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Chastity, Morality, 
and the Schools 

"Abstinence Makes the Heart Grow Fonder," pro-
claim billboards along Maryland highways. 

"True Love Waits," declare two hundred thousa nd 
placards staked on the Mall in Washington this sum­
mer, representing chastity pledges by teens across the 
country. "In Defense of a Little Virginity," reads the 
head line to a recent full-page newspaper ad endorsing 
programs "to help kids make good sexual decisions." 

These by no means isolated examples Signal a devel­
oping movement in and out of schools to curb teenage 
sexual activity . This movelnent, and in particular 
"chastity education" in the schools, responds to three 
effects of changing sexual mores in America since 
1960: the steady rise in the rate of teen pregnancies, 
the spread of sexua lly transmitted diseases among 
those under twenty.-five, and the growing problem of 
sexual hara SSlnent and unwanted sexual pressure 
among students. The emergence of AIDS has pro­
voked speCial concern among educators, for, although 
the rate of HN infection among teenagers is low, the 
lethal consequences of such infection lend urgency to 
efforts at prevention. 

But the risk of disease and pregnancy is not the only 
case the chastity education Inovement makes against 
teenage sex. It also makes a moral case: premarital 
sex is wrong. The two arguments seem to go hand in 
hand. Ronald Reagan observed in 1987 that nowadays 
medicine and morality teach the same lesson about 
teenage sex: abstain. Likewise, a proponent of chasti­
ty educa tion, Thomas Lickona, joins medicine and 
morality together in arguing that "sexual abstinence is 
the only medically safe and morally responsible choice 
for unmarried teenagers." 

However, we must take care with the idea that med­
icine and morality teach the same lesson, lest we C011-

fl ate prudence and morality. The major premise of a 
prudential argument refers to an agent's actual inter­
ests, present and future; subsidiary premises indicate 
how a given course will promote or hinder those inter­
ests. Since people's interests can vary, the courses pru­
dence recOlmnends can vary, too. For the actor wanting 
to prolong his lucrative career, expensive coslll. etic 
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surgery may be the prudent choice. For the concert 
pianist who has arthritic hands, a difficult experimen­
tal drug therapy may be a reasonable gamble. For an 
elderly person, susceptible to complications from the 
flu, get ting a flu vaccine makes good sense. 

The major premise of a moral argun1ent, in contrast, 
refers to an agent's duties or rights, which may arise 
fronl a variety of sources - the agent's place in special 
relationships or roles (think of a parent's obligation 
toward her child), or her place in a scheme of just insti­
tutions (think of the juror's duty to render a fair ver­
dict), or her place in the genera l human condition 
(think of the universal reciprocity embodied in the 
Golden Rule), or her place under the law of Nature or 
God (think of th e duty to turn the other cheek). 
Medical reasons can enter into moral arguments, since 
it may be an agent's duty to promote someone's health 
or not to cause illness or injury to others. For exatnple, 
the fact that it is prudent for a child to be inoculated 
against measles gives the child's parent a moral reason 
for getting the cltild inoculated, since the parent has an 
antecedent duty to promote the child's health interests. 
However, if measles were to be eradicated, the moral 
reason for inoculation would disappear along with the 
prudential one. 

As a moral ideal, chastity does not 
stand or fall with the pYlldentiai arguments 

for pl'ClIlarital abstinence. 

With regard to abstinence, the situation is different. 
The moral injunction to abstain from premarital sex 
would presumably remain in force w hatever medical 
science invented: a cure for AIDS, a vaccine against all 
sexually transmitted diseases, a foolproof contracep­
tive method. As a moral ideal, chastity does not stand 
or fall with the prudential arguments for premarital 
abstinence. This tells us that medicine and morality 
aren't teaching the sarne lesson, even when they tem-
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porarily converge on the same reco1111TIendation. The 
conlmands of morality and the deliverances of pru­
dence speak from distinct realms. 

Does chastity education teach sound prudential and 
lTIorallessons? How does it treat the actual interests of 
teenagers, and from what moral resources does it 
draw the duties and rights that underlie its prescrip­
tions? 

Prudence 

The chasti ty education Inovement teaches that sexu­
al abstinence before marriage is the only prudent 
option for teens (and everyone else): "The onl1j truly 
safe sex is having sex only w ith a marriage partner 
who is having sex onLy with you," Mr. Lickona advises 
teens. "Abstinence is the only 100 percent effective 
way to avoid pregnancy, AIDS, and other sexually 
transmitted diseases." 

