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Norms that define women as essentially sexually passive were challenged as Sex and the City
hit television screens. However, did that television program actually change the way the expres-
sion of sexuality is used to enforce gender inequality? This article would suggest that although
things have changed, sexuality is still gendered. In this reading, Laura Hamilton and Elizabeth
A. Armstrong report their findings from a 4-year ethnographic and interview study of women at
a midwestern university. The study began in 2004, when the authors, along with seven othef
researchers, “occupied” a room on a dormitory floor in what students identified as a “party

dorm.” In addition to observing and hanging out with the women, they also conducted inter-

views with 41 of the 53 women who lived on this floor during the first year. This particular papef
summarizes the women'’s reports about hooking up and relationships and how both change

over the course of their study. Their focus on social interaction is particularly valuable in under-
standing how gender is understood and enforced within the inner circles of Berger's concentfic
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rings of social control, by ourselves and those closest {0 us, as described in the introduction to
this chapter. In addition, the authors provide an intersectional analysis, examining how interac-
tion and meaning of these college relationships varies across social class for the young women
they studied. Their findings help us think about how gender continues 1o influence the expres-
sion of sexuality in a world where permanent relationships are delayed and “sex” is the theme
for young women as well as men. They also help us understand that gender enforcement, while
not consistent, is patterned within intersections of different prisms, such as gender and social
class in this piece.
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1. How do the women in this study describe “hooking up,” and what factors influence
their orientation to this expression of sexuality?

s: Roxbury. 2. How did gender influence the expression of sexuality differently for women from different
ionship between tape social classes in this study?

‘he social construction

-782, o 3. Do you think heterosexuality will be less important in the future in enforcing gender
on and off the “pitch™ difference and inequality than it has been in the past? Why or why not?
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GENDERED SEXUALITY IN YOUNG ADULTHOOD

Double Binds and Flawed Options

Laura Hamilton and Elizabeth A. Armstrong
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students agree that “a hook up is anything ‘rang-
ing from kissing to having sex,” and that it takes
place outside the context of commitment.” Others
have similarly found that Aooking up refers to a
broad range of sexual activity and that this ambi-
guity is part of the appeal of the term (Bogle
2008). Hookups differ from dates in that indi-
viduals typically do not plan to do something
together prior to sexual activity. Rather, two
people hanging out at a party, bar, or place of
regidence will begin talking, flirting, and/or danc-
ing. Typically, they-have been drinking. At some
point, they move toa more private location,
where sexual aétivity occurs (England, Shafer,
and Fogarty 2007). While strangers sometimes
hook up, more often hookups eccur among those
who know each other at least slightly (Manning,
Giordano, and Longmore 2006).

England has surveyed more than 14,000
students from 19 universities and colleges
about their hookup, dating, and relationship
experiences. Her Online College Social Life
Survey (OCSLS) asks students to report on
their recent hookups using “whatever defini-
tion of a hookup you and your friends use.”
Seventy-two percent of both men and women
participating in the OCSLS reported at least
one hookup by their senior vear in college. Of
these, roughly 40 percent engaged in three or
fewer hookups, 40 percent between four and
nine hookups, and 20 percent 10 or more hook-
ups. Only about one-third engaged in intercourse
in their most recent hookups, although--—among
the 80 percent of students who had intercourse
by the end of college—67 percent had done so
outside of a relationship.

Ongoing sexual relationships without commit-
ment were common and were labeled “repeat,”
“regular,” or “continuing” hookups and sometimes
“friends with benefits” (Armstrong, England, and
Fogarty 2009; Bogle 2008; Glenn and Marquardt
2001). Omgoing hookups sometimes became
committed refationships and vice versa; generally,
the distinction revolved around the level of exclu-
sivity and a willingness to refer to each other as
“oirlfriend/boyfriend” {(Armstrong, England, and
Fogarty 2009). Thus, hooking up does not imply
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the significance of -
ity. Some scholars
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éﬁidénts’ position ir

interest in a relationship, but it does not preclug
such interest. Relationships are also commi
among students. By their senior year, 69 percent
of heterosexual students had been in a college
relationship of at least six months.

To date, however, scholars have paid mofe
attention to women’s experiences with hooking
up than relationships and focused primarily ¢
ways that hookups may be less enjoyable for
women than for men. Glenn and Marquaidt
(2001, 20) indicate that “hooking up is an activ-
ity that women sometimes find rewarding bat
more often find confusing, hurtful, and awk-
ward.” Others similarly suggest that more
women than men find hooking up to be a fegd-
tive experience (Bogle 2008, 173; Owen et 4l.
2008) and focus on ways that hookups may be
harmful to women (Eshbaugh and Gute 2008
Grello, Welsh, and Harper 2006). .

This work assumes distinct and durable gen-
der differences at the individual level. Authors
draw, if implicitly, from evolutionary psychology,
socialization, and psychoanalytic approaches
to gender—depicting women as more relatiot
ally oriented and men as more sexnally adventuz-
ous (see Wharton 2005 for a review). For
example, despite only asking about hookup
experiences, Bogle (2008, 173) describes a “battle
of the sexes” in which women want hookups |
“evolve into some semblance of a relationship;”
while men prefer to “hook up with no strings
attached” (also see Glenn and Marquardt 2001;
Stepp 2007).

