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1 

Introduction 

 

 

 This thesis constitutes my examination of gender roles in teenage dating 

promoted by literature directed toward teenagers.  My interest in the distinction 

between male and female rules derived from my final independent study project, 

which looked at sexual double standards in contemporary Western culture.  For 

my present project, I analyzed the advice given to teenagers in the 1950s and 

2000s by the authors of dating guides and Seventeen magazine, respectively, 

looking specifically at how boys and girls were given separate rules and roles.  I 

then compared this advice between the two decades to determine what 

instructions have lasted, and which have changed. 

 How are promoted behaviors for teenage dating gendered, and how have 

the roles changed between the 1950s and 2000s?  Defining desirable gender 

roles in this context is essentially determining the most socially accepted 

definitions of masculinity, or what constitutes being a man, and femininity, being 

a woman.   These are favored as mutually exclusive opposites, with the 

remainder of behavior being ungendered.  The most pervasive model of 

masculinity in American society is the white, upper/middle-class, heterosexual, 

aggressive and powerful archetype (Weaver-Hightower 2003), prescribed by 

social white supremacy, classism, and heteronormativity.   Socioculturally 
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constructed prescriptions for male desirability focus on wealth and symbols 

thereof (i.e. owning a car) (Landis 1960: 267), while femininity and female 

sexuality define attractiveness and desirability of a woman as contingent on her 

appearance and, especially, upon a thin body shape and low body weight 

(Gershon, Gowen et. al. 2004).  This corresponds with the evolutionary theory of 

attraction, which states that males are more attracted to physically attractive 

females than less attractive ones, because they are more likely to produce 

children who will survive and have their own children, and females are attracted 

to males who display symbols of wealth, as they show evidence of being able to 

provide for offspring (Buss and Barnes 1988).  This is, however, undoubtedly 

socially perpetuated beyond the mere influence of biology, as standards for 

attractiveness and wealth change.   

 Teenage gender roles in the context of romantic relationships are hardly a 

popular topic for American academics in the 1950s or post-2000.  Very few 

studies were conducted in these time periods about what adolescents believe 

makes a good date, how to behave on a date, or other parts of dating scripts.  

1950s studies about teenage dating focus much more heavily on the new 

phenomenon of "going steady," particularly the behaviors and motivations 

associated with it (Crist 1953; Herman 1955; Landis 1960; Poffenberger 1964).  

Post-2000, literature about teenagers focuses on peer groups and dating 

violence.  I expanded my literature review beyond these two decades in order to 

learn about the encouragement of gender roles in dating or sexual teenagers by 
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both peers and media.  Although much of this literature does not refer specifically 

to gender roles in dating, information can be inferred from its coverage of topics 

like teen roles in a sexual context. 

 Work by John Crist, Robert Herman, Paul Landis and Thomas 

Poffenberger shows that dating and going steady in the 1950s were often a 

symbol of status, rather than a way to find a marriage partner.  Teenagers would 

often engage in dating because it was common and expected of them, and, as in 

the case of going steady, functioned as social security (one would have a date for 

all important events), rather than reflecting any real affection for their date (Crist 

1953; Poffenberger 1964).  Teenagers who engaged in exclusive relationships 

were seen as more popular by their peers than those who "played the field" or 

rarely dated (Herman 1955: 38).  An explanation for this focus on the mechanics 

and motivations of going steady in 1950s research could be to reassure adults 

and any parents reading that the practice was not used as a precursor to 

marriage, as it was so divergent from the popular dating practices in the 1930s 

and 40s (Bailey 1988; Poffenberger 1964). 

 The coupling of social inertia with critical consciousness and resistance, 

as presented by Erika Summers-Effler, offers an explanation for why documents 

like Seventeen magazine continue to disseminate advice that adheres to 

heteronormative standards, those that contribute to the normalization and 

privileging of heterosexuality (Kitzinger 2005) and the ensuing two distinct 

genders and expected roles therein, in the tradition of 1950s dating guides, but 
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also why they have been able to become more progressive, in some instances 

rejecting heteronormative standards.  Summers-Effler specifically applies her 

proposed theory of “feminist resistance” (2002: 41) to traditional female 

subordination.  In her explanation of social inertia, Summers-Effler looks to 

Randall Collins’s interaction ritual theory and Norbert Wiley’s model of the self.  

Collins’s interaction ritual theory sustains that people are motivated “to feel as 

high a level of enthusiasm, personal strength, social connectedness, and 

willingness to initiate interaction as they can” (2002: 42), all of which make up 

their emotional energy.  This emotional energy can be increased through 

soliditary interactions, or those that build energy by causing group cohesiveness 

and belonging, or power interactions, those in which emotional energy is 

transferred from someone less powerful to someone more powerful.  People tend 

to seek out the sorts of interactions that leave them with the most emotional 

energy.  In power interactions, those who have the most power, for example, in a 

society that sustains heteronormativity, males, gain the most emotional energy 

and so are reluctant to give up their positions (Summers-Effler 2002).  People 

create a reference group based on how they gain or lose emotional energy by 

being part or not part of specific groups.  Summers-Effler’s following example 

illustrates this in terms of learning gender roles:  

“If a little girl is told that she cannot play with the boys because she 
is a girl, over time her chain of ritual interactions may reveal that it 
is advantageous to identify as a girl and learn the social rules that 
pertain to girls.  This identification can protect the girl from future 
experiences of rejection and humiliation associated with not 
knowing the social expectations for girls” (2002: 43). 
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Interpersonal interactions can cause a person to both gain and lose emotional 

energy, and the determination of the outcome as positive or negative is 

whichever amount is larger (Summers-Effler 2002).  The little girl in the example 

may lose energy by not participating in an activity that she enjoys, but may gain 

even more by behaving within the guidelines of her gender role, which she has 

learned is favorable. 

 To further explain social inertia Summers-Effler employs Norbert Wiley’s 

model of the self, which says that emotional energy can be created through 

internal interactions between the “me” (immediate interests), the “I” (that which 

determines if an outcome is likely to be favorable) and “permanent visitors” 

(influential ideas one learns in their life) (2002: 44).  The agreement of these 

three leads to the greatest increase in emotional energy; therefore, if traditional 

gender roles are particularly influential to a person, and they act according to 

them and perceive a favorably outcome, they will continue behaving in 

accordance with them.  Women in particular may perpetuate their subordinate 

position because they tend to identify more with the males in their lives than with 

women as a group; therefore they have such an investment in maintaining these 

relationships that they internally deal with the loss of emotional energy resulting 

from their place in this gender hierarchy rather than indulging in “deviant 

emotions” (Summers-Effler 2002: 45).  Deviant emotions are those that could 

cause social conflict. 

 Disruption of social inertia and change arise from refusing to manage this 
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loss internally, and instead rejecting a subordinate position.  Forming a group that 

agrees with this rejection contributes to the creation of a collective identity, and 

solidarity around the idea, increasing emotional energy (Summers-Effler 2002).  

Forging a collective identity as women, over the previous identification with males, 

is crucial in changing conditions for women instead of maintaining investment in 

male dominance.  It is a new soliditary interaction; it tells members that their 

deviant emotions are shared, and not deviant in the group.  Forming a sense of 

injustice about subordination caused by a necessary change in worldview that 

shifts blame of the condition (subordination) from internal to outward.  Critical 

consciousness, increased awareness of the self in this new cognitive frame in 

which the dominant culture is not an action-prohibiting threat, is required to spur 

action against the dominant culture (Summer-Effler 2002: 51, -3).  One must act 

consciously with their ideals in mind constantly.  Changes are most likely to occur 

in situations where subordinate individuals will receive emotional energy by 

opposing the status quo.  For instance, girls with feminist mothers are likely to 

feel solidarity in feminist groups, and so do not suffer an emotional energy 

decrease from resisting the dominant culture’s status quo.  Charismatic leaders 

contribute to change by raising the emotional energy of their followers (Summers-

Effler 2002).  Social inertia is caused by reinforcement of certain behaviors and 

identities in both internal and interpersonal interactions.  Change, like that which 

shifted the status quo, and enabled Seventeen magazine to give some advice 

that does not adhere to heteronormativity, only occurs when groups of people 
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with similar deviant emotions organize in some way, shifting their worldview to 

one that promotes a new identity and critical consciousness, a new way of 

interpreting and reacting to one’s experience. 

  Members of American society generally rely on heteronormativity as a set 

of guidelines for social expectation and sexual behavior because it follows the 

rules of a patriarchal society that is the status quo.  For the purpose of this paper, 

I will use Hird and Jackson's (2001) four assumptions that sustain 

heteronormativity, a concept with many facets, as my criteria for determining 

heteronormativity in my data.  These assumptions, which I explain below, are: 

 1.   Heterosexuality is biologically desirable 

            2.   Males persistently desire sex 

            3.   Males initiate sexual activity  

            4.   Sexual desire is always directed to the outcome of intercourse and 

ejaculation 

 Each of these assumptions can be associated with larger meanings 

outside of strictly sexual activities and into intergender interaction.  The first 

assumption can be construed to mean that biological desirability means 

"normality" and therefore "social desirability" to those participants in the society. 

The second normalizes sexual desire for males, but not females.  In contrast, 

females are more interested in romantic, non-sexual activity and companionship 

in heterosexual relationships.  The third can be applied to situations that are not 

overtly sexual, for example to mean that men initiate romantic activity that could 
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conceivably lead to some sort of sexual contact, like dates, and that their 

"persistent desire" for sex is a motivating factor in their involvement in and 

initiation of heterosexual relationships.  The final presents sex and dating as 

male pleasure-centric, with the female role being a cause of this pleasure.  A 

female's status is tied to her ability to please a male, while abiding by the 

aforementioned conditions. 

 The literature shows that if heteronormativity requires males to initiate 

sexual activity, females who initiate or express sexual desire are in violation of 

the status quo.  In middle- and high school, where there is a great social 

emphasis on fitting in and similarity to peers, deviation from a norm can lead to 

labeling with derogatory names and ostracization (Chambers, Tincknell & Van 

Loon 2004), an attempt to prevent a change in social standards.  Both boys and 

girls can exhibit behaviors and attitudes that endanger the strict social codes of 

heteronormativity in schools.  Girls can do this primarily through the expression of 

desire, which theoretically should only be expressed by males in almost any 

number of ways, including verbally, by engaging in casual activity, or carrying 

condoms (Fasula, Miller & Wiener 2007).  By violating the set standard, these 

girls are branded by both male and female peers as “sluts” or other derogations.  

Middle and high schools are hotbeds for heteronormative attitudes that promote 

double standards. 

