
INTRODUCTION 

The advocacy for premarital abstinence in the 
United States is largely based on religious 
rhetoric that relies on teachings from Christian 
scripture. Purity teachings in this context include 
abstinence, modesty, purity pledges, and dating 
with the intention to marry. The American purity 
movement has always presented itself as a 
choice, and abstinence is neither politically nor 
religiously enforced. However, advocacy for 
abstinence takes many forms that remain 
influential in regulating women’s sex and 
sexuality. The purity movement influences the 
public sphere in that it is backed by local 
churches, national organizations, as well as the 
government, especially on the state level. For 
example, the purity movement promotes 
Abstinence Only Until Marriage (AOUM) 
education instead of comprehensive sex 
education (Kay and Jackson 1). Public policies 
and federal funding that regulate sex education 
directly affect public health. It is important to 
deconstruct the effects of purity culture in 
America because it has far-reaching 
consequences in the fight for gender equality as 
the movement directly or indirectly upholds 
patriarchal values and institutions which often 
socially and economically benefit men who are 
at the top of the social hierarchy and who are 
responsible for constructing these ideals and 
setting these standards (Miller and Vance 8). The 
fourth-wave feminist movement in the wake of 
#MeToo has continued consequential discourse 
around the dangers of purity culture and its 
reactionary practices, especially in its 
engagement with survivors of sexual assault. 
Furthermore, reactions like #MeToo carry the 
conversations into the public health domain to 
address concerns about women’s sexual and 
reproductive health and about how purity 
culture imperils policy proposals that are in favor 
of health care access for women and LGBTQ+ 
folks. 

 I believe the term “purity” in the context of 
sexuality is fundamentally wrong in itself. The 
term is profusely used within purity culture. For 
example, girls are asked to take “purity pledges” 
and attend “purity balls.” It implies that 
individuals who practice chastity are somehow 
better than those who do not. Likewise, usage of 

the phrase “saving oneself” to signify abstinence 
until marriage conveys the superior moral 
practice of “saving” virtue rather than “wasting” 
or “losing” it. This overemphasizes sexuality 
which leads to higher levels of sex guilt for 
normal sexual behavior. It is almost as if the 
rhetoric around women's sexuality was 
purposely designed to guilt women into 
submissiveness. This linguistic style equates 
virginity with righteousness, virtue, and greater 
morality, and defines sexual behavior, even 
when it is consensual, as a shameful act that 
carries with it connotations of promiscuity, 
depravity, sin, and immorality. The problem with 
the purity movement arises when the rhetoric 
shifts from framing abstinence as a healthy 
choice to shaming individuals for their sexual 
orientation and other sexual preferences. These 
destructive ideas prevalent in the purity culture 
hold women accountable for men’s dangerous 
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sexual behavior like sexual coercion, 
objectification, the hyper-sexualization of 
women, and the demonization of female 
sexuality (Byers 5). In generally patriarchal 
societies, women often internalize the idea that 
their bodies are responsible for upholding 
sexual ideals and habits. Consequently, women 
are subjected to greater regulation of their 
bodily autonomy, sexual preferences, and 
unfortunately, sexual violence (Byers 5). Many 
ideas, laws, and policies, including dress code 
standards for school-aged girls, are premised on 
the practice of modesty and suppression of 
women’s sexuality for the sake of men. This 
often leads to a culture of shaming or victim-
blaming women for their choices, including 
clothing and voluntarily displaying their bodies 
and sexuality. When it comes to sexuality and 
sexual gratification, ideals that are normalized 
for men are often labeled as reputation-
destroying for women (Byers 5). In this way, 
traditional patriarchal norms often erase women 
and minorities from important decision-making 
that touches their interests, protects them from 
harm and reduces their purpose to the 
reproductive function. Purity culture also 
marginalizes women and other sexual minorities 
as it limits their understanding of healthy sexual 
behavior from their partners and their 
reproductive health (Kay 12).  

