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Corinna so that young people could access infor-
mation about sex online, other than porn and Net
Nanny-—when she discovered that she kept hitting
a roadblock when it came to the topic of virginity.

“Omne of the questions that kept coming up was ‘1
did such-and-such. Am I still a virgin?’” Blank told
me in an interview. “They desperately wanted an au-
thoritative answer.”

But she just didn't have one. So Blank decided to
spend some time in Harvard’s medical school li-
brary to find a definitive answer for her young web
browsers,

“I spent about a week looking through every-
thing [ could—medical dictionaries, encyclopedias,
anatomies—1irying to find some sort of diagnostic
standard for virginity,” Blank said.

The problem was, there was no standard. Either
a book wouldn’t mention virginity at all or it
would provide a definition that wasn’t medicai,
but subjective,

“Then it dawned on me—T'm in arguably one of
the best medical libraries in the world, scouring
their stacks, and I'm not finding anything close to a
medical definition for virginity, And T thought,
That’s really weird. Thar’s just flat-out strange”

Blank said she found it odd mostly because
everyone, inchiding doctors, tatks about virginity as
if they know what it is—but no one ever bothers to
mention the truth: “People have been talking au-
thoritatively about virginity for thousands of years,
vet we don't even have a working medical definition
for it!”

Blank now refers to virginity as “the state of hav-
ing not had partnered sex” But if virginity is simply
the first time someone has sex, then what is sex? I
s just heterosexual intercourse, then we'd have to
come to the fairly ridicuious conclusion that all Jes-
bians and gay men are virgins, and that different
kinds of intimacy, like oral sex, mean nothing. And
even using the straight-intercourse model of sexasa
gauge, we'd have to get into the down-and-dirty
conversation of what constitutes penetration.

Since I've become convinced that virginity is a
sham being perpetrated against women, I decided to
turn to other people to see how they “count”™ sex.
Most say it's penetration. Some say it’s oral sex. My
closest friend, Kate, a lesbian, has the best answer to

date (a rule I've followed since she shared it with
me): Tt isn’t sex unless you've had an orgasm. That's
a pleasure-based, non-heteronormative way of |
marking intimacy if I've ever heard one. Of course, .
this way of defining sex isu’t likely to be very popu-
far among the straight-male sect, given that some
would probably end up not counting for many of :
their partners. .

But any way you cut it, virginity is just too sub-
jective to pretend we can define it.

Laura Carpenter, a professor at Vanderbilt Uni-
versity and the author of Virginity Lost: An Intimate
Portrait of First Sexual Experiences, told me that she
wrote her book, she was Joath to even use the word -
“virginity,” lest she propagate the notion that there’s
one concrete definition for it.?

“What is this thing, this social phenomenon? i
think the emphasis put on virginity, particularly for
womer, causes a lot more harm than good,” said
Carpenter.?

This has much to do with the fact that “virgin™ is -
almost always synonymous with “woman.” Virgin
sacrifices, popping cherries, white dresses, supposed
vaginal tightness, you name it. Outside of the occa-
sional reference to the male virgin in the form of a .
goofy movie about horny teenage boys, virginity is
pretty much all about women. Bven the dictionary
definitions of “virgin” cite an “unmarried girl or
womazn” or a “religious woman, esp. a saint.”* No
such definition exists for men or boys, '

It’s this inextricable relationship between sexual -
purity and women—how we're either virgins or not
virgins—that makes the very concept of virginity so
dangerous and so necessary to do away with.