 Research over time has generally maintained that females in dating 

relationships are expected to be comparatively passive and pure in contrast to 
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the males' active role. Landis (1960) found that 80% of teenage girls felt guilty 

after petting, while only 25% of boys felt the same, proving a greater 

stigmatization of female sexual activity than male (267).  In relationships, girls are 

expected to be responsible for “developing and maintaining intimate emotional 

connections” (Chambers, Tincknell & Van Loon 2004: 406).  Boys are not 

expected to contribute emotionally without feminine guidance because, according 

to heteronormative standards, they should be too preoccupied with physical 

desire.  Girls, on the other hand, must sexually restrain and put their energy into 

“doing relationships” and learning to “read” men and appropriately respond to 

these male desires (Chambers, Tincknell & Van Loon 2004:406).  For instance, 

in a relationship, boys consider it the girl's responsibility to determine “how far a 

couple should go” (Chambers, Tincknell & Van Loon 2004; Rose and Frieze 

1989). There are two social implications to this particular finding. The first is that, 

given the opportunity, every boy would have intercourse immediately and often in 

a relationship. The second implication is that whatever sexual experience a girl 

has she wants and is solely responsible for. Peers can call these girls “sluts” and 

other demeaning names because they deviate from heteronormativity and must 

have shown some sexual desire.  The role of the dating female continues to be 

that of a passive gatekeeper, with a certain emphasis on purity. 

 The responsiveness aspect, the way girls are taught that they are to 

respond to male desire, is the hallmark of female sexuality under the influence of 

heteronormativity and sexual double standards.  It is perceived as inappropriate if 



 10 

a girl is overtly desiring and seeking sex, even within a relationship.  Within a 

monogamous relationship, however, it is essential that it is assumed that she is 

reacting to and providing for her boyfriend's desire for the sake of the social 

inertia that supports heteronormativity (Chambers, Tincknell & Van Loon 2004).  

When on dates, females are expected to assume a subordinate role by being 

alluring, facilitating conversation and limiting sexual activity, while males are 

expected to initiate, plan, pay for the date, and are the sexual aggressors (Rose 

and Frieze 1989).  Female scripts involve agonizing over appearance, being 

pleasant, asking the male about himself, and denying kisses and sex (early 

scripts did not even mention sex, limiting couples at "no kiss").  Males' involve 

very specific actions like "seat date," and "pay for date," as well as aggressive 

ones like ask for date and initiate physical contact (Rose and Frieze 1989:   260-

4).  Explicitly adhering to heteronormative standards, these scripts place girls in a 

passive role, and boys in an active role. 

  In response to less inhibiting gender roles in general society in the late 20th 

century as compared to the 1950s, teenage girls are still encouraged to do 

almost whatever they can to acquire and keep a boyfriend; however, since 

females are allowed more freedoms, it is almost less necessary for a boy to 

engage in the traditional early steps in a relationship in order to achieve that 

coveted sexual experience, which in a sense accentuates traditional gender roles 

(Hird and Jackson 2001) by encouraging female man-pleasing and therefore a 

subservient role.  She must remain pleasant while he takes action, just as in the 
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1950s.   

 While boys are comfortable with and encouraged to talk about their sexual 

conquests, as evidenced by the boy in the classroom who bowed during an 

exercise in which a hypothetical male had five sex partners (Chambers, Tincknell 

& Van Loon 2004), women experience “very real limits on what [they] can say 

about their sexuality” without facing social consequence (McHugh 2006: 366).  If 

a female had said something equivalent to the aforementioned males' “give 

head,” not only would the episode be more shocking, but also unfeminine 

because female sexuality is defined by conceptual heteronormativity as 

repressed (Hird & Jackson 2001).  Additionally, a female demanding oral sex of a 

male does not imply the inevitability of ejaculation - the purpose of sexual activity 

according to the assumptions put forth by Hird and Jackson (2001). 

 Some change, however, has occurred over the latter half of the 20th 

century.  The median age of females at first sexual experience decreased by 

almost two years from the 1950s to the 1970s in the US (about 18.5 to 16.5), 

while that for males decreased by about a year (17.4 to 16.5) (Teitler 2002: 137), 

indicating a liberalization in sex rules, especially for girls.  Girls do not have to 

maintain as aggressive a role as gatekeeper over time, but there is little empirical 

evidence that they are socially permitted to be sexual aggressors without 

receiving negative labels from their peers (Carpenter 1998).  The most frequent 

form of genital contact between teenagers is fellatio (Remez 2000).  It allows girls 

to convince themselves that they are being abstinent, and therefore retain their 
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reputations, while still giving in to the socially acceptable male desire for sexual 

stimulation (Remez 2000).  Though they are more likely to admit to sexual 

behavior in later decades, girls must still maintain some sort of at least technical 

purity. 

 While more egalitarian gender roles exist in teenage dating relationships 

now than in the 1950s, the literature reveals that some actions, like aggression (a 

term used regularly in 1950s dating guides in reference to non-passive, 

"masculine" girls), are still highly gendered.  Subverting those roles is socially ill-

advised, especially in conformist teenage culture. 

  

METHOD 

 My initial plan was to analyze exclusively Seventeen magazine issues 

from the 1950s and 2000s, as it was first published in 1944.  These old issues, 

however, are not practically accessible.  This lack of access prompted me to find 

another source for analyzing the dating expectations put upon teenagers in the 

1950s, which I found in etiquette/dating guides. 

 I reviewed these sources for gendered advice to teenagers, which I 

operationally defined as methods to attract the opposite sex, how to maintain 

membership of one's own sex (what is defined explicitly as masculine or 

feminine), and ways in which to behave with or in regard to a dating partner.  I 

then coded these data for their agreement with Hird and Jackson's definition of 

heteronormativity, and implicitly derived categories for each time period into 
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which these data could be arranged.  For the 1950s, these categories were 

masculinity/femininity, desirability, politesse/rules, status of dating, and sexuality.  

For the 2000s, these categories were status, what boys like, what boys hate, 

communication, good/bad boyfriends, doing the work, and physicality.  The 

categories differed because the data between the two decades differed.  I then 

analyzed this data for its information about gender roles and overall adherence to 

heteronormative standards. 

 There is precedent for using both dating guides and magazines to 

determine social scripts.  Rose and Frieze (1989) used eight dating guides from 

1957 to 1983 to learn what actions were historically gendered and how boys and 

girls were expected to behave on a first date.  Carpenter (1998) analyzed what 

scripts Seventeen promoted for romance and sexuality between the 1970s and 

the 1990s, finding that the magazine encouraged both female agency and 

passivity.   I acknowledge, however, that I am not studying gender roles that 

teenagers in American society actually conform to; I am studying the roles that 

documents have promoted.  This study is significant because it analyzes how the 

messages directed toward teenagers, and therefore some cultural values, have 

changed over time.  This may allow for prediction of how they will change in the 

future. 

 For the purpose of this exercise, I will be using a gender binary in my 

writing, assumedly based on sex.  Most studies not explicitly focused on gender 

identification leave the cisgendered identification, or the congruity between one’s 
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birth sex and gender expression, of participants invisible, and therefore to be 

assumed by the reader; 1950s dating guides and 2000s Seventeen Love Life 

articles do not mention transgender issues. 

 Though the gender binary is problematic in actual society (as it limits 

individuals in self-expression by confining them to one set of gendered standards) 

for the purpose of this paper “male,” “boy,” “man” will assume biological and self-

identified maleness, while “female,” “girl,” “woman" will assume biological and 

self-identified femaleness.  This is simply because the sources used utilize these 

terms in such a way that does not acknowledge anything but a gender binary; 

however, the terms “masculinity” and “femininity” are more fluid, though the 

desirability of high levels of socially-defined masculinity and femininity for males 

and females, respectively, is extensively acknowledged. 

 An area, other than cisgendered identity, in which invisibility spawned by 

privilege is relevant to teenage dating is race.  Studies on the subject in the 

1950s do not mention race at all, but due to the privileged leisure class described, 

one assumes whiteness.  More recent studies are more apt to describe their 

samples racially, but only when minorities are involved, whether they are 

included with white participants or the study exclusively uses participants of color.  

The assumption of an invisible race being white is problematic in itself, but given 

research trends, not unfounded.  I will not specifically be studying teenagers of 

color, as it would give me less opportunity for comparison; however, one place 

this is an issue is in my content analysis of contemporary Seventeen magazines.  
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While I can somewhat reasonably assume that etiquette books and videos in the 

1950s were targeted toward white teenagers, given the authors' and actors' 

whiteness, the same cannot be said of Seventeen.  While teenage girls belonging 

to racial and ethnic minority groups are more likely to read magazines targeted to 

adult women of their race or ethnicity (Milkie 1999), it is unlikely that Seventeen is 

currently read only by white teenagers; furthermore, girls writing in do not supply 

their race or ethnicity, making it impossible to discern.   

 Race is relevant to teenage dating because, while there are different 

ethnicities within the heading of "whiteness," racial and ethnic minorities are more 

likely to be religious and have more culturally defined gender roles for adults, at 

least at this time (Fasula, Miller and Wiener 2007). 

 Chapter 2 presents evidence from 1950s dating guides for the enforced 

separate gender roles in teenage romantic relationships, while chapter 3 looks at 

those for Seventeen magazine from 2007-2009.  My conclusion examines how 

despite social change, these promoted roles have in some ways remained the 

same. 
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2 

1950s: Stable Heteronormativity 

 

 

 The history of teenage dating in the United States begins in the 1920s, 

when it turned a formerly private ritual into a public one.  Courtship of the 19th 

and earliest 20th century took place inside the home, chaperoned by parents, 

while dating brought couples out into urban spaces.  In part, this was for the sake 

of practicality, as in the growing urban areas fewer families had large parlors in 

which they could entertain a daughter's suitor.  This new popular practice led to 

changes in the way teenage status was constructed.  The more dates a person 

had, the more popular they became in the eyes of their peers.  The ways in which 

these dates were attained was highly gendered: boys had to have outward signs 

of status, based on wealth, like a car, while girls just had to be seen with these 

desirable boys; these means, combined with the desirability of many dates, 

created a dating environment based on competition (Bailey 1988; Landis 1960).  

Dates had to be visible and with numerous partners in order to contribute to a 

person's status among their peers.  Dating only one person was perceived as a 

surefire way for a person to become boring, because he or she no longer had to 

make an effort to attract new dates.  Post-World War II, teenage popularity, 

especially that of girls, became based on having one person to go with to 

important functions, perhaps to create security in a time of post-war instability 

(Bailey 1988). 
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 After a war during which women had taken on traditionally masculine roles 

in America due to a scarcity of men at home, a shift had to occur to recreate the 

previous, comfortable roles for the soldiers returning home.  Since men were still 

seen as needing employment more than women, middle-class women had to 

return home to make way for their husbands in the workplace.  Girls and boys 

who had seen their mothers work in the absences of their fathers needed to learn 

the "right" gender rules, and thus etiquette books stepped in to teach them 

(Bailey 1988: 97-8).  Though presented as simple manners, these guides 

showed boys and girls the behaviors associated with traditional masculinity and 

femininity, since fewer explicit examples were available for them in their own lives 

during the war, and immediately thereafter during the shift back to traditional 

roles. 