 In this essay, I will delineate the effects of 
withholding information about contraception 
and healthy sexual practices, omitting 
information on affirmative consent, and 
consensual sexual habits on young American 
women in particular. I will argue that purity 
teachings instill sex guilt and other unhealthy 
sexual behaviors in women, along with 
dangerous sexual entitlement in men to trace 
the interplay between the purity myth and rape 
culture. To demonstrate how the purity 
movement advances institutional harm, I will 
source my evidence from current legislation and 
policies that affect women’s sexual and 
reproductive health.  

 Women's integrity and dignity are often 
encapsulated by the abstract concept of 
virginity. This mentality fuels rape culture and 
the culture of victim-blaming where women and 
other sexual minorities are often blamed or 
blame themselves for being raped or assaulted 
(Suarez 11). These ideals are misogynistic, 
dangerous, ignore women's voices, and are 
destructive to their physical and mental well-
being. This is also realized through internalized 

misogyny which often manifests itself in self-
destructive behavior. 

CONSOLIDATION OF THE PURITY MOVEMENT 

American feminist writer Jessica Valenti 
attributes modern-day purity culture in America 
to the widespread cultural influence of 
evangelical Christianity (Valenti 22). The purity 
movement champions the sanctification of 
bodies through the prohibition of any sexual 
activity until marriage. Premarital sexual 
intercourse is often labeled as a sin. The purity 
movement consolidated itself in the late 19th 
century in the United Kingdom with the 
legislation of the Contagious Disease Acts that 
sought to eliminate rampant sex trade and 
prostitution to stop the spread of sexually 
transmitted diseases. Sex workers were heavily 
policed and unable to experience civil liberties 
as everyone else (Hall 39). In America, the purity 
movement solidified its base until the late 1950s 
and lost ground with the invention of birth 
control, the increasing advocacy of sexual 
liberation in the counterculture, and the rising 
cultural influence of second-and third-wave 
feminist movements. In response to the rapid 
paradigm shift that remodeled sexual ethics, 
leaders like Ronald Reagan began to advocate 
for the traditional nuclear family and greater 
regulations of available methods of birth control. 
Therefore, since the establishment of the sexual 
liberationist paradigm, the purity movement 
maintained a greater stronghold within American 
conservatism, making it religious as well as a 
political focus (Coste).  

 The implications of the purity movement 
are noticeable in politics. Purity focus is one of 
the main determinants of party ideology. It can 
be manifested through a lawmaker’s stance as 
well as their comments on the preservation of 
tradition and sanctity of marriage. Whether it is a 
heterosexual lawmaker voting against gay 
marriage or giving their input on when or if 
abortion is permissible, purity rhetoric is always 
present in politics. That rhetoric is also 
prominent in the institutional intervention of 
sexual assault cases. It is not uncommon for 
police, judges, or lawyers to apply the narrative 
of an unblemished victim in cases of sexual 
assault or harassment. The same applies to 
schools, universities, or the workplace where 
administration often ignores victims of assault 
based on the model of the blameless victim. 
Policies can be unforgiving to vulnerable 
marginalized groups, specifically sex workers, 
transgender women, and those living in poverty. 
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With the support of conservative lawmakers 
who back abstinence-only education, purity 
teachings can expand into public schools where 
young minds are exposed and socialized into 
following unhealthy ideas about sex and 
sexuality. This is detrimental to the overall 
development of young children and affects 
people into adulthood primarily in the form of 
feeling guilt or shame when experiencing or 
wanting to express something as natural as their 
sexuality. The impact of purity thinking in 
legislation can advance to inaccessibility to 
reproductive health care, regulation of 
contraception, access to maternal health care, 
and unjust intervention that thwarts the overall 
advancement of women and other sexual 
minorities in the social hierarchy.  