The battle of the sexes view implies that ‘Ell.df
women could simply extract commitment from
men rather than participating in hookups, ge'ﬂdl?T
inequalities in college sexuality would be allevi-
ated. Yet this research—which often fails 1o
examine relationships—ignores the possibility
that women might be the losers in both hookups
and relationships. Research suggests that yourg
heterosexual women often suffer the most darm-
age from those with whom they are most intl-
mate: Physical battery, emotional abuse, sexudl
assault, and stalking occur at high rates in you_ﬂ};
ful heterosexual relationships (Campbell et alﬁ_
2007; Dunn 1999). This suggests that gendel
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inequality in college sexuality is systemic,
existing across social forms.

Current research also tends to see hooking up
as solely about gender, without fully considering
the sigmficance of other dimensions of inequal-
ity. Some scholars highlight the importance of
the college environment and traditional college

students’ position in the life course {Bogle 2008;

Glenn and Marguardt 2001). However, college
jg treated primarily as a context for individual
sexual behavior rather than as a key location for
¢lass reproduction. Analyzing the role of social
class in sex and relationships may help to illumi-
nate the appeal of hookups for both college

women and men.

Gender Beliefs and Social Interaction

Contemporary gender theory provides us with
resources to think about gender inequality in col-
lege sexuality differently. Gender scholars have

_ developed and refined the notion of gender as a

social structure reproduced at multiple levels of
Society: Gender is embedded not only in indi-
vidual selves but also in interaction and organi-
zational arrangements (Connell 1987; Glenn
1999; Risman 2004). This paper focuses on the
interactional level, attending to the power of
public gender beliefs in organizing college sexual
#nd romantic relations.

Drawing on Sewell’s (1992) theory of struc-
tore, Ridgeway and Correll (2004, 511) define
gender beliefs as the “cultural rules or instruc-

tions for enacting the social structure of differ- -

ence and inequality that we understand to be
gender.” By believing in gender differences,
individuals “see” them in interaction and hold
others accountable to this perception. Thus, even
if individuals do not internalize gender beliefs,
they must still confront them (Ridgeway 2009).

Ridgeway and coauthors (Ridgeway 2000;
Ridgeway and Correll 2004) assert that interac-
tion is particularly important to the reproduction
of gender inequality because of how frequently
men and women interact. They focus on the
workplace but suggest that gendered interaction

. 10 private life may be intensifying in importance
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as beliefs about gender difference in workplace
competency diminish (Correll, Benard, and Paik
2007, Ridgeway 2000; Ridgeway and Correll
2004}. We extend their insights to sexual interac-
tion, as it is in sexnality and reproduction that
men and women are believed to be most differ-
ent. The significance of gender beliefs in sexual
interaction may be magnified earlier in the life
course, given the amount of time spent in inter-
action with peers and the greater malleability of
selves (Eder, Evapns, and Parker 1995). Conse-
quently, the university provides an ideal site for
this investigation.

The notion that men and women have distinct
sexual interests and needs generates a powerful
set of public gender beliefs about women’s sexu-
ality. A belief about what women should not
do underlies a sexual double standard: While
men are expected to desire and pursue sexual
opportunities regardless of coatext, women are
expected to avoid casual sex—having sex only
when in relationships and in love (Crawford and
Popp 2003; Risman and Schwartz 2002). Much
research on the sexuality of young men focuses
on male endorsement of this belief and its conse-
quences (e.g., Bogle 2008; Kimmel 2008; Martin
and Hurmer 1989). There is an accompanying
and equally powerful belief that normal women
should always want love, romance, relationships,
and marriage—what we refer to as the relational
imperative (also see Holland and Eisenhart 1950;
Martin 1996; Simon, Eder, and Evans 1992). We
argue that these twin beliefs are implicated in the
(re}production of gender meqﬁ lity in college
sexuality and are at the heart offwomen’s sexual
dilemmas with both hookiipsnd relationships.

An Intersectional Approach

Gender theory has also moved toward an
intersectional approach (Collins 1990; Glenn
1999). Most of this work focuses on the lived
experiences of marginalized individuals who are
situated at the intersection of several systems of
oppression (McCall 2005). More recently, schol-
ars have begun to theorize the ways in which
gystems of inequality are themselves linked



(Beisel and Kay 2004; Glenn 1999; McCall
2003). Beisel and Kay (2004) apply Sewell’s
(1992) theory of structure to intersectionality,
arguing that structures intersect when they share
resources or guidelines for action (of which gen-
der beliefs would be one example). Using a
similar logic, we argue that gender and class
intersect in the sexual arena, as these structures
both rely on beliefs about how and with whom
individuals should be intimate.