Admittedly, it would be hard to dismiss virginity °
as we know it altogether, considering the meaning it
has in so many peopie’s—especiaily women’s—-1ives. :
When 1 suggest that virginity is a lie told to women,
I don’t aim to discount or make light of how impor- -
tant the current social idea of virginity is for people. -
Culture, religion, and social beliefs influence the role
that virginity and sexuality ply in women’s lives— -,
sometimes very positively. So, to be clear, when [ ar-:
gue for an end to the idea of virginity, it’s because
T believe sexual intimacy should be honored and
respected, but that it shouldn’t be revered at the
expense of women'’s well-being, or seen as such an
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be considered ethical role models. As Feministing.com
commenter electron-Blue noted in response to the
2008 New York Times Magazine article “Students of
Virginity,” on abstinence clubs at Ivy League col-
leges, “There were a WHOLE LOTTA us not having
sex at Harvard . .. but none of us thought that that
was special enough to start a club about it, for pete’s
sake®

But for pleaty of women across the country, it is
special. Staying “pure” and “innocent” is touted as
the greatest thing we can do. However, equating this
inaction with morality not only is problematic be-
cause it contintes fo tie women's ethics to our bodies,
but also is downright insulting because it suggests
that women can't be moral actors. Instead, we're de-
fined by what we don’t do—our ethics are the ethics
of passivity. {This model of ethics fits in perfectly
with how the virginity movement defines the ideal
wornan.)

But it’s not only abstinence education or conser-
vative propaganda that are perpetuating this mes-
sage; you need look no further than pop culture for
stark examples of how young people—especially
young women—are taught to use virginity as an
easy ethical road map.

A 2007 episode of the MTV documentary series
True Life featured celibate youth.” Among the teens
choosing to abstain because of disease concerns and
religious comunitments was nineteen-year-ald
Kristin from WNashville, Tennessee. Kristin had
cheated on her past boviriends, and told the camera
she’d decided to remain celibate until she feels she
can be faithful to her current boyfriend. Clearly,
Kristin’s problem isn’t sex——it’s trust, But instead of
dealing with the actual issues behind her relation-
ship woes, this voung woman was able to circumvent
any real self-analysis by simply claiming to be absti-
nent. So long as she’s chaste, she’s good.

Or consider singer and reality television celebrity
fessica Simpson, who has made her career largely by
playing on the sexy-virgin stereotype. Simpson, the
daughter of a Baptist youth minister, started her
singing career by touring Christian youth festivals
and True Love Waits events. Even when she went
mainstream, she publicly declared her virginity—
stating that her father had given her a promise ring

when she was twelve years old—and spoke of he
intention to wait to have sex until marriage. Mean
while, not sarprisingly, Simpson was being mar.
keted as a major sex symbol—all blond hair, breasts
and giggles. Especially giggies. Simpson’s characte
(and I use the word “character” because it’s hard t
know what was actually her and not a finely hone
image) was sold as the archetypal dumb blond
Thoughtless moments on Newlyweds, the MTVY
show that followed her short-lived marriage t
singer Nick Lachey, became nattonally known soun
bites, such as Simpson’s wondering aloud whether:
tuna was chicken or fish, since the can read “Chicken
of the Sea.” -

Despite Simpson’s public persona as an airhead
(as recently as 2008, she was featured in a Macy’s’
commercial as not understanding how to flick on 4
light switch), women are supposed to want to be her,
not only because she’s beautiful by conventional -
standards, but also because she adheres to the social *
structures that tell women that they exist purely for
men: as a virgin, as a sex symbeol, or, in Simpson’s
case, as both. It doesn’t matter that Simpson reveals
few of her actual thoughts or moral beliefs; it's
enough that she’s “pure,” even if that purity means
she’s a bit of a dolt,

For those women who can’t keep up the front
as well as someone like Simpson, they suffer heaps of
judgment—especially when they fall off the pedesta}
they’re posed upen so perfectly. American pop
culture, especially, has an interesting new trend of
venerating and fetishizing “pure” young women-—
whether they’re celebrities, beauty queens, or just
everyday young woman—simply to bask in their
eventual fall,

And no one embodies the “perfect” young Ameri-
can like beauty queens. They're pretry, overwhelmingly
white, thin, and eager to please. And, of course, pageant
queens are supposed to be pure as pure can be. In fact,
untit 1999, the Miss America pageant had a “purity
rule” the barred divorced women and those who had
obtained abortions from entering the contest—Iest
they sully the competition, I suppose.®

So in 2006, when twe of those “perfect” girls
made the news for being in scandalous photos on
the Internet, supposed promiscuity, or a combina-
tion thereof, Americans were transfixed.
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