 Therefore, to affirm that purity is solely 
based on religious doctrine would be to 
disregard its presence outside religion and its 
power to control and regulate women’s bodies. 
Purity culture itself is politically reactionary. Its 
modern iteration consolidated because the 
Reagan generation reacted to demographic 
changes that threatened the majority status that 
granted them power (Coste). Over time, each 
generation in the U.S. has become less religious 
than the one before. Conservative lawmakers 
and religious leaders perceive this as a danger 
to traditional patriarchal values because the fact 
that the majority of Americans are no longer 
protestant Christians changes the power 
traditional institutions can yield. More and more 
people are becoming secular. However, this is 
neither reflected in the demographic makeup of 
Congress nor in the voting public (Taylor). 
Congress is designed to be a conservative 
institution that upholds tradition. Therefore, 
increasingly restrictive laws as, for example, the 
frantic limitations of abortion access across 
individual states during the past decade, a trend 
considered harmful by human rights activists 
and public health officials, are enacted by 
Congress to reestablish patriarchy and 
traditional values (Valenti 127). This also includes 
the increasing backlash to same-sex marriage 
and LGBTQ+ rights to preserve the sanctity of 
marriage i.e. heterosexual nuclear family values. 
In most states where women's reproductive 
rights are restricted, the legislative body 
comprises a majority of middle-aged and 
wealthy white men implementing their religiosity 
into law (Manning). There is often a large degree 
of separation between the demographic that is 
directly affected by these laws and the makers 
of such laws. It is not helpful that the voting 

demographic who consistently have a higher 
turnout rate is predominantly religious older 
white men. Purity culture is not representative of 
a majority of the U.S. population. Yet, its 
presence is prominent in everybody’s life. 

THE ABSTRACT CONCEPT OF VIRGINITY 

Purity culture measures women’s worth by the 
abstract concept of virginity. The problem with 
such a notion is that virginity is a social construct. 
In her book Virgin, Hanne Blank writes: “What we 
mean when we say ‘virginity’ is as ephemeral, as 
relative, and as socially determined as what we 
mean when we say ‘freedom’” (5). By today’s 
standards, virginity is used to distinguish 
morality, righteousness, and piety in women. 
Virginity is “lost” when an individual engages in 
sexual intercourse or when they get married. 
However, the concept of virginity is still 
ambiguous because it does not dictate whether 
or not sexual encounters that are not penetrative 
sex constitute losing "virginity." The term "born-
again virgin" has been coined for individuals who 
have had sexual encounters in the past but have 
abstained until marriage after religious 
awakening. This usage suggests the artificiality 
and fungibility of the socially constructed 
concept. Therefore, equating morality and purity 
with a fairly metaphysical concept is harmful 
when applied to the universal law that includes 
diverse people, sexualities, and religions.  

 Evangelical Christianity overemphasizes 
the virginity and the sex life of young women. In 
doing so, it gives power to paternal figures who 
regulate women's bodies, whether at home, 
church, schools, or through legislation. The 
questionable custom of virginity pledges and 
purity balls by which young girls promise their 
fathers that they will preserve sex for marriage 
with their future heterosexual partners signify 
male ownership of women's bodies from 
childhood through adulthood. The importance 
of virginity is overstated from a very young age, 
way before young men and women possess 
even a remote understanding of sex and 
sexuality. Therefore, as critics of virginity 
pledges have pointed out, abstinence-only until 
marriage and purity teachings do not keep 
adolescents from having sex. Instead, they 
impede their understanding of safe sex and 
contraception. A 2001 study of virginity pledges 
and first intercourse found that virginity pledges 
substantially delayed first sexual encounters 
among adolescent participants. However, this 
trend was only significant for some numbers of 
pledgers. This phenomenon can be explained 
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by what the authors identify as an identity 
movement: "The pledge identity is induced and 
sustained through interacting with other 
pledgers in the community who distinguish 
themselves from non-pledgers by their public 
pledge and their commitment to the 
group" (Bearman and Brückner 870). Thus, the 
trend of the identity movement suggests that 
increased connectivity among pledgers is more 
valuable than religious teachings on abstinence 
and that they need a significant number of 
people who are not abstinent for their identity to 
work (Bearman and Brückner 869). Furthermore, 
the article also finds that a higher number of 
participants who broke the virginity pledge and 
engaged in intercourse neglected the use of 
contraception. I think these findings are 
important in demonstrating the drawbacks of 
abstinence-only education that preaches 
morality based on the idea of purity and is 
rooted in the identity movement. Since 
comprehensive sex education is necessary to 
develop healthy sexual behaviors, purity 
teachings negate efforts to minimize the 
consequences of early sexual activity like 
unwanted pregnancies, the transmission of 
sexually transmitted disease, abortion, and non-
consensual sexual behavior. These 

consequences disproportionately impact 
women and other sexual minorities like the 
LGBTQ+ folks as well as survivors of sexual 
assault who have to physically and mentally 
experience the implications.  