Like gender, class structures beliefs about
appropriate sexual*ang romantic conduct. Privi-
leged young Ameyicans; both men and women, are
now expected te"defer family formation until the
mid-twenties or even early-thirties to focus on
education and career investment—what we call
the self-development imperative (Arnett 2004;
Rosenfeld 2007). This imperative makes commit-
ted relationships less feasible as the sole contexts
for premarital sexuality. Like marriage, relation-
ships can be “greedy,” siphoning time and energy
away from self-development (Gerstel and Sarkisian
2006; Glenn and Marquardt 2001). In contrast,
hookups offer sexual pleasure without derailing
investment in human capital and are increasingly
viewed as part of life-stage appropriate sexual
experimentation. Self-protection—both physical
and emotional—is central to this logic, suggesting
the rise of a strategic approach to sex and relation-
ships (Brooks 2002; Illouz 2005). This approach is
reflected in the development of erotic market-
places offering short-term sexual partners, particu-
larty on college campuses (Collins 2004).

In this case, gender and class behavioral rules
are in conflict. Gender beliefs suggest that young
women should avoid nonromantic sex and, if pos-
sible, be in a committed relationship. Class beliefs
suggest that women should delay relationships
while pursuing educational goals. Hookups are
often less threatening to self-development projects,
offering sexual activity in a way that better meshes
with the demands of college. We sec this as a case
wherein structures intersect, but in a contradictory
way (Friedland and Alford 1991; Martin 2004;
Sewell 1992). This structural contradiction has expe-
riential consequences: Privileged women find them-
selves caught between contradictory expectations,
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THE POWER OF (GENDER BELIEFS

The “Slut” Stigma

25}

‘Women did not find hookups to be unpigblem
atic. They complained about a pervasive sex
double standard. As one explained, “Guys c:
bave sex with all the girls and it makes them mo
of a man, but if a girl does then all of a Sudds
she’s a ho, and she’s not as quality of a perso
(10-1, emphasis added). Another comiplai
“Guys, they can go around and have sex'with
number of girls and they’re not called anythm,
(6-1). Women noted that it was “easy to get
reputation™ (1 1-1) from “hooking up with-a b
of different guys” (8-1) or “being wild and drink
ing too much” (14-3). Their experiencés 0f bein
judged were often painful; one wornan ‘folg
about being called a “slut” two years after th
incident because it was so humiliating (42-3)

Fear of stigma constrained women’s s¢
behavior and perhaps even shaped theit pr
ences. For example, several indicated that th
probably would “make out with more Zys”
did not because “I don’t want to be a sluf’: (272
Others wanted to have intercourse on hoogups"b
instead waited until they had boyfriends. A cou
hid their sexual activity until the lizison was “0f
cial.” One said, “I would not spend the night
[at the fratemity] because that does not look go0
but now everyone knows we’re bOYﬁ'le“dfg g
friend, so it’s like my home now” (15-1):An0
woman, who initially seemed to have a deep
sion to hooking up, explained, “I would fathe
a virgin for as much as 1 can than go out 4%
God knows who.” She later revealed 2 2
social stigma, noting that when womefi €0£25
nonromantic sex, they “get a bad repu,t’atl_f?
kow that [ woulda’t want that reputation” (1
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Gender beliefs were also at the root of
women’s other chief complaint about hookups—
thﬁ disrespect of women in the hookup scene.
The notion that hooking up is okay for men but

not for women was embedded in the organiza-

tion of the Greek system, where most parties
occurred: Sorority rules prohibited hosting par-
ties or overnight male visitors, reflecting notions
shout propet feminine behavior. In contrast,
fraternities collected social fees to pay for alco-
hol and viewed hosting parties as a central
activity. This disparity gave fratemity men
almost complete control over the most desir-
able parties on campus—particularly for the
anderage crowd (Boswell and Spade 1996;
Martin and Hummer 1989).

Women reported that fratemity men dictated
party transportation, the admittance of guests,

en confront a fore;
ter college.,

BELIEFS

ut a pervasive sex
explained, “Guys ¢

party themes such as “CEO and secretary ho,”
it was “easy?io get the flow of alcohol, and the movement of guests
yoking up with a buns within the party (Armstrong, Hamilton, and
“heing wild: anddrmk Sweeney 2006). Women often indicated that

they engaged in strategies such as “travel]ing]
in hordes” (21-1) and not “tak[ing] a drink if
1 don’t know where it came from” (15-1) to feel
safer at fraternity parties. Even when open to
hooking up, women were not comfortable doing
s if they sensed that men were trying to under-
mine their contrel of sexual activity (e.g., by
pushing them to drink too heavily, barring their
exit from private rooms, or refusing them rides
home). Women typically opted not to return to
party venues they perceived as unsafe. As one
noted, “I wouldn’t go to [that house] because 1
heard they do bad things to girls” (14-1). Even
those interested in the erotic competition of
party scenes tired of it as they realized that the
game was rigged.

. The sexual double standard also justified the
negative treatment of women in the party scene—
regardless of whether they chose to hook up.
Womnen explained that men at parties showed a
lack of respect for their feelings or interests—
treating them solely as “sex objects”™ (32-1). This
distegard extended to hookups. Ome told us,
“The guy gets off and then it’s done and that’s all
he cares about” (12-4). Another complained of
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her efforts to get a recent hookup to call: “That
wasn’t me implying 1 wanted a relationship—
that was me implying T wanted respect” {42-2).
In her view, casual sex did not mean forgoing
all interactional niceties. A third explained, “If
you're talking to a boy, you're either going to get
into this huge relationship or you are nothing to
them™ (24-3). This either-or situation often frus-
trated women who wanted men to treat them
well regardless of the level of commitment.