A reflective student might wondel' Wily 
"100 percellt safe" is tile stalldard 

to apply to sex whell it iSIl't tile standm'd 
we apply to all1j otller part of life, 

Chastity education sets itself explicitly against two 
other educational strategies. The first, somethnes 
called "value-neutral" sex educa tion, instructs teens 
about sexual functioning and how to use contracep­
tives. In the 1970s, when value-neutral programs were 
nl0st cornmon, sex education seldom included discus­
sion of abstinence. The second strategy, which Mr. 
Lickona calls "Abstinence, But," explicitly recom­
Inends abstinence to teens but also infonns theln how 
to have sex safely if they reject the counsel of absti­
nence. 

Chastity education substitutes a different Inessage: 
"Abstinence Only." It rejects both the other approaches 
as resting on the false proposition that there can be safe 
sex outside Inarriage. Wait lmtillnarriage, it insists, in 
order to be 100 percent safe. 

The adamancy of chastity education's "100 percent 
safe" argulnent 11lay dissuade SOlne teens from sex, 
but a thoughtful student will see that it rests upon two 
questionable foundations, namely an extrelne risk 
aversion and an unspoken devaluation of sex before 
Inarriage - a devaluation that must draw on extra­
prudential considerations. Let me explain both points. 

First, life is risky. Everything we do puts us in some 
degree of danger. For example, the only 100 percent 
safe choice regarding transportation is not to go out at 
all. Cars crash, trains wreck, ships sink, planes fall 
from the sky, and pedestrians get run over. Extremely 
risk-averse persons may shut themselves in and not 

venture out for any reason, but for most of us the risks 
of death from driving the highways, say, are worth 
taking - and wodh taking not just for vital or neces­
sary ends like getting to work or putting food on our 
tables, but for optional and relatively trivial ends such 
as ta king a trip to the beach to lie in the sun or visiting 
a fr iend's house to play cards. The risks from driving 
are pretty minimal to start with (14 deaths per 100,000 
people), and we try to minimize them further by driving 
cautiously, wearing seat belts, and keeping Oill cars in 
good repair. Nevertheless, the risks are quite real. More 
Americans die in motor vehicles each year and a half 
than were killed in the entire Vietna111 War. 

But driving isn't the only risky thing we do. The less 
risk-averse a1110ng us climb mountains, race motorcy­
cles, play contact sports, and go skydiving. In short, 
they take risks - even considerably heightened risks 
- for adventure, thrill , cha llenge, and excitenlent. 
There is certainly no social consensus that, when they 
do these things, people act irrationally or irresponsibly. 

Thus, a reflective student in a chastity education 
dass, who has just ridden her bicyde to school (700 
people were killed on their bicydes last year), might 
wonder why "100 percent safe" is the appropriate 
standard to apply to sex when it isn't the standard she 
or anyone else applies to any other part of life. We 
always b~lance risk against gain. 

What makes the "100 percent safe" policy seem 
plausible in the case of teenage sex is an unspoken 
devaluation of the option it asks teens to forgo: sexual 
activity. Teens aren't being asked to give up some­
thing important by a policy of abstinence. They ought 
not to be having $ex, anyway. So, unlike in the cases 
of driving to work or even driving to the beach, teens 
shouldn't balance risk against gain. There's nothing to 
be gained. 

But how is this so? How does the thrill of sex differ 
from the thrill of skydiving? The answer must be that 
the thrill of skydiving is morall1j indifferent, while the 
thrill of sex isn't. Teen sex isn't morally proper to start 
with, so nothing of value morally is lost to teens in for­
going sex. 

Thus, the devaluation of sex that's si lently at work in 
the "100 percent safe" argument is a moral devalua­
tion. Chastity edu cation's prudential argument 
against teen sex doesn't work independently of its 
moral argument. What, then, is its moral argument? 

Morality 

Mr. Lickona notes a conunon question about sexual 
morality: "Isn't prenlarital sexua l abstinence a reli ­
gious or cultural value, as opposed to universal ethica l 
values like love, respect, and honesty?" He replies 
that "ethical reasoning alone," without recourse to reli­
gious doctrine, can demonstrate that "reserving sex for 
l1larriage is a logical application of ethical values." 
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Were this so, chasti ty education would be very lnuch 
easier for the schools. Controversial religious grounds 
could be set to one side in making the moral case for 
abstinence. 