 For this project, I analyzed the content of four life or dating guides for 

teenagers: Date Data by Beverly Brandow (1954), Your Happiest Years by Dick 

Clark (1959), Joyce Jackson's Guide to Dating by Helen Louise Crouse (1955) 

and Facts of Life and Love by Evelyn Duvall (1950).  These books are useful 

because they are examples of the gendered advice given to teenagers in the 

1950s.  Beverly Brandow's Date Data is written for teenagers of either gender, 

and in the style typical of these guides is conversational and written with the 

distinct tone of an adult trying to be hip with teenagers.  Within its temporal 

context, it was certainly less awkward.  The guide is divided into numerous, quick, 

easy to read sections of at most four pages each.  This is useful because it is 
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essentially an average dating guide, like Abigail Van Buren’s Dear Teen-Ager 

(1959), Virginia Westervelt’s Getting Along in the Teen-Age World (1957), and 

others, which I did not analyze because I consider Brandow’s guide to be 

representative of this type.  Dick Clark's Your Happiest Years is at once a life 

guide for teenagers and a sort of inside look at the popular host of American 

Bandstand.  While also written for both genders, Clark focuses more on the lives 

of boys, and in that vein often uses supposedly personal anecdotes as examples 

for behaviors or feelings.  The focus on boys is notable because many more 

guides like this exist for girls than for boys, and most are written by women.  

Additionally, this particular exploitation of fame gives credence to the popularity 

of life guides for teenagers.  Helen Louise Crouse's Joyce Jackson's Guide to 

Dating is directed squarely toward teenage girls.  Jackson, Crouse's pseudonym, 

supposedly a teenager herself, writes as her introduction: 

 My name is Joyce Jackson - a teen-ager.  I have my 
problems, to be more specific dating problems. But what girl doesn't 
have dating problems? 
 Thanks to some girls who are unusual successes at dating, I 
have been able to get expert help with many of my problems.  
These girls are truly charming, and one would expect that they were 
either born lucky or else had spent great effort to achieve their 
charm.  They say not.  While it took effort for them to achieve their 
present success, they say the effort was easy. 
 I should like to pass some of their suggestions along to you.  
I think these suggestions will spare you much unnecessary misery 
and embarrassment.  They have done that for me. 
 Successful dating is possible for any girl, if she will give 
certain matters her close attention. This book is designed to give 
you that help. (Crouse 1955: viii) 

 

Through her abundant personal anecdotes, one learns that she is a sorority girl, 
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and therein lies her appeal.  Younger teenagers will idolize their older peers, and 

will be more likely to follow their advice than that of someone who comes off as 

being similar to their parents and out of touch with contemporary teenage issues. 

Whether Crouse actually was a teenager at the time of writing is unknown, but 

distinctly possible.  If she was, this book has a perspective that is unique in this 

group of books, that of someone actually experiencing these difficulties; however, 

if she was not, that fact is almost irrelevant, as teenage girls may still read the 

guide as though it is written by one of their peers.  Evelyn Duvall's Facts of Life 

and Love, for Teenagers is a comprehensive, and at times very technical, guide 

for teenagers of both genders.  It is less conversational than any of the other 

three guides, but solidly exhibits post-World War II ideals, as it was published in 

1950.  Though these guides may sound appear different, the advice to teenagers 

is consistent throughout all four, demonstrating that social ideas for gender roles 

were, in this decade, clearly defined and specific. 

 

METHOD 

 I read these guides for expectations and advice for how boys and girls are 

supposed to act as a member of their gender and interact with each other, 

particularly how these expectations are divergent between genders, in order to 

make conclusions about the attitudes of these documents.  I organized this 

information into five categories, INCITING MASCULINITY/FEMININITY, 

DESIRABILITY, POLITESSE/RULES, STATUS OF DATING, and SEXUALITY, 
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which are defined below. 

 

 INCITING MASCULINITY/FEMININITY:  How girls must cause masculinity 

in boys and boys must cause femininity in girls 

 DESIRABILITY: What these guides state that boys and girls find attractive 

in the opposite gender.  How to get a boy/girlfriend and how to keep one. 

 POLITESSE/RULES: What guidelines exist about courtesy and the bare 

mechanics of dating. 

 STATUS OF DATING: How boys and girls feel about dating, abstractly. 

 SEXUALITY: What the expectations are for sexual aggression, activity and 

the implications therein. 

 

 Overall, these guides outline far more rules and stipulations for girls' 

behavior than boys', which may only incidentally reflect readership, given that 

most of these books are written for both genders.  Instead, it illuminates an 

emphasis on teenage spheres.  Like adults, males are expected to be in the 

public sphere, and females in the private sphere; however, in this case the public 

sphere consists of activities and outside interests, while the private sphere is 

focus on and maintenance of personal relationships. 

 

INCITING MASCULINITY/FEMININITY 

 In any dichotomy, it is generally understood that a trait's presence in one 
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of the subjects suggests absence in the other.  This is, of course, true in the case 

of masculinity and femininity; however, since these traits are not innate in people, 

in teenage dating the dating partner is required to bring these out in a person.  

Boys "want a girl who will make them feel like a MAN!" (Brandow 1954: 66), since 

a boy cannot manifest these qualities without someone to be a character in 

opposition to this masculinity.  A girl must further "let him be the star at" the 

sports that they used to play together (Clark 1959: 48), so he can exhibit even 

more physical power in contrast to her inactivity.  These outward signs of 

masculinity are to make a girl feel more feminine, a characteristic nearly defined 

by passivity, as "a girl likes to feel managed in the sense that she is being 

helplessly swept off her feet" (Brandow 1954: 45). 

 

STATUS OF DATING 

 It is common in 1950s guidebooks to say that girls are more desperate for 

dates and to date than boys are, which is a direct result of the rule that only boys 

may instigate a date.  Since boys, should they want a date, can just ask for one, 

there is necessarily less time spent waiting and wondering about them.  

Additionally, boys are often presented as having more activities, "with sports and 

the crowd providing enough fun to keep [them] busy" (Clark 1959: 105), while 

girls need boys, or talk about boys, to entertain them.  With Crouse (1955: 1) 

telling them "it's good to have dates," as though their current teenage society had 

not already, girls may become even more desperate for dates. 
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 This desperation can derive from the fact that having a date is, according 

to these guides, also connected more to female status than it is male status, as 

evidenced by how much more it is mentioned in conjunction with girls.  This is 

due to the teenage "private sphere" of interpersonal/romantic relationships to 

which girls are relegated, as well as the example in the 1950s middle-class 

teenage girl's life of her mother as homemaker, with a life generally revolving 

around her husband and family.  In order to get dates, a girl must already have 

had a date, so she may go out with a boy she does not really like because "this is 

a first date and beggars can't be choosers" (Brandow 1954: 5-7).  Even if a girl is 

not even really interested in boys yet, "if one of your girl friends invites you to a 

party - don't pass it up" (Clark 1959: 52) because eventually she will be 

interested in boys, and have already met some in a context that suggests 

dateability. 

 This social desirability can also manifest in girls accepting almost any date.  

Clark (1959: 109) and Brandow (1954: 17) say, "if she has nothing lined up, she 

should go out with you," and "girls usually love a date and will rarely turn a boy 

down," respectively.  Just to be on and seen on a date, regardless of with whom 

as long as he's decently socially respectable, is enough to satisfy this indicator of 

status.  Without a date "a girl can't just get up and go any place she chooses" 

because Saturday night is date night (Clark 1959: 51) and it would be too socially 

stigmatizing to go out both Friday and Saturday nights without a date. 
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POLITESSE/RULES 

 There are rules for specific, gendered actions in teenage dating, which 

manifest from this overarching idea that girls and boys are inherently different 

and should be policed as such, and that girls should receive boys' actions and 

need the protection of boys' power.  Many of these are deemed "courtesy," but a 

gendered politeness at that. 

 "Perhaps yours is the asking end of the date.  Well, fellows..." Brandow 

(1954: 15) begins her segment about asking for dates, revealing, as the others 

do, that initiating a date is strictly male business (Clark 1959; Crouse 1955; 

Duvall 1950).  If a girl were to do so, it would be horrifyingly aggressive, 

unacceptable, and would leave her dateless because boys would resent her 

(Brandow 1954).  Boys should ask directly and with an activity in mind (Brandow 

1954; Duvall 1950), though all books are quick to mention that this will let the 

recipient of the invitation know how to dress for the evening.  This action sets the 

tone for most interactions that take place on a date: the boy is the initiator, or 

actor, while the girl acquiesces or receives these actions, less autonomous than 

the boy (though does a set of social rules actually allow anyone to be 

autonomous?). 

 Girls are not socially allowed to call a boy on the telephone, much like they 

cannot ask for dates (Clark 1959; Duvall 1950).  They may call "on business," 

presumably about homework or some other non-aggressive reason, but never 

just to "chat"; if her purpose could possibly "be misunderstood, she should ask 
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someone else to make the call for her" (Crouse 1955: 7).  The boy has all control 

over communication, to the point where fear of being aggressive will cause a girl 

not to call him for a completely innocuous reason.  Even in a regular, exclusive 

relationship, girls are not "entitled to call him on the telephone" (Brandow 1954: 

88).  Girls must thus passively wait to be chosen. 

 The boy has further control over dates because he has the sole 

responsibility to finance and find transportation for the date (Clark 1959).  Boys' 

financial responsibility on dates is a result of living in and learning from a 

capitalist society in which money equates to power, which further equates to 

masculinity.  For this reason, the practice of "going Dutch," in which a girl pays 

for herself on a date, is strongly warned against (Brandow 1954: 55-6; Duvall 

1950: 138).  It is an "extreme" that should not be reached in a girl's effort to 

lessen her date's financial stress (Crouse 1955).  Going Dutch overturns the ever 

popular gender roles, causing girls to feel used and boys to feel useless 

(Brandow 1954), as any upset of gender roles is bound to cause.  Because only 

boys are permitted to drive (Brandow 1954; Duvall 1950), girls are essentially at 

their mercy regarding where they are going and when the date ends.  A girl has 

no real escape.  Politeness, of course, would prevent her from leaving anyway, 

but if the boy takes her out in the family car, her capability for independent 

movement is stunted. 

 "Courtesy requires a man open the car door for a woman...good manners 

are just good sense" (Clark 1959: 58).  There are certain actions considered 
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polite that seem to have no basis other than females' socially-determined 

helplessness relative to males.  A boy should stand when a girl enters the room 

(Clark 1959) to acknowledge her femininity, and should always push in a girl's 

chair beneath her (Crouse 1955).  Ever protective, boys must always walk their 

date to her front door (Brandow 1954; Duvall 1950), to ensure no harm becomes 

her between the car door that he has just opened for her, and the loving embrace 

of her parents.  Girls must wait for boys to open and close any doors for them 

(Brandow 1954; Clark 1959), something girls are generally completely capable of 

doing themselves, but gendered social rules render them helpless to boys' 

socially-ordained control. 

 The guides describe specific rules for girls to maintain their passivity, as 

opposed to their simple reaction to male "courtesy."  When on a date at a 

restaurant, she should give her order to the boy, who will then give both orders to 

the waiter (Brandow 1954; Crouse 1955), outwardly revealing her dependence 

on him and minimizing her individuality.  Additionally, before even speaking to a 

boy, she should ask a mutual friend to properly introduce them, or wait for him to 

introduce himself (Crouse 1955); she is given very little power with which to 

initiate contact with boys. 