'The Relationship Imperative

Women also encountered problematic gender
beliefs about men’s and women’s different lev-
els of interest in relationships. As one noted,
women fight the “dumb girl idea™—the notion
“that every girl wants a boy to sweep her off her
feet and fall in love” (42-2). The expectation
that women should want to be in relationships
was so pervasive that many found it necessary
to justify their single status to us. For example,
when asked if she had a boyfriend, one woman
with no shortage of admirers apologetically
explained, “I know this sounds really pathetic
and you probably think I am lying, but there are
so many other things going on right now that it’s
really not something high wp on my list....
I know that’s such a lame-ass excuse, but it’s
true” (9-3). Another noted that already having a
boyfriend was the only “actual, legitimate
excuse” to reject men who expressed interest in
a relationship {34-3).

Certainly, many women wan’l;ed refationships
and sought them out. How; ‘omen’s interest
in relationships varied, a%*almost all experi-
enced periods during which they wanted to be
single. Nonetheless, women reported pressute to
be in relationships all the time. We found that
women, rather than struggling to get into rela-
tionships, had to work to avoid them,

The relational imperative was supported by
the belief that women’s relational opportunities
were scarce and should not be wasted. Women
described themsgelves as “lucky” to find a man
willing to commit, as “there’s not many guys like
that in college” (15-1). This belief persisted



despite the fact that most women were in relation-
ships most of the time. As one woman noted,
“I don’t think anyone really wants to be in a seri-
ous relationship, but most, well actually all of us,
have boyfriends” (13-1). Belief in the myth of
scarcity also Jed women to stay in relationships
when they were no longer happy. A woman who
was “sick of” her conflict-ridden relationship
explained why she could not end it: “I feel like I
have to meet somebody else....1 go out and
they’re all these asshole frat guys. . . . That’s what
stops me. .. .Boysare not datable right now
because . . . all 4 v'r looking for is freshman
girls to hook up with. . . . [So] I'm just stuck. I
need to do something about it, but I don’t know
what™ (30-3). It took her another year to extract
herself from this relationship. Despite her fears,
when she decided she was ready for another rela-
tionship, she quickly found a boyfriend.

Women also confronted the belief that all
women are relationally insatiable. They often
told stories of men who acted entitled to relation-
ships, expected their relational overtures to be
accepted, and became angry when rebuffed—
sometimes stalking the rejecting woman. As one
explained about a friend, “Abby was having
issues with this guy who likes her. He was like,
“You have to like me. . . . 'm not gonna take no
for an answer. I"m gonna do whatever it takes to
date you™ (24-3). Another noted that “last
semester, this guy really wanted to date me, and
I did not want to date him at all. He flipped out
and was like, “This is ridiculous, I don’t deserve
this™ (12-3). A third eventually gave in when a
man continually rejected her refusals: “T was
like, if I go [out with him} . . . maybe he’ll stop.
Because he wouldn’t stop.” She planned to act
“extremely comservative” as a way to convince
him that he did not want to be with her (39-4).

Gender beliefs may also limit women’s confrol
over the terms of interaction within relationships. If
women are made to feel hucky to have boyfriends,
men are placed in a position of power, as presum-
ably women should be grateful when they commit.
‘Women'’s reports suggest that men attempted to use
this power to regulate their participation in college
life. One noted, “When I got here my first semester

freshman year, I wanted to go out to the parties
...and he got pissed off about it ... He’s like,
“Why do you need to do that? Why can’t you just
stay with me?"” (4-2). Boyfriends sometimes tried
to limit the time women spent with. their friends
and the activities in which they participated. As a.
woman explained, “There are times when 1 feel
like Steve can get . . . possessive. He’ll be like . ;;
‘T feel like you're always with your friends ov
me.” He wanted to go out to lunch after our clasg,
and I was like, No, I have to come have this infer
view.” And he got so upset about it” (42-3). Men’s
control even extended to women’s attire. Anoth
told us about her boyfiiend, “He is a very control-
ling person. . .. He’s like, “What are you wearing
tonight?’ . . . It’s like a joke but serious at the
same time” (32-4). ”
Women also became jealous; however, rathe
than trying to contro! their boyfriends, they oft¢h
tried to change themselves. One noted that she
would “do anything to make this relationship
work.” She elaborated, “I was so nervous being
with Dan because I knew he had cheated on hf
[prior] girlfriend ... [but] I'm getting Over .
When I go [to visit him] now . . . 1 Jet him go'to
the bar, whatever. I stayed in his apartmient
because there was nothing clse to do” (39
Other women changed the way they dresse
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their friends, and where they went in the attempt
to keep boyfriends. 5
When women attempted to end relationships,.
they often reported that men’s efforts to conirol
them escalated. We heard 10 accounts of men,
using abuse to keep women in relationships: One
woman spent months dealing with a boyfriend
who accused her of cheating on him. When she
tried to break up, he cut his wrist in her apa
ment (9-2). Another tried to end a relationsh
but was forced to flee the state when her car Wit
dows were broken and her safely was threa_{te{led
(6-4). Men often drew on romantic repertoires
coerce interaction after relationships had erided
One woman told us that her ex-boyfriend S'ta],;ke-d-_
her for months—even showing up at her WO
place, showering her with flowers and gifts,and.
blocking her entry into work until the police
arrived (25-2). e
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, TERSECTIONALITY: CONTRADICTIONS
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BETWEEN Crass AND (GENDER

