They came from the books I read, the TV I watched (oh, what I learned from Married With Children), and from the fashion magazines whose tips I alternately mocked and devoured.


  However, in the grand scheme of things, I was spared a lot of the worst messaging.


  I didn’t have abstinence education that taught us that a girl’s virginity was to be prized above all else, and that those who could not claim this title were tarnished.


  I wasn’t part of a religious institution that told me I was going to hell for being queer.


  I didn’t live with parents who celebrated my brothers’ sexual conquests while punishing any expression on my part.


  I also wasn’t getting the same messages as a lot of the boys around me. I might have been learning that I should avoid getting raped while still looking attractive to men. But as I later discovered, boys were learning that sex with a girl was an initiation and the ultimate display of heterosexual masculinity.


  In many ways, the environment I grew up in was really different one than the world today’s teens are navigating. I feel relieved that when I tell my students about the stuff that passed as normal when I was in high school (like clear incidents of rape or harassment that we never labeled, blatantly homophobic comments made by teachers, or the fact that not a single person was out in my high school), they seem surprised. That surprise is a good reminder that there has been progress. This can be easy to forget, since the fact that we are openly talking about these issues so much more today can make it seem like we are living in a more dangerous time than ever. That isn’t the case, and this is important to keep in perspective.


  However, we’re talking about these issues more frequently today precisely because there are still deeply problematic prevailing cultural messages that Americans get about sex. These messages tend to be contradictory, confusing, and reinforced at every turn. One of the most enduring for women is that their worth as people is directly correlated to how sexually desirable men find them. Another common one is related to the importance of women’s sexual purity and chastity. So, unless it is in a very limited setting (at the extreme, solely in a cishet marriage), these combined messages boil down to look sexy but don’t have sex.


  In some ways, this is less confusing than the messages that boys and men hear from day one. A lot of men grow up hearing that they should never hit a girl and that they should protect women. Though these views are forms of benevolent sexism, since they default to the notion that men are strong and women weak, they are also in direct contradiction to another set of messages many boys hear: that sex is something they are owed and need to pursue at all costs, and that any girl who resists is either frigid, playing hard to get, or a lesbian. This can translate into: Never take no for an answer. Oh, not interested? What are you, a wimp? Gay? Boys and men are then generally left to sort out which messages to listen to on their own.
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