INEFFECTIVENESS OF ABSTINENCE-ONLY 
EDUCATION 

Abstinence-Only Until Marriage (AOUM) 
programs are designed to mitigate sexual risk by 
delaying the initiation of sex or sexual activity. 
Federal funding of abstinence-only programs 
began in the early 1980s and remained 
consistent throughout the decades. In 2017 
alone, Congress spent over $2 billion on the 
funding of AOUM programs (Santelli et al. 274). 
Proponents of the AOUM programs maintain 
that premarital sex is psychologically destructive 
for individuals. However, research has found no 
evidence to suggest psychological damage as a 
result of sexual intercourse between consenting 
adults. Furthermore, most abstinence-only 
education designs are primarily concerned with 
character and morality (Santelli et al. 274). 
Hence, they do not instruct adolescents and 
youths on crucial sexual health matters such as 
consensual sex, coercion, or sexual abuse that 
cause psychological trauma. It can be assumed 
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that endorsement for AOUM derives from the 
purity teachings that primarily functions to 
advance the evangelical movement. In 2013, 
28% of American female students and 35% of 
male students received instruction on 
abstinence but no instruction about birth control 
methods (Santelli et. al 277).  

 Additionally, these programs also reinforce 
stereotypical gender norms in their lessons that 
supplement negative sexual health behaviors. 
AOUM programs are required to teach 
abstinence as a primary solution to sexual risk 
avoidance and may only discuss contraceptives 
in terms of their failure rates. This is a 
counterintuitive practice because sexually active 
youths are at higher risk of contracting sexually 
transmitted illness when information on the use 
of contraceptives is withheld or manipulated 
(277). An article published by the Society for 
Adolescent Health and Medicine argues that 
AOUM programs are "problematic from scientific 
and ethical viewpoints" (401). The proposition 
cited several studies that proved that the 
abstinence-only program failed to prove 
effective for several sexually transmitted disease 

prevention programs. Additionally, the paper 
also argues that these programs conflate 
"theoretical effectiveness of intentions to remain 
abstinent and the actual practice of abstinence" 
resulting in disparities between outcomes 
professed by proponents and the actual results 
(401). Another article on an updated review of 
U.S. policies and programs and their impact 
found that comprehensive sex education that 
critiqued gender norms and gender-based 
power imbalances were more likely to positively 
impact sexual and reproductive health (Santelli 
et al. 276). The ineffectiveness of abstinence 
teachings and their influence on creating 
gendered differences is well documented in 
scientific studies. Yet, abstinence-only education 
is heavily backed by churches and religious 
organizations.  

SEXUALITY AND LAW: UNIVERSAL SEXUAL 
HEALTH PLANNING AND HARMS OF SEXUAL 
HIERARCHIES 

The authors of a 2004 article that discusses 
sexuality and sexual health planning delineate 
the impact of sexual hierarchies in establishing 
effective sexual health policies. The article 
defines sexual hierarchy as the ranking of 
sexualities from most normative across regions 
to most stigmatized (Miller and Vance 7). Purity 
culture in America promotes heteronormative 
relationships in which couples abstain from 
sexual contact until marriage. This places 
traditional, heterosexual, married relationships at 
the top of the sexual hierarchy. The problem 
with the Christian sexual hierarchy arises when it 
ignores the reality of “non-normative” and 
complex sexualities in designing health 
programs or establishes coercive policies based 
on the difference that is deemed intolerable. In 
the article, the authors identify the greatest 
harm of sexual hierarchy in state regulation of 
diverse sexualities where sex law is unchanged 
but directly impacts different sexualities. 
Besides, the authors argue that there is no basis 
on which states regulate sexuality since law and 
that human rights, as a principle, should adopt 
one universal law that is neither vague nor 
undecided. Everyone should have equal access 
to sexual and reproductive health. Lack of 
access to sexual health care greatly affects 
women, low-income families, single mothers, 
POC, and LGBTQ+ folks. In this way, the purity 
movement eliminates women and minorities 
from the American progress narrative. 