ExlSt!ng research about college sexuality focuses
Aimost exclusively on its gendered nature. We
ontend that sexuality is shaped simultanecusly
by mitltiple mtersectmg structares. In this sec-
tion, ‘we examine the sexual and romantic impli-
cations of class beliefs about how ambitious
young people should conduct themselves during
college. Although all of our participants con-
ended with class beliefs that contradicted those
Df gender, experiences of this structural intersec-
tion varied by class location. More privileged
worien struggled to meet gender and class
guidelines for sexual behavier, introducing a dif-
ﬁcult set of double binds. Because these class
veliefs reflected a privileged path to adulthood,
ess privileged women found them foreign to
thf:]I own sexual and romantic logics.
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The Self-Development Imperative and the
elational Double Bind

The four-year university is a classed struc-
nral location. One of the primary reasons to
ttend college is to preserve or enhance eco-
- nemic position. The university culture is thus
 characterized by the self-development impera-
_ tive, or the notion that individual achievement
~and personal growth are paramount. There are
also accompanying rules for sex and relation-
ships: Students are expected to postpone mar-
riage and parenthood until after completing an
education and establishing a career.

For more privileged women, personal expec-
tations and those of the university cultore
‘meshed. Even those who enjoyed relationships
experienced phases in college where they pre-
ferred to remain single. Almost all privileged
wormnen (94 percent) told us at one point that they
did not want a boyfriend. One noted, “All my
friends here . . . they’re like, ‘1 don’t want to deal
with [a boyfriend] right now. I want to be on my

ed to end relatlonsh1p_
nen’s efforts 1o contn
d 10 accounts of me
2n in relationships. On
aling with a boyfriend
ting on him. When she,
his wrist in her apart-

state when her car win

1 safety was threatened
romantic repertoires to-
slationships had ended.
et ex-boyfriend stalked
owing up at her work-
1 flowers and gifts, an

Chapter 9: Enforcing Gender « 475

own™ (37-1). Another eloquently remarked,
“I"ve always looked at college as the only time
in your life when you should be a hundred per-
cent seffish....I have the rest of my life to
devote to a husband or kids or my job...but
right now, it’s my time” (21-2).

The notion that independence is critical dur-
ing college reflected class beliefs about the
appropriate role for romance that opposed those
of gender. During college, relational commit-
menis were supposed to take a backseat to self-
development. As an vpper-middle-class woman
noted, “College is the only time that you don’t
have obligations to anyone but yourself. ...I
want to get settled down and figure out what ’m
doing with my life before [I] dedicate myself to
something or someone else” (14-4). Another
emphasized the value of investment in human
capital; “T’ve always been someone who wants to
have my own money, have my own career $o
that, you know, 50 percent of marriages fail. . . . If
1 want to maintain the lifestyle that I’ve grown up
with . . . 1 have to work. I just don’t see myself
being someone who marries young and lives off
of some boy’s money” (42-4). To become self-
supporting, many privileged women indicated
they needed to postpone marriage. One told us, “I
don’t want to think about that [marriage]. I want
to get secure in a city and in a job. . . . I'm not in
any hurry at all. As leng as 'm married by 30,
I’'m good” (13-4). Even those who wanted to be
supported by husbands did not expect to find
them in college, instead set‘tmg their sights on the
more accomplished men they eg&pected to meet in
urban centers after collcg}%’ﬁé

More privileged women often found commit-
ted relationships to be greedy—demanding of
time and energy. As one stated, *“When it comes to
a serious relationship, it’s a lot for me to give into
that. [What do you feel like you are giving up?j
Like my everything. . . . There’s just a lot involved
in it” (35-3). These women feared that they
would be devoured by relationships and some-
times struggled to keep their self-development
projects going when they did get involved. As an
upper-class woman told us, “It’s hard to have a
boyfriend and be really excited about it and still



not let it consume you” (42-2). This situation was
exacerbated by the gender beliefs discussed ear-
lier, as women experienced pressure to fully
devote themselves to relationships.

Privileged women reported that committed
relationships detracted from what they saw as the
main tasks of college. They complained, for
example, that relationships made it difficult to
meet people. As an upper-middle-class woman
who had just ended a relationship described,
“I’m happy that I'm able to go out and meet new
people. . . . I feel Tike’I’'m doing what a college
student should b2 doing. I don’t need to be tied
down to my high'school boyfiiend for two years
when this is the time to be meeting people™ (14-3).
A middle-class woman similarly noted that her
relationship with her boyfriend made it impossi-
ble to make friends on the floor her first year.
She explained, “We were together every day. . ..
Tt was the critical time of making friends and
meeting people, [and] I wasn’t there” (21-2).