 Gifts have rules attached, stemming mainly from the purchased gift's 

symbolization of money.  Girls are delighted by surprise gifts and flowers  

(Brandow 1954; Duvall 1950), and these gifts are regarded as being reflections of 

the value a boy places on a girl; "If you know he can well-afford an expensive gift 
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and yet you receive something that's downright cheap, better wake up to the fact 

that you've fallen for a line" (Brandow 1954: 177), as girls are a sort of commodity.  

Girls should therefore never give a gift to a boy who has not given one to her first 

(Crouse 1955), as otherwise he does not see her as an investment and she 

should not waste her time.  Like anything that involves handling money, girls 

should avoid buying gifts for boys (Crouse 1955) and showing off their 

participation in the capitalist system for boys.  Instead, it is preferable for her to 

make him gifts, whether knitting ("a gift of socks or a sweater she has knitted 

herself" [Crouse 1955: 67]), sewing, or some other craft (Crouse 1955; Duvall 

1950).  This removes the gift from having any sort of obvious market value, in 

spite of supply costs, and replaces that implication with one of thoughtfulness 

and an example of the girl's domestic skills.  A girl may also purchase tickets to 

some big event, provided that she makes up a story about how she received 

them as a gift and ultimately leaves it up to the boy to decide whether they attend 

(Duvall 1950), eliminating the grotesque idea that she has actually spent money 

on a boy. 

 

DESIRABILITY 

 Obviously different standards exist for attracting and keeping the 

attentions of someone of different genders, simply by virtue of the fact that 

society continues to define genders as "opposite."  It is utterly unsurprising that 

the 1950s has particularly strict rules. 
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 "Boys are highly allergic to certain characteristics.  For instance, some 

fatal charms (fatal to you, that is) which you might have are aggressiveness, 

cattiness, a yen to brag about your popularity, gossiping, silliness and that tough 

'been around' approach" (Brandow 1954: 63) 

 A girl's options for attracting a boy rely heavily on her passivity and 

disposition.  Frankly, it is alarming the number of times each of these guides tells 

girls not to chase boys; at least ten pages among four books mention “chasing” 

at least once.  "Chasers" are "nightmares" (Brandow 1954: 63).  Chasing is 

defined as anything from a girl telling a friend that she likes a boy, and that 

confidence being betrayed (Brandow 1954), to asking him for a date (Brandow 

1954; Clark 1959).  For a girl to take on this aggressive role questions a boy's 

masculinity because "Naturally, any boy feels silly to discover that he is being 

wooed. Besides feeling embarrassed, awkward, and sissified" (Brandow 1954: 

183).  To counteract this egregious loss of masculinity, a boy can put a girl back 

in her passive place by teasing or ignoring her (Brandow 1954).  In contrast, 

Brandow (1954) assures boys that "perhaps she isn't declaring the state of her 

heart... because she is a thoroughly nice girl" (182).  Crouse (1955) goes so far 

as to say, "an indication of too much enthusiasm on your part is worse than none 

at all, and is apt to turn the boy against you forever" (5).  Not only is this "chase" 

even worse than making a boy feel rejected, but the fatalistic language causes 

particular anxiety in a reader.  Equally as often, the term "aggression" or some 

variant is used as a negative indication.  The ambiguity of this term, outside of 
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the obvious "fact" that girls may not ask boys out, encourages increased passivity 

without actually giving any examples.  It could mean anything,  and a female 

reader , steeped in this way of thinking, is forced to evaluate her own actions for 

any hints of the ever boy-repelling "aggressiveness."   

 Girls should also avoid talking about prior dates with other boys when on a 

date with one, as it will disgust him and cause him to "get rid" of her (Brandow 

1954: 65, 68).  In fact, girls should avoid talking very much at all, as boys prefer 

girls who don't talk too much, and certainly not about themselves Crouse 1955; 

Duvall 1950).  To be an attractive date, girls should spend more time "being 

interested, instead of being interesting" (Crouse 1955: 27), and continuing their 

outright passivity beyond the pursuit phase of a relationship or date.  This 

inaction is socially, heteronormatively desirable not only because it subscribes to 

the general role of male aggressor-female receiver, but also because dates have 

some connection to sexual activity, which only boys are permitted to pursue. 

 There are far fewer examples of what boys do find attractive in a girl.  

Constant positivity and sweetness are among the few traits specifically outlined 

as acceptable for girls (Brandow 1954; Crouse 1955).   

 Keeping a boyfriend involves little skill, according to these guides.  A girl 

must simply pretend they are not dating.  Even if they are going steady, it is 

socially unacceptable for a girl to telephone a boy or ask him out (Brandow 1954), 

as it is still presumptuous and aggressive at that point.  She should also not 

expect any more of his free time because to do so would be over possessive 
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(Brandow 1954). 

 Boys, the askers of dates, have far fewer and less strongly worded 

guidelines for actually attracting girls.  All he has to do is ask, and it doesn't hurt if 

he has a car or some social status marker.  Following evolutionary theory, girls 

are especially attracted to boys with access to a car (Brandow 1954)- a 

significant indicator of wealth in the 1950s.  Other status markers, for instance, a 

social title like "Ice King of the Winter Carnival" (Crouse 1955: 3), make a boy 

more desirable.  It proves he has enough status and power within the group to 

win popularity contests. 

 Other, less overtly superficial, methods boys have to make a girl like them 

include becoming friendly with her parents, and having an "honorable line" 

(Brandow 1954: 173).  Brandow (1954) tells boys that that they should "get in 

solid with her parents" because "they'll put you in solid with her" (79-81).  This 

further exemplifies the theme of girls as property of their parents until they are 

married.  While according to these guides, a boy may essentially date whomever 

he chooses, regardless of his parents, a girl is more under parental influence, 

and therefore more childlike.  This control emphasizes a girl's passivity and 

supposed need to be taken care of and coddled, by both parents and dates.  

Finally, a boy must have an "honorable line," or rehearsed "lively routine of 

chatter" in order to be popular (Brandow 1954: 173).  This puts the boy in the 

position of being the talker to a girl's listener.  Having something rehearsed 

means he always has something to say, and therefore some control in an 
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interaction, provided he has not used it already with the girl to whom he is 

speaking.  Both of these methods involve some dominance over and in 

conversations with girls. 

 There are, however, guidelines for keeping a girl interested.  For instance, 

if a girl dates many boys, one is supposed to "keep her guessing.  Don't try for a 

kiss" and she'll wonder if she "didn't make such a hot impression on [him]" 

(Brandow 1954: 84); by making a girl unsure of herself and her attractiveness, a 

boy can stay in her head.  Teenage girls are generally insecure as it is, and take 

such things to heart, meaning a girl learns not to count on a suitor to be too nice 

to her, and lowers her expectations and standards for how she would like to be 

treated.  Much like the advice given to girls, when going steady a boy should 

continue to treat his girlfriend as though they are not in a marginally more serious 

relationship.  He should continue to demonstrate his financial dominance by 

giving her surprise gifts (Brandow 1954), as "girls who have flowers sent to them 

for no big reason and have a collection of inexpensive trinkets bought by a boy... 

are pleased" (47).  Additionally, he must indulge her femininity and social need to 

be seen dating someone by taking her to "all the important school affairs" 

(Brandow 1954: 88). After all, a girl likes to be treated like "a fairy princess on a 

feather pillow" (Brandow 1954: 45). 

 

SEXUALITY 

 Unsurprisingly, sexuality is a topic with incredibly divergent roles and 
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expectations between genders.  While it is natural to want to kiss and "pet" (a 

term with no universal definition, and assumed to be any sexual contact beyond 

kissing) (Brandow 1954: 189) (Duvall 1950), petting is socially unacceptable for 

either gender according to these sources.  Brandow classifies petters into three 

groups: 

 1. The love starved 

 2. The sincere, but gullible lover 

 3. The immoral (191) 

Essentially, the only people who give in to these urges are not actually in love, 

but are desperate for any affection they can get, stupid, or, of course, immoral.  

In other words, petters have horrible personal flaws.  Though by the end of the 

1950s, petting by both boys and girls is frowned upon (Clark 1959: 29), it is the 

girl's responsibility to stop it, and therefore more stringent, defined rules are 

inflicted on girls.  Girls must worry about their reputation relying on their purity, 

and are given plenty of specifications for how to avoid seeming "cheap" or like 

"that kind of girl." 

 As they "are less easily excited by sex stimulation and more slowly moved 

to demand sexual contact" (Duvall 1950: 247), the sexual gatekeeper role is 

forced on girls (248).  Boys are regarded as having a "sex drive so strong that it 

overrules reason" (Crouse 1955: 153), and the male partners in “going steady” 

relationships are "driven by that emotion he calls love...you've got to think for 

both of you" (Brandow 1954: 188).    Furthermore, petting is habit forming, and if 
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a girl allows it once, the boy will want it all the time because of his constant need 

for sexual stimulation (Duvall 1950: 245).  Girls also "expect love from a kiss" 

(Clark 1959: 29) and "associate sex with love" (Crouse 1955: 83), while "boys do 

not associate sex with love" (Crouse 1955: 83).  This mentality essentially 

excuses boys from taking any responsibility for their actions, and puts the blame 

for any sexual activity on the girl; as such, the girl will experience more 

stigmatization by her peers than her male partner should anything sexual happen 

between them. 

 Petting and kissing a lot is a "badge of power" for boys (Duvall 1950: 141).  

Adhering to heteronormativity, their popularity among boys is in part determined 

by their sexual experience, more of which means more masculinity.  Boys may 

even wonder "will she tell her friends you're a sissy who hasn't gotten around 

much, if you don't [kiss her]?" (Brandow 1954: 163).  Connecting masculinity with 

sexual activity further alienates girls from it, in order to preserve their femininity. 

 No one is supposed to expect kisses on the first date (Duvall 1950) 

because kisses are meant to be shared between people who genuinely like each 

other (Clark 1959).  A boy can easily avoid a meaningless kiss, since the rules of 

dating and masculinity say that he is the only one of the pair who can initiate a 

kiss.  A girl, on the other hand, "is really on the spot - and the defensive" 

(Brandow 1954: 167).  If a boy tries for an early kiss, a girl has few options.  The 

first is "slap[ping] him - hard!" (Brandow 1954: 187).  This is a surprising display 

of aggression, allowed only because the value of a girl's sexual purity and 
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reputation is so high,  The other option is to change or avoid the subject 

(Brandow 1954: 167).  Though Clark (1959) insists "no girl has to kiss a fellow 

good night - ever!" (115), Brandow (1954) insists that aforementioned rules of 

etiquette prevent avoidance from being that straight forward as "if [a girl is] in a 

car, ([she] can't get out until he goes around) [she's] sunk unless [she] has a 

natural and very funny sense of humor to joke [her] way out of this situation" 

(167).  In that case, it is likely that girls are supposed to want to avoid sexual 

contact to such an extent that exiting the car would be preferable.  A noteworthy 

omission is a simple "no," but that would potentially hurt the male ego, without 

the insistence and spectacle of a slap.  It is interesting that girls are told outright 

that they are the gatekeepers of kisses and petting, but are provided with very 

few ideas for mechanisms with which to keep up their role. 