 When it comes to laws relating to sexual 
assault and rape, purity culture often creates 
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laws favorable to the imaginary “blameless 
victim,” a victim who is morally clean and 
sexually unblemished. This is a very harmful idea 
because it often makes intervention for sexually 
stigmatized groups, such as sex workers, 
sexually active women, and members of the 
LGBTQ+ community very difficult (Miller and 
Vance 9). The authors suggest the state adopt a 
proactive rights approach that conceptualizes 
sexuality across different genders and sexuality 
spectra and to relinquish the model of the 
blameless victim to make intervention all-
inclusive. Stigmatizing complex sexualities is 
harmful to non-heterosexual identities and 
results in the creation of unjust policies and 
laws. This is also true for laws relating to sex 
education, the regulation of birth control, and 
reproductive rights. Purity culture promotes 
limited access to all things public health 
planners consider fundamental to reducing risk 
related to sexual behavior in adolescents. It is 
therefore evident that the movement does not 
intend to protect individuals from harm but 
rather to indoctrinate individuals to the purity 
propaganda that disparages women. 

PURITY CULTURE AND REPRODUCTIVE 
RIGHTS 

Today, abortion is one of the most divisive issues 
in American politics and among the most 
important deciding factor for voters during 
national and state elections. With the passing of 
supreme court justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg in 
October 2020, partisans started the single-issue 
fight on abortion and women’s reproductive 
rights. Because abortion is anathema to many 
Catholics and evangelicals, women across the 
nation are anxious about the vacancy left by 
Justice Ginsburg's passing and the future of Roe 
v. Wade, the landmark supreme court case that 
legalized abortion in America (Schmidt). While 
some citizens are fearful of a Handmaid's Tale-
like dystopian future, others are looking forward 
to the tenure of conservative judge Amy Coney 
Barrett who is steadfast in her devoutly Catholic 
beliefs which are reflected in her writings as a 
scholar. During her time as a law scholar at 
Notre Dame University, she published an article 
noting the dilemma Catholic judges faced when 
deciding on cases that are opposed by the 
Catholic church such as capital punishment 
(Coney Barrett and Garvey 303).  

 This is one of many examples that 
demonstrate difficulty in implementing the 
absolute separation of church and state. 
Although it is a constitutionally guaranteed right 

for citizens to expect the separation of church 
and state, there are religious obligations that 
prevent legal professionals and policymakers 
from making impartial judgments and policies. 
This conundrum is prevalent across many 
professions, and there are even exceptions in a 
place where professionals are allowed to 
withdraw themselves from any situation that 
directly conflicts with their morality (Green 86). 
While I think that it is necessary to honor 
everyone's religious beliefs regardless of their 
profession, it is also important to exclude 
religion from politics and jurisprudence. When it 
comes to women's reproductive rights, in 
particular, we see that there are a lot of gray 
areas in distancing politics from religion. 
“Conscience Clauses” allow health care 
providers to deny women access to health care, 
often framed in terms of reproductive care, 
based on their reservations about the patient 
(Valenti 126). Women’s right to choose is 
systematically challenged at both state and 
federal levels. According to The Guardian, 
between January 2020 and May 2020, 378 
abortion restrictions were introduced across the 
United States. Most of these abortion restrictions 
are placed at six weeks of pregnancy, typically 
even before women learn about their 
pregnancies. In response to states’ response to 
limit abortion access, the U.N. Working Group on 
Discrimination against Women and Girls issued a 
statement expressing concerns that lawmakers 
are “placing women at risk, exacerbating 
systemic inequalities” in denying abortion care 
(Restrict Abortion Access). Despite facing 
backlash from the venerated intragovernmental 
organization, lawmakers remained steadfast in 
their decision to limit safe abortion access. 
Access to abortion and reproductive health care 
is a basic human right. It works to advance 
women’s well-being and status. It provides 
women control over their bodily autonomy and, 
as a result, greater mobility. Therefore, it is 
unsurprising that proponents of purity culture 
want to regulate that power to maintain the 
status quo as is in the guise of adhering to 
religious principles. 