Many also complained that committed rela-
tionships competed with schoolwork (also see
Holland and Eisenhart 1990). An upper-middle-
class woman remarked, “[My boyfriend] doesn’t
understand why I can’t pick up and go see him
all the time. But [ have school. . . . I just want to
be a college kid” (18-3). Another told us that her
major was not compatible with the demands of
a boyfriend. She said, “I wouldn’t mind having
a boyfriend again, but it’s a lot of work. Right
now with [my major] and everything ...
1 wouldn’t have time even to see him” (30-4).
She did not plan to consider a relationship until
her workload lessened.

With marriage far in the future, more privi-
leged women often worried about college
relationships getting too serious too fast. All
planned to marry—ideally to men with greater
earnings—but were clear about the importance
of temporary independence. Consequently,
some worked to slow the progression of rela-
tionships. One told us, “I won’t let myself
think that [T love him]. I definitely don’t say
that. . . . The person he loves is the person he
is going fo marry. ... At the age we are at
now, | feel like T don’t want anything to be

When asked which
‘most, one woman
ho‘came to colle

more serious than it has to be until it is” (34-
3). Eight privileged women even dated men
they deemed unsuitable for marriage to ensure
autonomy. One noted, “He fits my needs now |
because 1 don’t want to get married now..[ °
don’t want anyone else to influence what I do -
after I graduate” (33-3). Others planned to end
relationships when boyfriends were not cn the
same page. An upper-middle-class woman -
explained, “[He] wants to have two kids by the
time he’s thirty. 'm like, I guess we’re not gef:
ting married. . .. I’d rather make money and :
travel first” (43-3).
For more privileged women, confradictory
culturai rules created what we call the relational
double bind. The relational imperative pushiéd
them to participate in committed relationships;
however, relationships did not mesh well with
the demands of college, as they inhibited classed .-
self~development strategies. Privileged womgen
struggled to be both “good girls” who Hmited
their sexual activity to relationships and “good .
students” who did not allow relational commit-
ments to derail their educational and career
development. ¥
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The Appeal of Hookups and the Sexual
Double Bind

In contrast, hookups fit well with the self:
development imperative of college. They allowed -
women to be sexual without the demands of -
relationships. For example, one upper-class .
woman described hooking up as “fun and non- .
threatening.” She noted, “So many of us girls,
we complain that these guys just want to hook up =
all the time. P'm going, these guys that I'm
attracted to . . . get kind of seriovs.” She saw ber
last hookup as ideal because “we were physiqdl
and that was it. I never wanted it to go any-
where” (34-2). Many privileged women umder- -
stood, if implicitly, that hooking up was 2 delay
tactic, allowing sex without participation in $e01-
ous relationships.

As a sexual solution for the demands of _CQI_' :
lege, hooking up became incorporated o -
nottons of what the college experience should be.
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when asked which kinds of people hook up the
most, one woman noted, “All ... The people
who came to college to have a good time and
party” (14-1). With the help of media, alcohol,
4ind spring break industries, hooking up was so
institutionalized that many took it for granted.
One upper-middle-class woman said, “It just
happens. It’s natural” (15-1). They told us that
leaming about sexuality was something they
were supposed to be doing in college. Another
described, “I'm glad that I’ve had my one-night
stands and my being in love and having
gex. . . . Now I know what it’s supposed to feel
tike when I’'m with someone that [ want to be
with. T feel bad for some of my friends. ...
They’re still virgins” (29-1).
High raies of hooking up suggest genuine
interest in the activity rather than simply accom-
modation to men’s interests. Particularly early in
college, privileged women actively sought hook-
- uips. One noted, “You see a lot of people who are
like, ‘I just want to hook up with someone
tonight.” . . . It’s always the girls that try to get
-~ the guys” (41-1). Data from the OCSLS also
suggest that college women like hooking up
almost as much as men and are not always
searching for something more. Nearly as many
" women as men (85 percent and 89 percent,
- 1éspectively) repori enjoying the sexual activity
- of their Jast hookup “very much” or “somewhat,”
= and less than half of women report interest in a
" relationship with their most recent hookup.
.In private, several privileged women even
_ used the classed logic of hooking up to chal-
 lenge stereotyped portrayals of gender differ-
: ences in sexuality. As one noted, “There are girls
- that want things as much as guys do. There
" are girls that want things more, and they’re like,
‘Oh it’s been a while [since I had sex].” The girls
. are no more innocent than the guys. . . . People
. think girls are jealous of relationships, but
. they’re like, “What? I want to be single™ (34-1).
- When asked about the notion that guys want sex
~ and girls want relationships another responded,
“T think that is the absolute epitome of bullshit.
1 know so many girls who honestly go out on a
- Friday night and they’re like, ‘1 hope I get some
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ass tonight.” They don’t wanna have a boyfriend!
They just wanna hook up with someone. And I
know boys who want relationships. 1 think it
goes both ways” (42-2). These women drew on
gender-neutral understandings of sexuality char-
acteristic of university culture to contradict the
notion of women’s sexuality as inevitably and
naturally relational.

