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BETWEEN 1950 AND 1960, CONTROVERSIES OVER A DECREASING MARRIAGE AGE, A GROWING
CULTURE OF TEEN DATING, THE PROLIFERATION OF PRE- AND EXTRAMARITAL SEX, AND THE FEMALE
BIRTH CONTROL PILL CAUSED AMERICAN SOCIETY TO BECOME PREOCCUPIED WITH WHITE, MIDDLECLASS FEMALE SEXUALITY. WHAT RESULTED WAS A DUALITY IN THE MESSAGES BEING DISTRIBUTED
TO SOCIETY; WHILE CENSORSHIP BOARDS AND SEX AND MARRIAGE MANUALS REINFORCED A
VERSION OF FEMALE SEXUALITY THAT WAS DISCRETE, CONSERVATIVE, AND ONLY WITHIN MARRIAGES,
POPULAR CULTURE ICONS AND PERIOD LITERATURE ENCOURAGED OVERT FEMALE SEXUALITY AND
SEXUAL EXPLORATION OUTSIDE OF MARRIAGE. THESE COMPETING PERSPECTIVES RESULTED IN A
DECONSTRUCTION OF THE MEANING OF “NORMAL” SEXUAL BEHAVIOR.

IN THE MIDST

of a Cold War and
recently recovered from the Second World War,
American families experienced many changes
from 1950 to 1960 that greatly affected views of

THE DUALITY IN MESSAGES ABOUT
FEMALE SEXUALITY: 1950 - 1960
michelle sibley

female sexuality. During this time period, the age
of first marriages decreased significantly, as did
the age of dating. Prior to the fifties, males married at an average age of 24 and women married
at around age 22. However, from 1950 to 1960
the age of marriage dropped to 22 for men and
20 for women. By the decade’s end, the average
woman married at age 19.
As the marriage age decreased, so too did
the dating age.1 According to Alfred C. Kinsey in
his 1953 Sexual Behavior in the Human Female,
“females who married at earlier ages had premarital coitus when they were younger.”2 During
this time period, dating was a precarious minefield for young females. Unmarried women were
expected to court in order to find their husband,
and “…necking and petting, dating and playing
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the field, going steady and being pinned finally
won some legitimacy, but ‘going all the way’
remained taboo.”3 Women had to be careful not
to be perceived as promiscuous, because their
sexual behavior was highly dissected by everyone
in society, from authors to censorship boards to
sex-experts to parents.4 “Young women’s wayward behavior was much more closely scrutinized
than young men’s since it was equated in the
public mind with promiscuity.”5
The growing culture of teen dating, premarital sex and extramarital sex, along with
Margaret Sanger’s fight for the birth control
pill and sexual freedom,6 struck fear in the
hearts of society about female sexuality.7 “The
increasingly lengthy cast of sexually preoccupied
characters – the masturbator, the adolescent,
the troubled youth, the flapper, the wayward
girl…reveals how preoccupied adults were by the
sex lives of the young.”8 With all this preoccupation about white, middle-class female sexuality,

there emerged a duality in the messages being
distributed to society. In some messages, it
was incredibly important for females to remain
chaste until marriage, and pre-marital and
extramarital sex were perceived as promiscuous,
destructive and inappropriate.9 “In the 1950s
the single, sexualized girl was regarded as posing
the greatest threat to gender norms and family
stability.”10 Censorship boards, like the National Legion of Decency, and sex and marriage
manuals reinforced this viewpoint. For others,
however, female sexuality and pleasure were put
on display as acceptable outside of marriages, as
demonstrated through popular-culture icons and
period literature. Overall, while some messages
encouraged a version of female sexuality that
was discrete, conservative and only for within
marriages, other messages approved of overt
female sexuality and sexual exploration before
and outside of marriage.
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