Does "ethical reasoning alone" show that sex out­
side marriage is morally wrong for anyone? Mr. 
Lickona invokes two central moral values, love and 
respect, that don't see111 to require religious support, 
and argues that if "we love and respect another, we 
will want w hat is in that person's interest." This is cer­
tainly true. But unless we take for granted what is in 
question here, nanlely, that it is always against any­
one's interests to take the slightest risk for the sake of 
sex, a person's interests will depend in part upon his 
or her particular preferences and risk poli cies and 
won't always prove an impediment to nonmarital sex . 

If a potential sex partner is unwilling to risk disease 
or pregnancy, does not desire to have sex, or perhaps 
even subscribes to a policy or ideal of chastity, we 
would certainly fail to show moral respect by trying to 
cajole or bully or induce that person to do what she or 
he is unwilling to do, has no desire to do, or has a policy 
or ideal against doing. Respect and love provide moral 
reasons for a bstaining in this case. The ground of 
these reasons, however, consists in the potential part­
ner's simply having his or her particular desires or val­
ues, regardless of their lnoTal character. For example, 
a father who bullies his eighteen-year-old daughter 
into skydiving against her wishes fails to respect his 
daughter, but his moral failing here doesn't arise from 
any moral infirmity in skydiving itself. 

It premarital .sexual abstinence were a 
universal ethical value, chastity education 

'Would be much easier tor the schools. 

Respect and love, then, don't provide independent, 
freestanding reasons for abstinence. If our potential 
partner wants to have sex, consistently with his or her 
nlore stable values and poliCies on risk, respect and 
love don't require our abstaining. To see how far 
respect and love alone can tnake a case for abstinence, 
consider our responses to this situation: fifty-year-old 
divorcee and fifty-year-old w idower find themselves 
attracted to each other and care for each other but for 
perfectly good reasons don't contemplate marriage. 
Respect and love here require abstinence? Only if sex 
outside marriage is inherently immoral, apart fro111 the 
desires and va lues of the two lifty-year-olds. And 
what does "ethical reasoning alone" tell us about that 
question? 
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We can understand that persons lnight make chasti­
ty a personal ideal, just as we understand that, for 
example, SQlne people make vegetarianism their way 
of life. We should extend to vege tarians and the 
chastity-supporters the same respect for their choi ces 
of how to live their lives that we would like from oth­
ers for our own choices. But respect by itself doesn' t 
require us to go further and take up the vegetarian ideal 
itself, nor does it obligate us to take up the ideal of 
chastity. To show that chastity is a nonoptional way to 
live, we have to press beyond respect and love to identi­
fy an independent standard that every person's ideals 
and interests ought to conform to. To supply that inde­
pendent standard requires a religious doctrine. 

We call undCl'stand t/wt persons might make 
c1wstity a personal ideal, just as 'We 

understand that, for example, some people 
make vegetarianism their way of life. 

This is particularl y evident if we consider w hat 
looms central in traditional, religiously based moral 
views about sexuality. 11,ese views typically employ a 
quite special vocabulary. Instead of speaking primarily 
in the language of rights and respect, sexual morality 
speaks in the first instance of purih) and impurity. That, 
after all, is the language the teenagers used in planting 
their "True Love Waits" pledges on the Washington 
Mall: they prOlnised to remain "pure" untillnarriage. 
Traditional sexual morality is preoccupied w ith the 
body and its uses. It teaches that sex outside the bonds 
of marriage defiles and degrades the body; it makes it 
unclean. Toward others' sexual wrongs and our own 
we aren't supposed to feel merely indignation or guilt 
but loathing, disgust, revulsion. Traditional religious 
sexual codes, in fact, go hand in hand w ith related 
codes having to do with what can be put in the body 
(for example, certain things cannot be eaten), how the 
body can appear (for example, parts of the body must 
be hidden £ro111 view; hair must never be cu t, or hair 
clippings 111USt be discarded in special ways), and how 
the body is to be disposed of at death (for example, a 
corpse ca1U10t be allowed near a sacred shrine). It is in 
the context of this language of pollution and purity -
a language virtually incoherent outside its religious 
moorings - that abstinence outside marriage is a 
non optional ideal. In the traditional religious perspec­
tive, only ll1arriage sanctifies sex and makes it "clean," 
as only slaughter in a proper abattoir where the anitnal 
is bled properly and the flesh not allowed contact with 
milk makes meat clean for the Jew, or as only slaugh­
ter in which the butcher cuts an anitnal's windpipe, 
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carotid artery, and gullet while invoking the name of 
God makes meat clean for the MUSlinl. 

If we drop notions of purity and impurity and con­
sider sex simp]y as a transaction on a par w ith any 
other personal transaction <though of a particularly 
intimate kind), then sexual morality will reflect just the 
demands of respect and love, which, as we saw, do not 
provide independent reasons for chastity. Respect 
does not show sex outside marriage to be inherently 
inunoral, nor does love, unless it is the love of God 
and His ordinances. 