PURITY CULTURE AND SEX GUILT IN WOMEN 

There are gendered differences in the 
experience of sex guilt. A 2017 article studying 
sex guilt found that men experienced lower 
levels of sex guilt in comparison to women. 
Furthermore, the study also found that sex guilt 
is positively related to religiosity and religious 
behavior (Sommers 4). Sex guilt occurs when 
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engaging in sexual behavior is viewed as a 
violation of certain moral standards. Although 
men and women respond similarly to sexual 
stimuli, women reported experiencing higher 
guilt for responding sexually to those stimuli 
(Sommers 18). Traditionally patriarchal societies 
regard women as the guardians of morality. In 
purity culture, women internalize this role from 
an early age, generally before they have 
maneuvered through adolescence and formed 
their sexual identity. Failure to enact certain 
purity teachings that are upheld by religious 
institutions therefore produces higher levels of 
sex guilt in women. By the same token, women 
who experienced higher sex guilt are "more 
likely to embrace the importance of being a 
virgin" (Sommers 7). Across both sexes, people 
who experienced greater sex guilt were more 
likely to accept the myth that sex is dangerous 
and were less likely to make use of 
contraceptives or instruments for sexual 
stimulation (Sommers 6). There are many 
negative consequences of sex guilt, like 
avoidance of intimacy and lack of arousal, the 
perpetuation of the orgasm gap between men 
and women, ignorance about healthy sexual 
behavior, safe sex, and use of contraceptives, 
and, ultimately, coercive sexual behavior and 
rape culture. These consequences are 
manifested in varying degrees of psychological 
angst that harm women’s overall well-being and 
impose a burdensome affective tax on women’s 
everyday lives. 

 Women's representation in mainstream 
pornography, which is heavily consumed by 
men, is often degrading to women, and 
reinforces negative stereotypes about sexually 
active women. Jessica Valenti addresses this 
issue in The Purity Myth where she condemns 
the depiction of abuse to allure the male gaze 
(Valenti 86). Purity culture and porn culture 
strangely work in tandem to fit male ideals of 
sexually active women. While porn remains a 
taboo within purity culture, it views the 
popularization of porn as an effect of women's 
unrestricted sexuality. Many conservative 
organizations work to minimize the distribution 
of porn. However, that is not an effort to 
eliminate the poor depiction of women but 
rather to eliminate any depiction of female 
sexuality overall. While feminists credit 
unrealistic male ideas about women’s sexuality 
for the increasing demand for explicitly 
degrading porn, conservatives credit immorality 
and sinful tendencies in women and the 
progressive culture. Because most mainstream 

porn is distributed for male consumption, the 
depiction of complex female sexuality is largely 
absent. In inspecting porn culture and the purity 
movement, it is obvious that both lack a 
comprehensive understanding of female 
sexuality. Purity culture ignores the concern that 
female sexuality is not accurately represented in 
mainstream porn. Yet, purity culture chastises 
women for the existence of porn and 
encourages them to be shameful about their 
bodies (Valenti 96). As a result, sex guilt and 
shame are reinforced among women while 
widely normalized behaviors for men like porn 
consumption and masturbation remain a taboo 
for women. 

 Progressive Christians have repeatedly 
argued that Bible verses are reimagined or 
misinterpreted to promote the evangelical purity 
myth. Purity culture endorses the limitation of 
expression of sexuality even within marriage. 
Katelyn Beaty, a writer for the New York Times 
and a former adherent of purity culture says: "I 
no longer subscribe to purity culture, largely 
because it never had anything to say to 
Christians past the age of 23" (Beaty). Many 
critics of purity culture have voiced their concern 
about the flawed design of purity teachings that 
shame premarital sex instead of emphasizing 
the role of sex within marriage. This does not 
only harm religious followers psychologically 
but also sets them at odds with their spirituality 
and beliefs. Studies found that purity teachings 
can strain the relationship between individuals 
and the church, leading to a "significant 
reduction of religious involvement" (Thornton 
651). This is very detrimental to people who look 
for a religious guide to govern their lives. Many 
Christians, like Beaty, seek sexual ethics taught 
through their religion that will complement their 
faith as well as their spirituality. However, with 
purity culture, they are confronted with the fear 
of loss of eternity and as result, unavailing 
efforts to integrate sexuality and faith. 