 Girls who want and are willing to kiss and pet defy the heteronormative 

standard that they should not desire these activities, and their engagement 

should strictly be for the pleasure of their partner; therefore, they are "cheap."  Of 

course, at this time, girls who kiss and pet are "not respectable" and "bad 

characters" (Clark 1959: 125; Duvall 1950: 142) for their disregard of social 

standards and their own purity, but girls who do it and like it are the worst.  "A 

kiss is a sincere expression of a sincere emotion, and kisses freely given are 

cheap and valueless" (Brandow 1954: 165), meaning a girl who enjoys kissing 

and indulges in it is herself valueless.  Even further, petting means a girl is not of 

quality, and is "ruining [her] chances of ever being needed, wanted, or loved" 
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(Brandow 1954: 192).  A small concession for girls kissing is if they really hate it.  

Brandow (1954) consoles boys by telling them that the girl who allowed them to 

kiss her and hold her hand may have just felt too uncomfortable to say no to 

them, and may in fact actually be a nice girl.  Her passivity is to be applauded, 

and this dislike of physical contact adheres to preferable norms, preventing her 

from being "that kind of girl."   Rejecting social standards, the girl who enjoys 

kissing is abhorrent and cheap, not to be respected. 

 A particular problem for girls is seeming cheap or impure without any 

intimate contact whatsoever, consequences of which include no dates and 

disrespect.  Something as unintentional as too much lipstick can cause people to 

perceive a girl as cheap (Brandow 1954; Crouse 1955), likely due to the popular 

image of female prostitutes as overly made-up.  Additionally, "boys, as a whole, 

tend to look down upon [girls who don't have curfews] and think of her rather as 

loose, cheap, and with parents who obviously don't care too much about her" 

(Brandow 1954: 61).  Instead of being a sign that she is trustworthy, a lack of 

curfew implies in this culture that a girl must be using that late-night time to get 

into shady business.  There is never a mention of boys' curfews.  Gaining a 

"cheap" label by such innocuous means emphasizes the social focus on female 

purity. 

 All teenagers have such a social investment in female purity that if a boy 

really respects a girl, he will want to protect her reputation by not petting with her 

(Brandow 1954;Crouse 1955).  For this reason, boys will not marry girls with 
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whom they have had much sexual contact (Crouse 1955), or that they know has 

had a "wild past" (Brandow 1954: 194).  Neglecting her femininity (purity, 

reputation) makes a girl ultimately undesirable for a long-term relationship. 

 In an unsurprising, patriarchal turn, boys have the option to "test" girls to 

see what kinds of girls they are (Brandow 1954: 187; Duvall 1950: 132), 

obviously with no equivalent test for girls to perform.  Boys who try to kiss girls 

early are trying to see if they are "that kind of girl" (Brandow 1954: 187), so girls 

should avoid it, "even if he insists and you'd like to.  It may be a test to see if 

you're an easy mark" (Brandow 1954: 28).  Another double standard arises 

because "boys sometimes confess that they will try to kiss a girl the first time they 

take her out, but do not expect her to allow it, especially if she is the kind of girl 

they respect" (Duvall 1950:140).  They can attempt meaningless kisses, but if 

she agrees to it, she is not good enough for them.  Testing can effectively make a 

girl insecure about whether a boy's attempt to kiss her is out of legitimately liking 

her, or just a trick, potentially keeping them from engaging in any intimate contact 

and satisfying heteronormative standards. 

 

Conclusion 

 1950s dating guides, characterized by quite rigid rules, present to 

teenagers how to be socially acceptable members of their gender within romantic 

relationships.  Roles are defined quite heteronormatively, with girls expected to 

be passive, dependent on boys, and uninterested in sex, and boys to be active 
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instigators.  The qualities of masculinity and femininity are defined by the 

absence of the other, and the most egregious mistake a teenager, especially a 

girl, can make is to take on a trait of the opposite gender. 
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3 

2000s: Progressive Confusion 

 

 

 In the forty years after the 1950s, an array of social and political 

movements took place in the United States that led to more equal gender roles 

for women.  The Civil Rights Movement and subsequent Civil Rights Act of 1964 

Title VII prohibited hiring discrimination by sex, meaning that women had greater 

access to employment, and therefore developing their own financial autonomy.  

Two years later, women founded the National Organization for Women, 

highlighting that gender equality  had become an especially important issue in 

need of more visibility and change than it had earlier.  Though they were first sold 

in the late 1950's, it is not until the early 1970s that it is illegal to interfere with the 

distribution of oral contraceptives to unmarried women, a change that increased 

sexual autonomy of women regardless of marital status.  This in turn increased 

sexual choices for teenage girls, and decreased the pregnancy risk of teen sex, a 

risk that had the most consequence for the girl in the relationship.  These 

employment opportunities and sexual freedoms created a more equal gender 

environment and disrupted the social inertia, though the old, heteronormative 

values persisted. 

  As of the 21st century, advice books for teenagers still exist, but are not 

so popular compared to teenage girls' magazines, which dispense advice about 
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friends, school, dating, fashion and other lifestyle topics.   There are no similar 

publications targeted toward teenage boys with any significant readership, 

reinforcing the idea that "doing relationships" is the business of girls (Chambers, 

Tincknell & Van Loon 2004: 406).  Some popular titles include Seventeen, Teen 

Vogue and Girl's Life.  Seventeen is, in 2010, the most popular magazine title for 

teenagers in the United States, with a monthly circulation of about two million per 

issue.  Its audience is primarily girls aged 12-19 (Seventeen Media Kit 2010).  In 

spite of its female readership, Seventeen is nonetheless a good choice for 

making assertions about contemporary teenage gender roles, especially those 

expected of girls, because it reaches a large audience, comes out with a new 

issue monthly, has a significant number of pages dedicated exclusively to dating 

or "guy" concerns. 

 The frequent lack of clarity in Seventeen as a whole in regard to gendered 

behavior serves to highlight the missing rigid explicitness in contemporary gender 

roles as compared to those in the 1950s.  One set definition for how a girl should 

behave simply no longer exists.  The articles, however, often contradict each 

other or give advice that is vague to the point of meaninglessness.  For example, 

"guys like girls who have an air of mystery" (Benson, “What’s Killing Your 

Game?” 2008), but are also "drawn to girls who aren't afraid to be bold" (Benson, 

“Guy Secrets No One Ever Told You” 2009).  Rationally, these concepts oppose 

each other, aloof mysteriousness versus blatant boldness.  An example of the 

vagueness, and elaboration on this idea of boldness in girls, Benson writes "guys 
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love a girl who radiates confidence--but when it turns into arrogance, you can 

seem diva-ish or aloof, which turns guys off. Champion flirts know how to be 

strong without being overpowering" (Benson, “Don’t Take This Advice!” 2008).  

The method of achieving this happy medium is not described-- a girl has no way 

to know if she is being confident, but not too confident.   Sometimes Seventeen's 

inconsistencies oppose each other insofar as one option conforms to 

heteronormative standards, and the other does deviates from them.  At other 

times, both options, though in opposition, reinforce heteronormative social 

structures because they rely on girls pleasing or attracting boys, rather than 

remaining true to their own personalities and making themselves happy. 

 

METHOD 

To conduct my analysis of Seventeen magazine and its dating advice for girls, I 

looked exclusively at the sex and love life sections, initially looking just for 

directives, but then going back and widening my analysis to all articles in these 

sections, once I realized that Seventeen was more inconsistent and vague about 

their gendered instructions than the 1950s guides.  I then developed the following 

codes for the information in the articles, which I will use for subheadings below:  

 

 STATUS: What dating and its terms mean at this time 

 WHAT BOYS LIKE: How to attract a boy/what they like 

 WHAT BOYS HATE: What behaviors boys find unattractive 
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 COMMUNICATION: What boys' actions mean and how and when to have 

open communication 

 GOOD/BAD BOYFRIENDS: How good or bad a boyfriend/potential 

boyfriend is 

 DOING THE WORK: Who asks for dates, pays, makes telephone calls 

 PHYSICALITY: What rules exist for acceptable sexual contact in dating 

relationships 

 

 One tactic Seventeen uses to augment the credibilty of the included advice 

is to include quotes supposedly from teenage boys and girls.  I have included the 

supposed name and age of teenager who are quoted in quotes, as I cannot be 

sure that these are legitimate quotations. 

 Overall, Seventeen promotes equally-shared roles as none of the 

mentioned behaviors associating are explicitly assigned to one gender; however, 

the authors' presentation overwhelmingly discourages open conversation 

between genders, creating a distinct separation between the two,  the articles are 

written in such an inconsistent way as to foster insecurity in girls regarding cross-

gender engagement. 

 

STATUS 

 According to Seventeen the status of a couple, or definition of the type of 

relationship they have, is very important for high school girls, as "in high school 
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it's all about getting a boyfriend" (Metz, “All About Guys” 2008).  The magazine 

provides a useful guide for those confused about all of the variations of romantic 

relationships in high school (contrasting the two categories in the 1950s: playing 

the field and going steady): 

HANGING OUT You flirt like crazy every time you see each other---
and whenever your crew plans something fun, he asks around or 
calls to make sure you're going. 
 
TALKING You're in constant contact: Even when you don't see 
each other in school, you text back and forth all day long, and he 
posts goofy messages on your Facebook. 
 
HOOKING UP You're definitely attracted to each other, and things 
have gotten physical. But you're not committed yet, and both of you 
could be flirting with other people. 
 
DATING He's told you he likes you and you think things could get 
serious, so you've planned some actual dates to get to know each 
other even better. But you haven't had the boyfriend/girlfriend talk 
yet, so things aren't officially "official." 
 
GOING OUT You've been out three or four times, you talk on the 
phone almost every night, and neither one of you makes plans for 
the weekend without checking with the other first. You're both 
thinking about making a real commitment. 
 
MAJOR COMMITMENT You're a couple! You've met his family and 
he's met yours. You know each other so well, and he even chooses 
nights with you over hanging out with the guys!" (Nussbaum, 
“What’s Up with You Two?” 2008) 

  

At the "going out" point, 3-4 dates, girls are told they can "change [their 

internet relationship] status. Now that you've hung out several times, you're ready 

to discuss being exclusive" (Benson, “Avoid Profile Pitfalls” 2008).  By 

encouraging girls to define their relationships in highly visible ways, such as on 
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social networking websites like Myspace and Facebook, and therefore saying 

which relationships are especially worth sharing information about, Seventeen 

legitimizes the supremacy of exclusive dating for girls. 

 In the context of this magazine, the final type of relationship, "major 

commitment," is obviously the goal to which girls should be aspiring in their love 

lives.  Outside of that sole exclamation mark of "you're a couple!" like it's a relief 

and a great achievement, there are no markers of judgment affiliated with any of 

the sorts of relationships.  Solely physical relationships, "hooking up," are 

common enough to be recognized, but whether they are really socially 

acceptable for a teenager to engage in is unknown.  The list, however, makes 

deciphering the magazine, and my subsequent analysis, much easier. 

 

WHAT BOYS LIKE 

 Seventeen describes many, often contradictory, ways for girls to attract 

boys, ways to make boys like them, and behaviors boys especially like in girls.  