For more privileged women, enjoyment
of hookups was tightly linked to the atmosphere
in which they occurred. Most were initiated
at college parties where alcohol, music, attrac-
tive people, sexy outfits, and flirting combined
to generate a collective erotic energy. As one
woman enthusiastically noted, “Everyone was
s0 excited. It was a big fun party™ (15-1}). Privi-
leged women often “loved” it when they had an
“excuse to just let loose” and “grind” on the
dance floor. They reported turning on their
“make-out radar” (18-1), explaining that “it’s
fun to know that a guy’s attracted to you and is
willing to kiss you” (16-1). The party scene
gave them a chance to play with adult sexuali-
ties and interact for purely sexual purposes—an
experience that one middle-class woman claimed
“empowered” her (17-1).

Hookups enabled more pnvﬂeged women to
conduct themselves in accordance with class
expectations, but as we demonstrated earlier, the
enforcement of gender beliefs placed them at
risk of sanction. This conflict gets to the heart of
a sexual double bind: While hookups protected
privileged women from. re]atmnslnps that could
derail their ambitions, the doublg standard gave
men greafer control ovem&.‘ﬁﬁtﬁgms of hooking
up, justified the disrespectful treatment of
women, supported sexual stigma, and produced
feelings of shame.

Less Privileged Women and the Experience
of Foreign Sexual Culture

Women’s comfort with delaying commitment
and participating in the hookup culture was
shaped by class location. College culture reflects
the beliefs of the more privileged classes. Less
privileged women arrived at college with their



own orientation to sex and romance, character-
ized by a faster transition into adulthood. They
often attempted to build both relationships and
career at the same time. As a result, the third of
the participants from less privileged back-
grounds often experienced the hookup culture as
foreign in ways that made it difficult to persist
at the university.

Less privileged women had less exposure to
. the notion that the college years should be set
aside solely for educational and career develop-
ment. Many dig tiokgee serious relationships as
incompatible with céllege life. Four were mar-
ried or engaged before graduating-—a step that
others would not take until later. One reminisced,
“J thought 1’d get married in college. . .. When 1
was stifl in high school, I figured by my senior
year, I'd be engaged or married or some-
thing, . . . I wanted to have kids before I was 257
(25-4). Another spoke of her plans to marry her
high school sweetheart: “I’ll be 21 and I know
he’s the one I want to spend the rest of my life
with. . .. Really, I don’t want to date anybody
else” (6-1).

Plans to move into adult roles relatively
quickly made less privileged women outsiders
among their more privileged peers. One working-
class woman saw her friendships dissolve as she
revealed her desire to marry and have children in
the near future. As one of her former friends
described,

She would always talk about how she couldn’t wait
to pet married and have babies. . . . It was just like,
Whoa. I'm 18. ... Slow down, you know? Then
she just crazy dropped out of school and wouldn’t
contact any of us. . . . The way I see it is that she’s
from a really small town, and that’s what everyone
in her town does . . . get married and have babies.
That’s all she ever wanted to do maybe? . . . Ldon’t
know if she was homesick or didn’t fit in. (24-4)

This account glosses over the extent to which
the working-class woman was pushed out of the
university—ostracized by her peers for not aceli-
mating to the self-development imperative and,
as noted below, 1o the campus sexual climate. In
fact, 40 percent of less privileged women left the

university, compared to 5 percent of more privi-
leged women. In all cases, mismatch between the

sexual culture of women’s hometowns and that -

of college was a factor in the decision to lecave.
Most of the less privileged women found the
hookup culture to be not only foreign but hostile.

As the working-class woman described above

told us,

1 tried so hard to fit in with what everybody else

was doing here. ... think one morning I just °
wolke up and realized that this isnt me at all; I -
don’t like the way I am right now. . . . I didn’t feel

like 1 was growing up. I felt like I was actually

getting younger the way 1 was trying to act.
Growing up to me isn’t going out and getting

smashed and sleeping around. . . . That fo me is
immature. (28-1}

She emphasized the value of “growing up”
in college. Without the desire to postponc,
adulthood, less privileged women often could .
not understand the appeal of hooking up. As a -
lower-middle-class woman noted, “Who would
be interested in just meeting somebody and -
then doing something that night? And then -
never talking to them again? . . . I’'m supposed |

to do this; I’m supposed to get drunk every
weekend. I’'m supposed to go to parties every
weekend . . . and I’m supposed to enjoy it like

everyone else. But it just doesn’t appeal to me” .
(5-1). She reveals the extent to which hooking
up was a normalized part of college life: For

those who were not interested in this, college

life could be experienced as mystifying, uncot- -

fortable, and alienating.

The self-development imperative was 2

resource women could use in resisting the gen-

dered pull of relationships. Less privileged .

women did not have as much access to this

resource and were invested in settling dowi.’
Thus, they found it hard to resist the pull back

home of local boyfriends, who—unlike the col*
lege men they had met—seemed interested 1
marrying and having children soon. One worma?
noted after transferring to a branch campus, ‘1
think if I hadn’t been connected with [00Y
fiancé], I think I would have been more strongly
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conneeted to [the college town], and | think I
probably would have stayed” (2-4). Another
described her hometown boyfriend: “He’ll be
like, ‘T want to see you. Come home.”. .. The
stress he was putting me under and me being
here my first year. I could not take it” (7-2). The
following year, she moved back home. A third
explained about her husband, “He wants me at
home. . .. He wants to have control over me
and. .. to feel like he’s the dominant one in the
relationship. . . . The fact that I'm going to
school and he knows I'm smart and he knows
that I'm capable of deing anything that { want

.. it scares him” (6-4). While she eveniually
ended this relationship, it cost her an additional
semester of school.