PURITY MYTH AND RAPE CULTURE 

A study of the traditional sexual script (TSS), a 
cognitive framework that explains sexual 
behavior found that the TSS in many ways made 
sexual coercion permissible in men. TSS is 
learned through socialization that is largely 
influenced by traditional gender roles and purity 
culture (Byers 9). Although it has been updated 
many times, TSS utilizes the narrative that men 
have stronger sexual desires than women. 
Likewise, TSS devalues women for their sexual 
behavior, often characterizing them as 
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promiscuous or unhinged for expressing their 
sexuality. However, the same sexual behavior is 
celebrated, rewarded, and championed in men 
and often seen as attractive. The culture of 
shaming women for their sexual choices and not 
holding men accountable for theirs has a 
significant effect on sex guilt that further feeds 
into rape culture. Women are conditioned to be 
reactive to sex whereas men are conditioned to 
be proactive. Within TSS, men are expected to 
be the initiators and to pursue sexual 
relationships. Reversely, women are expected to 
be reluctant to men's sexual advances because 
their self-worth depends on the rejection of 
sexual readiness and participation. However, it is 
also necessary that women take a passive 
stance and be submissive, which does not allow 
them to assertively reject unwanted sexual 
gestures. Women's success is measured by their 
ability to keep the romantic interest of the male 
pursuer aflame without giving in to sexual 
pressure. Purity culture promotes narrative such 
as "true love waits," indicating that a "truer" sexual 
relationship is maintained after marriage. 
Ironically, men's success is measured by their 
ability to make women "give in" to their sexual 
advances before marriage. Failure to do so 
threatens masculinity itself. In this way, TSS, 

embodied by the purity culture, makes sexual 
coercion strategies permissible for men and 
victim-blaming acceptable for women (Byers 
10). Furthermore, purity culture teaches that 
anytime a woman lapses from the purity 
narrative, she is “asking for it.” Whenever 
pleasure value is removed from sex for women, 
they are thrown into this loop of patriarchal 
norms designed to force them into 
submissiveness. 

CONCLUSION 

Purity culture is a model for the white protestant 
Christian family that fails to consider a large 
demographic who do not adhere to this religion. 
It perpetuates many harmful ideals that create 
gendered differences in the perception of sex 
and sexuality. This translates to the gendered 
application of laws and the naturalized gender 
hierarchy that feminists have tirelessly worked to 
dismantle. Because purity thinking is rooted in 
American culture, it is less identifiable as 
harmful or discriminatory, although it has vast 
implications for gender equality. Whether 
deliberately or not, purity culture limits sex 
education, restricts women's autonomy through 
the institutional regulation of their sexuality and 
their bodies. It promotes patriarchal traditions 
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and sexual scripts that instill sex guilt in women 
and sexually unhealthy and coercive tendencies 
in men that ultimately supplement rape culture 
and subjugate women in their roles. The 
framework of sexual ethics must be affirmative 
consent and consent must be integrated with 
maturity, self-esteem, and cognition of one's 
sexuality. Through a comprehensive 
understanding of sex and sexuality, society can 
remove differences in the experience of 
sexuality and its harmful implication on women 
as well as other sexual minorities. Abstinence 
teaching can be beneficial to mitigate the harms 
of sexual encounters when presented as a 
choice to people who have learned healthy 
sexual behavior. It should not, however, be 
applied as a universal law or teaching to control 
or manipulate diverse people, religions, and 
sexualities. It is always important to consider the 
rhetorical situation surrounding purity teachings: 
Who is the educator? What is the narrative that 
is promoted? Is it harmful to certain gender 
identities? If the answer to the previous two 
questions is yes, we must reconsider the ethics 
of purity culture and select for ourselves, a 
pragmatic model of sexual ethics to achieve a 
just, egalitarian society. ❖ 
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