The three categories are, in fact, distinct and exhibit a progression similar to the 

formation of a relationship.  Ways for girls to attract boys to them involve 

capturing their attention, making the boys want to talk to them, and are generally 

non-verbal; ways girls can make boys like them requires more contact between 

the two teenagers and are really ways to keep a boy interested; behaviors boys 

especially like are generally support behaviors that make a boy feel particularly 

special.  Very few of any of these prescribed methods involve a girl's own 
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personality and are instead performances to create or maintain a relationship 

with a boy. 

 In order to initially attract boys, Seventeen instructs girls in the ways of 

nonverbal communication and vague action.  The instructions, when specific, 

promote the girls getting boys to talk to them, rather than girls initiating contact.  

In one instance told that boys are "drawn to a girl who isn't afraid to be bold" 

(Benson, "Guy Secrets No One Ever Told You" 2009), in many others Seventeen 

says "guys like girls who have an air of mystery" (Benson, "What's Killing Your 

Game?" 2008) because the boys are intrigued by girls who make them work for 

their attention (Benson, "The Rules of Attraction" 2008; Nussbaum, "Your 

Summer of Love" 2008).  A girl can show this disinterest by talking to boys other 

than the one she is trying to attract, as it encourages him to feel competitive with 

these other boys and become more interested in her (Benson, "What's Killing 

Your Game?" 2008; Benson, "The Rules of Attraction" 2008).  She can be active 

with the boys in whom she is not interested, but is encouraged to wait for the boy 

in whom she is to make the first move.  Seventeen also tells girls that looking at a 

boy, then pretending that they were not looking, and then looking again will incite 

interest in a boy, causing him to want to talk to her (Benson, "Don't Take This 

Advice!" 2008; Benson, "The Rules of Attraction" 2008).  Girls are encouraged to 

engage in a certain passive action, where they consciously try to spur a boy to 

approach them, as a means of receiving male interest, in contrast to the non-

specific instruction of boldness. 
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 Once in some sort of relationship, boys like receiving mild sexual attention 

and girls who take a strong interest in their lives.  Public displays of affection 

make him "feel like a stud!" (Benson, "Be the Ultimate Girlfriend" 2009) indicating 

a perceived male tie between visible sexual attractiveness, and in a sense 

prowess, and ego.  Boys like flirty text messages and notes (Benson, "Be the 

Ultimate Girlfriend" 2009; Metz, "What He Wants This Year!" 2008), giving girls 

both a way to initiate contact with boys and express sexual attraction.  Girls are 

told that taking an interest in a boy's interests will make him like her more.  

"Awesome girlfriends" cheer for their boyfriends at sports evens or band 

performances (Benson, "Be the Ultimate Girlfriend" 2009).  They acknowledge 

that "guys like to stay active," participate in these activities, and can talk about 

sports and his other interests (Crawford, "Get the Hard-to-Get Guy" 2008; 

Sheckler, "How to Be a Cool Girlfriend" 2008).  Girls are not told that sharing their 

own interests will intrigue boys, making these interactions in a way one-sided and 

defining the girl in the relationship by her boyfriend.  Boys like it when girls with 

whom they are in relationships show them sexual attention, and become 

interested in their lives, perhaps without sharing the girls' own lives. 

 Seventeen simultaneously instructs girls to be bold and mysterious in 

order to attract a boy, but offers little advice on what the counter-heteronormative 

bold entails.  Girls further learn that offering sexual attention to and engaging in 

the interests of boys gives them good girlfriend status, without burdening boys 

with talking about themselves. 
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WHAT BOYS HATE 

 The behaviors that Seventeen insists repel boys, or cause them to lose 

interest, are almost all predictable from a heteronormative perspective, and are 

telling about both the expectations for boys and girls.  A very small number of 

explicit dislikes openly defy heteronormativity, such as boys disliking when girls 

do not voice their opinion. 

 Boys particularly malign any female behaviors that even vaguely indicate 

any kind of promiscuity or sexual initiative, including certain appearances, 

excessive flirting, and conversations about sex.  As for showing off a lot of skin or 

wearing a lot of makeup, “Daniel, 18” is quoted as saying "it looks tasteless, like 

they're just trying to hook up. I wouldn't want to be seen with a girl who looks like 

that." (“Love Lessons from...Brody Jenner” 2007; Benson, “The Rules of 

Attraction” 2008).  Solely based on her appearance, a girl's motivations are 

assumed and judged.  If one assumes sexual motivation, she is not respectable 

and it would be embarrassing to go out with her.  Female desire for any sexual 

contact, including just kissing, is such a blatant disregard of heteronormative 

standards as to be unacceptable when not kept secret, including preventing 

anyone from assuming such desire.  Sexual initiative and non-monogamous 

flirtation also repel boys based on their deviation from heteronormative standards.  

“Daniel, 21” says "girls who flirt with every guy in the room seem like they'd throw 

themselves at anybody. And when a girl is all over you, I wonder, How many 
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people have you done this to?" (Benson, “The Rules of Attraction” 2008).  When 

a girl takes sexual initiative, the ever-important question of her purity arises.  A 

pure girl would not be "all over" a boy; female purity has social value, so a girl for 

whom that is even a question is worth less in the eyes of boys than one whom 

they do not question.  Pervasive statements like those in the quote above keep 

girls from making as many sexual advances, and maintain the heteronormative 

status quo.  When girls "talk about sex really casually, it might be entertaining, 

but it seems slutty" (Benson, “The Rules of Attraction” 2008); while being able to 

discuss sex casually may be an indicator of security with the topic, and perhaps 

even a level of well-adjustment, girls are not expected or socially permitted to be 

comfortable discussing sex, as heteronormative culture allows desire only from 

boys.  A girl discussing it, therefore, is presumed to have engaged in a lot of 

sexual activity and is "slutty."  Girls' expressions of sexual desire, whether overt 

or assumed by appearance or conversation topics, still cause others to denigrate 

them, as they deviate from contemporary social standards of female purity. 

 Another frequently-mentioned dislike of boys is girls being "possessive" 

(Benson, “His Biggest Turnoff!” 2009), which highlights the expectation that 

relationships are exclusively appealing to girls.  Jealousy, a natural human 

response, is discouraged because, in the case of other girls flirting with one's 

boyfriend "he might feel smothered - and you'll end up pushing him away" (Metz, 

“‘Cute Girls Keep Flirting with My Guy!’” 2008).  Not liking that a boy with whom 

one is in an exclusive relationship enjoys attention he receives from other girls, 
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and having an attitude that might limit his ability to indulge that,  might end the 

relationship.  Boys should be able to engage in flirting with any girl they want, 

while girls are limited to their single partner when in such an exclusive 

relationship.  One article even states not to "put too much pressure on a guy" 

(“How to Be a Great Date” 2008) when getting to know a boy one-on-one.  The 

ambiguity works in favor of discouraging girls from talking about relationships 

with boys, and therefore taking any initiative that is not on these avoidant terms.  

 "Guys say girls' number one texting mistake is not being flirtatious enough 

- so they just lose interest" (Benson, “How to Send the Flirtiest Txt Msg!” 2008).  

In one way, this directly contradicts the heteronormative concept by addressing 

the acceptability of girls being very flirtatious, which is a display of a type of 

aggression; however, it overwhelmingly adheres to the concept because it says 

that not only is it the female's job to maintain male interest, and thus the 

relationship, but also that boys' interest is held only by the potential for physical 

contact. 

 Boys wanting girls to come up with ideas for dates contradicts the 

heteronormative expectation that girls must be passive receivers of boys' actions 

and ideas.  Boys would rather girls "voice [their] opinion and have a say in the 

relationship" (Metz, “‘My Biggest Dating Pet Peeves!’” 2008), in part because it 

makes it easier for the boys to please their dates (Metz, “Your Top 5 Guy 

Questions Answered!” 2008).  This attitude indicates that in general, teenagers 

do not adhere to some traditional heteronormative roles. 
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 Seventeen includes warnings for girls about what behaviors will repel boys, 

which generally are transgressions against heteronormativity, like showing 

sexual interest or initiative, insinuating that relationships are not just the jobs of 

girls, and not appealing subtly to the male libido to maintain his interest. 

 

COMMUNICATION 

 Two major types of articles in Seventeen magazine are scripts and 

decoding guides.  Seventeen frequently provides girls with suggestions for 

exactly what to say, or text, to boys to make them interested.  Additionally, it 

includes entire guides about the minute behaviors of boys (kissing techniques, 

methods of handholding) and how each variation can be interpreted. 

 Seventeen features contradictory articles regarding communication.  One 

of the most frequent types of articles in the magazine, decoding male behavior, 

implicitly discourages conversation about feelings as a couple, instead teaching 

girls to interpret body language and speech to figure out how he "really" feels or 

what he really means  (Benson, “Back-to-School Love Drama” 2008; Benson, 

“Decode Your Date!” 2008; Benson, “Write Your Flirtiest Yearbook Message” 

2008; Benson, “Why Guys Dump Girls They Still Like” 2009; Metz, “Crack the Bro 

Code” 2008; Metz, “Why Didn’t He Make a Move?” 2008; Metz, “Does He Really 

Like You?” 2009; Metz, “Is He Lying to You?” 2009; Metz, “Sneaky Ways to 

Tell...” 2009; Nussbaum, “Do You Give Love a Second Chance” 2008; Nussbaum, 

“What’s Up with You Two?” 2008); this promoted detective work by girls fosters a 
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girls versus boys attitude in romantic relationships, which enables the 

continuation of separate gender roles and inhibits gender egalitarianism.  First, it 

implies that all boys are the same, and simple enough that there are only one to 

three explanations for the ways in which they interact with girls.  "If a guy sits 

next to you (not across from you), he's trying to prove how much he likes you" 

(Metz, “Does He Really Like You?” 2009).  Second, it backs the assumption that 

boys are not interested in relationships beyond their potential for sexual 

gratification and status, while girls are more invested in the emotional side; 

therefore, to avoid the aforementioned "smothering" (Metz, “‘Cute Girls Keep 

Flirting with My Guy!’” 2008), girls must decipher the boys emotions by 

themselves, instead of simply asking. 

 Furthermore, none of Seventeen's reasons for why "he didn't make a 

move" (Metz, “Why Didn’t He Make a Move?” 2008), "he acts different at school" 

(Benson, “Back-to-School Love Drama” 2008), or "he broke up with you" (Benson, 

“Why Guys Dump Girls They Still Like” 2009) include "he just does not like you"; 

instead they cite "he had bad breath," "he's insecure" (Metz, “Why Didn’t He 

Make a Move?” 2008), "he's feeling a macho need to show his buddies that he 

still has more loyalty to them than you" (Benson, “Back-to-School Love Drama” 

2008), "he doesn't have time," or "he's broke" (Benson, “Why Guys Dump Girls 

They Still Like” 2009).  While this is certainly a way to discourage low self-esteem, 

as it presents girls with alternative explanations than self-blame, it claims that all 

girls can be liked by all boys, if the boy does not have personal problems.  This is 
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not only contradictory of much of the magazine, but also highly unrealistic. 