Women were also pulled back home by the
slut stigma, as people there—perhaps out of frus-
tration or jealousy—judged college women for
any association with campus sexual culture. For
instance, one woman became distraught when a
virulent sexnal rumor about her circulated around
her hometown, especially when it reached her
parents. Going home was a way of putting sexual
rumors to rest and reaffirming ties that were
strained by leaving.

Thus, less privileged women were often
caught between two sexual cultures. Siaying at
the university meant abandoning a familiar logic
and adopting a privileged one—investing in
human capital while delaying the tramsition to
adulthood. As one explained, attending college
led her to revise her “whole plan™ “Now I'm
like, I don’t even need to be getting married yet
{or] have kids. . . . All of [my brother’s] friends,
17- to 20-year-old girls, have their . .. babies,
Now I’ll be able
to do something else for a couple years before I
settle down . . . before I worry about kids” (25-3).
These changes in agendas required them to end
relationships with men whose life plans diverged
from theirs. For some, this also meant cutting ties
with hometown friends. One resolutc woman,
whose frends back home had turned on her,
noted, “I’m just sick of it. There’s nothing there
for me anymeore. There’s absolutely nothing

there” (22-4).
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Discussion

The Strengths of an Interactional Approach

Public gender beliefs are a key source of
gender inequality in college heterosexual inter-
action. They undergird a sexual double standard
and a relational imperative that justify the disre-
spect of women who hook up and the disempow-
erment of women in relationships—ireinforcing
male dominance across social forms. Most of the
women we studied cycled back and forth between
hookups and relationships, in part because they
found both to be problematic. These findings
indicate that an individualist, battle of the sexes
explanation not only is inadequate. but may con-
tribute to gender inequality by naturalizing prob-
lematic notions of gender difference.

We are not, however, claiming that gender dif-

ferences in stated preferences do not exist.

Amnalysis of the OCSLS finds a small but
significant difference between men and women in
preferences for relationships as compared to hook-
ups: After the most recent hookup, 47 percent of
women compared to 37 percent of men expressed
some interest in a relationship. These differences
in preferences are consistent with a multilevel
perspective that views the internalization of gender
as an aspect of gender structure (Risman 2004). As
we have shown, the pressure 10 internalize gender-
appropriate preferences is considerable, and the
line between personal preferences and the desire
to avoid social stigma is fuzzy. However, we
believe that widely shared beliéfs about gender
difference contribute morg to g%nder inequality in
college heterosexuahty fftm the substantively
small differences in actual preferences.

The Strengths of an Intersectional
Approach

An intersectional approach sheds light on the
ambivalent and contradictory nature of many col-
lege women’s sexual desires. Class beliefs associ-
ated with the appropriate timing of masriage clash
with resilient gender beliefs—creating difficult
double binds for the more privileged women who



strive to meet both. In the case of the relational
double bind, relationships fit with gender beliefs
but pose problems for the classed self-development
imperative. As for the sexual double bind, hook-
ups provide sexual activity with little cost to
career development, but a double standard penal-
izes women for participating. Less privileged
women face an even more complex situation:
Much of the appeal of hookups derives from their
utility as a delay strategy. Women who do not
believe that it is desirable to delay marriage may
experience the ,?];16&1@{? culture as puzzling and
immature. [

An intersectional approach also suggests that
the way young heterosexuals ‘make decisions
about sexuality and relationships underlies the
reproduction of social class. These choices are
part of women’s cfforts to, as one privileged
participant so eloquently put it, “maintain the
lifestyle that I’ve grown up with.” Our partici-
pants were not well versed in rescarch demon-
strating that college-educated women benefit
from their own human capital investments, are
more likely to marry than less educated women,
and are more likely to have a similarly well-cre-
dentialed spouse (DiPrete and Buchmann 2006).
Nonetheless, most were aware that completing
college and delaying marriage until the mid-to-
late twenties made economic sense. Nearly all
took access to marriage for granted, instead
focusing their attention on when and whom they
would marry.

The two-pronged strategy of career investment
and delay of family formation has so quickly
become naturalized that its historical novelty is
now invisible. It is based on the consolidation of
class, along with heterosexual, privilege:
Heterosexual men and women attenpt to maxi-
mize their own earning power and that of their
spouse—a pattern that is reflected in increased
levels of educational homogamy (Schwatz and
Mare 2005; Sweeney 2002). Consolidation of
privilege is made possible by women’s greater
parity with men in education and the workforce.
In this new marital marketplace, a woman’s edu-
cational credentials and eamning potential are more
relevant than her premarital sexuval activity, assum-
ing she avoids having a child before marriage.

Relationship commitments that block educational
and career investments, particularly if they fore«
close future opportunities to meet men with elitg
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