 Communication is so stigmatized that a boy who "divulges details about 

his relationship" with his current girlfriend to a female friend is deemed a bad 

boyfriend and "emotional[ly] cheating" (Benson, “Forbidden Love” 2008).  As a 

result of discouraging inter-gender communication, girls continue to believe that 

boys are inherently different than they, and are therefore confusing in spite of the 

fact that each one can be analyzed in the same way.  Nussbaum admits that 

"trying to decipher his signals leaves you even more confused" (Nussbaum, 

“What’s Up with You Two?” 2008), but in the same article tells girls how to 

decode the way boys hold their hand, implying that this deciphering is, in fact, 

necessary when dealing with boys. 

 

GOOD/BAD BOYFRIENDS 

 The need-a-boyfriend mentality in high school girls (Metz, “All About Guys” 

2008) evokes a sort of desperation exemplified by how Seventeen encourages 

girls to look at all boys as boyfriend material (Benson, “2008 Love Resolutions” 

2007; Benson, “Make Over Your Love Life” 2008).  By considering these boys in 

a romantic sense, even if without the boyfriend desperation and pressure girls 

would not find them attractive, girls "will realize that [their] world is full of 

relationships waiting to happen" (Benson, “Make Over Your Love Life” 2008) and 

"all guys have love and hugs to give!" (Benson, “2008 Love Resolutions” 2007) 

 These are not, according to Seventeen, the only criteria for being a good 
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boyfriend.  A good boyfriend is required to go through the most superficial 

motions. While girls must physically show support (Benson, “Be the Ultimate 

Girlfriend” 2009) and traditionally nurturing behaviors (McCartney, “Get Him to 

Reveal His Sweet Side” 2008) (Benson, “Be the Ultimate Girlfriend” 2009) boys 

must carefully flatter and engage in typical "gentlemanly" actions (Metz, “Find an 

Amazing Boyfriend!” 2009) that put girls in passive, protected roles.  To get this 

"good boyfriend" status, Seventeen includes an article that girls are instructed to 

show their boyfriends, providing a list of compliments for girls to "give to [their] 

guy[s]" (Benson, “’I Love When He Says...’” 2007), so the boys can know exactly 

which sentences girls like to hear, like how good their shampoo smells and that 

the boys' moms like them.  The existence of this article acknowledges that boys 

also need relationship advice, in spite of the dearth of official publications for 

them, though that the girl is expected to provide him with this script maintains that 

it the girl's need for the emotional intimacy of a relationship that maintains it.  

Additionally, girls should expect good boyfriends to "walk on the road side when 

[they are] walking together on the sidewalk," "hold open the car door" for them, 

and "seem protective of his sisters" (Metz, “Find an Amazing Boyfriend!” 2009).  

All of these actions require a desire for heteronormativity, as the girl must remain 

passive and desire the boy to exercise the same "protectiveness"  of her, as, by 

this definition, girls are weaker than boys and need protecting.  An extra-special 

boyfriend surprises his girlfriend with cute notes and flowers (Metz, “Find an 

Amazing Boyfriend!” 2009), in other words, an assertive benefactor. 
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 Explicitly "bad" boyfriend behaviors have some connection to physical 

intimacy and the heteronormative need of girls for emotional, rather than physical, 

relationships.  The magazine's acceptance of "hooking up" relationships in 

contrast with this particular attitude can leave girls wondering, even in the context 

of how to decide what boys are worth their time, what behaviors are acceptable 

from them.  While boyfriend desperation is endorsed for girls, the same in boys is 

unacceptable.  "Any guy who can't keep his hands to himself or is too quick to 

say that he wants to be with you forever” "will" be a bad boyfriend because “it's 

an indicator that all he's really interested in is getting a girlfriend--and any girl he 

finds will do" (Metz, “He’ll Be a Good Boyfriend” 2008).  Girls, who need 

emotional relationships, must feel like special little snowflakes before giving into 

boys' needs for physical relationships.  If a boy dismisses that need, he is not 

worthy.  This does not fit with "hooking up relationships”, and serves to exemplify 

the mixture of heavily heteronormative messages about purity, and the more 

progressive ones that acknowledge female sexual desire.  Nussbaum looks to 

seal this discrepancy by saying "It's a bad sign if a guy is okay hooking up with 

you but pretends he doesn't know you in front of his friends. This guy is just 

having fun: He doesn't want anything serious. Move on!" (Nussbaum, “What’s Up 

with You Two?” 2008).  While ignoring someone is very rude, the reasoning given 

for why it is unacceptable disregards this in favor of heteronormative standards.  

Girls should only engage in these hook up relationships if there is potential for 

"something serious."  Physical relationships are "just having fun" for boys, but are 
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indulging male libido for more emotional ends for girls; there is no recognized 

possibility that the girl could "just be having fun" as well.  Boys girls should not 

get involved with ignore the demand for female purity outside of emotional 

relationships. 

 

DOING THE WORK 

 Going on dates generally involves a certain script.  Someone must initiate 

contact.  Two people must agree to make a date, with one person asking the 

other.  Someone or both together must decide what to do on the date.  If the date 

costs money, someone must pay.  Someone should call the other afterward if the 

date was successful.  Heteronormative standards dictate that males must be 

active in all of these categories: asking girls out, deciding activities, paying, 

calling.  Contemporary girls, however, are socially permitted to be active in all of 

these realms (Metz, “Sneaky Ways to Tell...” 2009).  It is so obvious (to someone 

specifically looking) that traditional gender roles receive preference, though, 

creating the sort of inconsistency characteristic of Seventeen. 

 Girls can make the first move and initiate contact with a boy "casually" 

(Benson, “Plan the Flirtiest Summer Night” 2008; Benson, “Say the Flirtiest 

Things” 2008; Crawford, “How to Get the Hard-to-Get Guy” 2008).  They can ask 

to borrow pencils (Benson, “2008 Love Resolutions” 2007), "accidentally" hit boys 

with frisbees (Benson, “Get Any Guy at the Beach” 2008), say hi (“Love Lessons 

from...Brody Jenner” 2007; Benson, “Make Over Your Love Life” 2008), or ask 
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him about himself (Benson, “Get Any Guy at the Beach”2008 ).  A boy asking a 

girl to call him later is not preferable because "he still wants [her] to do the work" 

(Benson, “Write Your Flirtiest Yearbook Message” 2008).  To ask a boy out, a girl 

can invite him to hang out with a bunch of friends and then get him alone 

(Benson, “Plan the Flirtiest Summer Night” 2008; Crawford, “How to Get the 

Hard-to-Get Guy” 2008), or make the invitation seem more for her convenience, 

like "I have an extra ticket for this band" (Crawford, “How to Get the Hard-to-Get 

Guy” 2008).  Girls are not encouraged to do the traditional "will you go out for 

dinner with me? On a date" invitation.  That is reserved for boys, whom girls are 

encouraged to manipulate into asking them out by hinting about things they 

would like to do, for instance, see a particular movie or band (Benson, “Make Him 

Ask You Out!” 2008; Nussbaum, “Your Summer of Love” 2008), and just hoping 

the boys will take action.  Initiating contact and asking for dates is fairly 

egalitarian gender-wise, but asking for "real" dates is still the domain of boys. 

 Girls are also encouraged to choose activities for dates, especially when 

asked to contribute.  Instead of the passive "whatever you want to do," a more 

active actual suggestion is preferable (Benson, “2008 Love Resolutions” 2007; 

Metz, “‘My Biggest Dating Pet Peeves!’” 2008). 

 Though a boy paying for a date is him "doing something nice" (Metz, “‘My 

Biggest Dating Pet Peeves!’” 2008), rather than always expected and splitting the 

bill is more common, a positive association with masculine control of finances 

exists.  "Girlfriends are expensive" (Benson, “Why Guys Dump Girls They Still 
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Like” 2009) as evidenced by the overwhelming positivity framing the statistic 

"49% [of boys] spend more than $50 to take [a girl] out on a date!" (Metz, “Read 

His Mind!” 2008).  A boy who never pays is not regarded as "invested in the 

relationship" and may need replacing with "a better boyfriend!" (Metz, “‘Help! My 

Boyfriend Never Pays!’” 2007)  As such, if a boy really likes a girl he will "pay for 

both meals" (“How to Tell If He’s Totally Into You!” 2007).  It is worth noting that 

boys like it when girls pay "once in a while" (Benson, “Be the Ultimate Girlfriend” 

2009), as it indicates some deviation from traditional roles; however, the value of 

both boys and girls generally depends somewhat on how much the boy spends 

on a date. 

 According to a poll included in the magazine, both boys and girls believe 

that boys should make the first contact after a date (“Your Hookup Cheat Sheet” 

2009). 

 

PHYSICALITY 

 Physical intimacy follows a fairly traditional ideology: boys are permitted 

more activity and desire than girls, and girls are generally discouraged from 

showing overt desire; however, kissing on dates is presently mainstream 

(Benson, “Do You Talk Too Much About Your Guy?” 2009), as is, given the 

attention paid to it, hooking up, which apparently counters this socially desirable 

purity (though, as mentioned, if Nussbaum is to be believed, girls' participation 

has the underlying motive of a future, more serious relationship [Nussbaum, 
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“What’s Up with You Two?” 2008]).  This unclarity can leave girls unsure of the 

social consequences of sexual activity, what consequences engaging to please 

the ever-libidinous boys will have, and what consequences engaging to please 

themselves will have. 

 Seventeen encourages girls to foster relationships before having sex 

(Benson, “Decode Your Date!” 2008; Benson, “Guy Secrets No One Ever Told 

You” 2009; Benson, “Hookup Dos! Don’ts” 2009), even using boyfriend 

desperation as justification, by saying "boys will have more respect for you if you 

refuse to hook up" without getting into a relationship (Benson, “Outplay the 

Player” 2009).  Instead of engaging in overt sexuality, girls should come up with 

sneaky ways to touch boys, like palm reading, Twister or moving closer to them 

at the movies (Benson, “Warm Up Your Winter!” 2008; Metz, “‘My Biggest Dating 

Pet Peeves!’” 2008; Nussbaum, “What’s Up with You Two?” 2008).  This 

preserves their good girl appearance, but allows some divergent expression of 

interest.  In only one instance in two years does Seventeen explicitly tell girls that 

they may initiate a kiss, because "he'll be turned on by your confidence!" 

(Nussbaum, “Your Summer of Love” 2008), indicating its uniqueness. 

 Seventeen propagates the idea that boys will do anything to keep sex 

going (Meanley, “Sex Lies He Tells You” 2008) and that their sexual desire is 

common and natural.  A girl should assume that a 19 year-old boy has had sex 

before (Benson, “Guy Secrets No One Ever Told You” 2009), and 36% of boys 

claim to have had sex with someone they would not date (Metz, “What I Never 
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Told My Ex” 2008).  While 57% would not do this (“Your Hookup Cheat Sheet” 

2009), the heteronormative supposition that males need sexual contact, 

regardless of relationship status, supports this behavior. 

 "Minor" sexual activity, like kissing, is presumed an acceptable practice in 

teenage dating, but frequent, overt female sexual desire is not; in contrast, boys 

are expected to want sexual activity.  Hooking up relationships compound the 

confusion, by existing as an entire category of relationship in which girls can, to 

an extent, sexually express themselves. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 Seventeen, the most popular teenage magazine in the United States in 

2010, often includes dating and romantic advice for its female audience that does 

more to muddy the issues than to clarify appropriate behavior.  It implicitly 

presents both equal ideas of gender expectations and ones that strictly adhere to 

heteronormative standards that dictate passivity in females, which frequently 

contradict each other.  The most egalitarian roles are permitted in the 

fundamentals of dating, like asking someone out, and, to an extent, in what boys 

like.  Communication issues, what boys dislike in girls, expectations for 

boyfriends and sexuality all heavily favor unequal standards, usually revolving 

around female sexual expression.  These unequal sexual standards contrast with 

the apparent acceptability of purely physical relationships.  The inconsistencies in 

many of these categories could leave girls who read Seventeen for advice 
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confused about socially acceptable behavior in relationships with boys, which 

could contribute to their purchase of more magazines in an attempt to glean even 

more information to resolve the resulting self-doubt and uncertainty.   
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4 

Conclusions 

 

 

 Lifestyle/dating guides from the 1950s and issues of Seventeen magazine 

from 2007-2009 differ somewhat in terms of their permitted gender roles and 

presentations.  While dating guides adhere strictly to standards of 

heronormativity that emphasize male control and aggression and female 

acquiescence, Seventeen is in some ways more progressive, with areas that do 

not have such rigid, separative rules, but some contradictory ones.  This 

inconsistency, contrasted with the 1950s certainty, exposes the tension between 

maintaining the status quo of gendered behavior, and equalizing these arbitrarily 

gendered roles.  The rules that have had any duration are more numerous than 

the changes we see between the two decades; however, the changes prove 

more significant than the similarities, insofar as the freedoms they allow are more 

encompassing than the limits.  Ways in which the promoted dating system has 

not changed include the continuation of the importance of dating for girls, 

preferred male aggression over female, male desire for evidently sexually pure 

females, the inevitability of boys' sexual desire and inhibition of girls' in certain 

circumstances, and girls playing hard to get.  Differences include permission for 

girls to make contact with boys, for instance by calling or texting them and asking 

them out on dates, and increased acceptability of physical relationships.  These 
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changes in the literature are possible because the subordination of females in the 

United States has decreased due to feminist movements that have produced 

policy changes.  The dominant culture has changed more slowly, resisting the 

deviant (feminist) group (Summers-Effler 2002), and so some heteronormative 

values are retained. 

 The comparison between these two time periods begins in the categories 

into which I sorted the data.  Some categories have equivalents in the other time 

periods, though some do not.  I outline these in the chart below. 

1950s 2000s 

Inciting Masculinity/Femininity (parts of) What Boys Like 

Desirability What Boys Like, What Boys Hate, 

Good/Bad Boyfriends 

Politesse/Rules Doing the Work 

Status of Dating (parts of) Good/Bad Boyfriends 

Sexuality Physicality 

None Status 

None Communication 

 

 The categories that do not have equivalents show changes in these 

documents' treatment of dating and gender roles.  The 1950s "inciting 

masculinity/femininity" tells girls in no uncertain words how to treat a boy so he 

will feel "like a MAN" (Brandow 1954: 66) and how boys should make girls feel 
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like fairy princesses.  Boys and girls cannot claim their own membership of their 

gender without a distinct opposite to counter these prescribed masculine and 

feminine traits, and someone to prove that they fill their prescribed role.  

Seventeen does not discuss how girls should make boys feel manly, instead 

using the phrase "like a stud."  This does not only implicitly encourage girls to 

make boys feel masculine, but also ties this masculinity to sexuality, which 

exhibits the increased acceptability of teenage (male) sexuality as compared to 

the 1950s. 

 Seventeen's emphasis on couples' relationship statuses, with six 

categories and rules for defining them, demonstrates a heightened need for 

definition.  While in the 1950s there were only two, semi-defined options, going 

on dates and going steady, teenagers may still have engaged in relationships 

explicated by Seventeen like "hanging out."  Specific definitions for teenage 

relationships have increased in importance as very public displays of this status, 

like Facebook, which includes "single," "it's complicated with [whomever]," and "in 

a relationship with [whomever]." 

 Seventeen's inclusion of issues of communication demonstrates the idea 

of these relationships as actual interpersonal relationships, rather than simply 

cases of needing an escort to important events or purely for status reasons.  

1950s dating guides do not address this topic or the potential for teenage couples 

to get into arguments at all. 

 In the 1950s, a girl's status is more connected to having a date than a 
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boy's (Brandow 1954; Clark 1959), while in the 2000s "high school is all about 

getting a boyfriend" (Metz, “All About Guys” 2008).  Girls must consider boys they 

otherwise would not just to obtain the coveted trophy of a date or boyfriend 

(Benson, “2008 Love Resolutions” 2007; Benson, “Write Your Flirtiest Yearbook 

Message” 2008Brandow 1954; Clark 1959).  There is no mention of boys having 

to date outside of their personal standards, indicating that it is more important for 

girls to date, and therefore they must widen their potential date pool. 

 Mysterious girls have maintained their popularity for the past 60 years.  A 

girl in the 1950s must avoid "chasing" a boy by giving him any indication that she 

likes him before he asks her for a date, for fear of being too aggressive and 

scaring him away (Brandow 1954: 63, 71; Clark 1959: 48).  Girls in the 2000s 

cannot let a boy she is not already "dating" know she likes him too much either.  

The more available she is to him, the faster he will lose interest because "guys 

are intrigued by a girl that makes them work for her attention" (Benson, “What’s 

Killing Your Game?” 2008; Nussbaum, “Your Summer of Love”).  Boys do not 

receive instructions for how to attract a girl's attention.  This continuation 

emphasizes the responsibility of the girl to maintain the boy's interest because 

she has more invested in the emotional relationship than he does. 

 Boys perceive girls who wear too much makeup or (quickly) initiate any 

sort of sexual contact as "cheap" or "slutty" (Benson, “The Rules of Attraction” 

2008; Brandow 1954: 159-60; Crouse 1955), and therefore in violation of one of 

the chief tenants of heteronormativity; society reserves expression of physical 
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desire for boys.  Kissing too quickly means a girl is "not respectable" (Duvall 

1950: 142), and a boy wonders "how many people [she has] done this to" 

(Benson, “The Rules of Attraction” 2008).  The girl's purity is questioned and 

determined nonexistent simply because she kisses one boy, indicating that 

circumstances under which, even now, a girl can initiate sexual contact are 

variable and vague.  It reveals social reliance on expressed female purity and 

that male initiative is strongly preferred. 

 The association of money with masculinity prevails, though not as strictly 

as in the 1950s.  Splitting the bill is not perceived as some horribly emasculating 

travesty; however, the amount a boy spends on a girl still indicates how invested 

he is in the relationship (Metz, “‘Help! My Boyfriend Never Pays!’” 2007).  So 

while the boy paying was an absolute requirement (Clark 1959), it remains much 

more common than the alternative, reflecting overall male financial dominance in 

society, and increases in female financial independence.  

 Although Seventeen says nothing as explicit as "boys have a sex drive so 

strong it overrules reason" (Crouse 1955: 153), it does tell girls to expect boys to 

want sex, and that they will say absolutely anything to continue once it has 

started (Meanley, “Sex Lies He Tells You” 2008).  The statement beneath the 

sensationalism is reasonable: boys want sex.  The reason this is problematic is 

that boys are continuously allowed more freedom of expression than girls who, 

shockingly, also want sex. 

 Overall, this kind of literature has become more sexually permissive.  
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Kisses are assumed in dating relationships at this time (Benson, “Do You Talk 

Too Much about Your Guy?” 2009), while in the 1950s they were carefully 

guarded (Brandow 1954).  Different labels for relationships exist specifically to 

accommodate this accepted physicality (Nussbaum, “What’s Up with You Two?” 

2008), and girls are, even just once, encouraged to initiate a kiss (Nussbaum, 

“Your Summer of Love” 2008).  This represents a positive progression because, 

to an extent, teenagers can engage in physical intimacy that feels good without 

feeling like such expression is wrong and will ruin their chances for marriage 

(Brandow 1954).  Kissing is relatively harmless, and marriage goes unmentioned, 

reflecting the increase in age for marriage (“Estimated Age at First Marriage” 

2006), and there fore decreased relevance to high schoolers between post-World 

War II America and now. 

 Another significant change in promoted gender roles in teenage dating is 

that girls are socially allowed to initiate contact, and even dates, with boys.  They 

can introduce themselves (“Love Lessons from...Brody Jenner” 2007; Benson, 

“2008 Love Resolutions” 2007; Benson, “Get Any Guy at the Beach” 2008; 

Benson, “Your Ultimate Party Guide!” 2008) without waiting for the boy or a friend 

to make an introduction (Crouse 1955).  They are encouraged to call (or text) 

boys on the phone (Benson, “How to Send the Flirtiest txt msg!” 2008; Benson, 

“Your Ultimate Party Guide!” 2008; Benson, “Plan the Flirtiest Summer Night” 

2008; Benson, “Be the Ultimate Girlfriend” 2009; Nussbaum, “What’s Up with You 

Two?” 2008; Nussbaum, “Your Summer of Love” 2008), which was a social 
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atrocity and entirely too forward in the 1950s (Brandow 1954; Clark 1959; Duvall 

1950).  Girls can even ask boys for dates now (Benson, “Say the Flirtiest Things” 

2008; Benson, “Your Ultimate Party Guide!” 2008; Benson, “Plan the Flirtiest 

Summer Night” 2008; Crawford, “How to Get the Hard-to-Get Guy” 2008; Metz, 

“Sneaky Ways to Tell...” 2008).  Gender egalitarianism in this sense, I believe, is 

the most significant of all of the similarities and differences between the rules 

imposed on boys and girls between the 1950s and the late 2000s because it 

gives girls the ability to choose with whom they spend their time, instead of how 

they had to wait to be chosen by boys and just hope the one they had interest in 

would choose them.  A girl has agency in the formation of her own relationships. 

 Consistency in roles and rules for teenage daters across different books in 

the 1950s directly contrasts the inconsistency of these roles found in one 

magazine, Seventeen, or even one article therein.  This inconsistency reflects the 

change in the expectations of males and females overall in society, as shown 

through policy changes and activism like feminist movements, and the confusion 

as to whether new, progressive ideals are more appropriate than traditional ones.  

This change has been made possible through some people rejecting the status 

quo of gender roles and fighting for more gender equality, though those who are 

happy, or gain emotional energy, with the roles’ existence would explain the 

similarity in gender roles from the 1950s to 2000s (Summers-Effler 2002). 

Though more similarities than differences exist in gender roles in teenage dating 

between the 1950s and now, and heteronormative investment severely limits 
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female sexual expression; the change is more significant because girls can take 

initiatives as far as who they involve romantically in their lives, instead of just 

waiting and hoping.  I would predict, given current feminist activism, the 

difference between designated masculine and feminine roles in the United States 

will become even blurrier over the next 50 years. 
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