Thus, to sum up: chastity education's "100 percent 
safe" proposal for teens can ' t rest on prudence alone. 
It must morally devalue teen sex so tha t there is no 
basis for teens balancing risk and gain and thus taking 
som e risks. But if chastity education morally devalues 
teen sex by claiming sex outside nlarriage is inherently 
wrong, it will have to invoke a particular religious 
view. Contrary to Mr. Lickona's hope, it w ill have to 
embrace rather than avoid controversy. 

A clJickcl!. Whal l-L;.'? A f(";~ n~u\ ~1L'l! 
!'L'"VJII;il.oility Ii:.- IUs llCliocl"'. 

If a tnOll wtsa girl 1"''bl~U1t hc ll1l$ t')lk.o 
tho.' ~hl thil~J I It: d'XBU) WI aI ~1 nlll. 

Unt.... ..... Jllu·n: 1UIO~· to 1iJk,'("am("/ a IntI}: 
you 'n, noll\'ady to han.: i'(..~ . 

Beamall. lleresponsilJla 

Campaign For Our Children/ 
Reprinted witlt permission 

Encouraging Abstinence 
Does chastity education need to rest on the premise 

that sex outside Inarriage is inherently wrong? We can 
certainly drop the p remise and s till make a case for 
abstinence by teens. The case, however, won't be as 
uncompromising as the one made by chastity educa­
'oon. 

Le~s revisit the example of the two unmarried fifty­
yea r-old s. If we respond differently to their having 
sex than to fifteen -year-olds having sex, this suggests 
that the case for "waiting till marriage" is age-sensi­
tive. Indeed , M r. Lickona's argulnent frOlTI respect 
gains some plausibility when restricted to teen sex. 
The argUlnent then draws on assumptions we make 
about teens not being ready for sex regardless of their 
desires, ideals, and policies on risk. Its conclusion, 
"wait till marriage," really Ineans "wait till you're old 
enough." 

In general, teens are not ready for sex in the sense 
that they aren't ready to make informed, thoughtful 
decisions about having sex the way, say, fifty-year­
olds are. They aren't able to gauge the emotiona l 
repercussions and they aren't able to dis tance them­
selves from their imlnediate desires. Indeed, adults 
often don' t do so well in this respect, either. 

The case for encouraging abstinence would rest on 
the follo w in g prenlises . First, as a genera l rule, 
teenagers are hnprudent and rash . Excitable, pro­
pelled by strong impulses, wanting nothing so much 
as peer approval, and unable vividly to imagine the 
full consequences of their actions, teens drop stones off 
highway overpasses for fun, drive with reckless aban­
don, p lay "chicken" with railroad locomotives, and 
sniff propane to get high . They don't display good 
judgmen t, they don't exercise caution, they don ' t 
regard other people's interests as they ought. 

Second, sex is an especially a llu ring venue for 
throwing caution to the winds. In the heat of the 
moment, little thought is given to the possibility of dis­
ease or pregnancy, or to more remote emotional and 
psychological effects. Sex is also an especially com­
mon occasion for moral disregard. Seduction too often 
takes the form of bullying, cajoling, pressuring, and 
outright forcing. In light of the ways that matters can 
go wrong prudentially and morally in teen sex, as a 
general rule the best policy for any teen might well be 
abs tinence. In conclusion, teens ought to be more r isk­
averse about sex than about other thin gs, becau se 
about sex their judgment is often especially impaired. 

This case for abstinence as a policy doesn't depend 
on religious p relnises and might carry som e persua­
sive force for the reflective teenager. However, since it 
doesn't clainl that every teen is incapable of Inaking 
thoughtful, mature decisions about sex but, rather, 
asks each teen to take seriously the general tendency 
of teens to be thoughtless about sex, this case for absti-
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ncnce doesn ' t s upply the bl anke t proh ibition that 
chastity education desires to encourage. 

But perhaps this is not so important. What students 
ll1ay receive Inos t profitably in courses that s trongly 
emphasize abstinence is permission - permission to 
resist peer pressure and do what they really wan t to 
do anyway, retain their virginity. A lot of teens have 
sex not because they truly want to but because it is the 
thing to do . Create a clilnate in which sex isn't the 
thing to do, and teen sex may d iminish. A recen t 
report by Douglas Kirby and h is colleagu es for the 
Centers for Disease Con trol id en tifies tw o progrmns 
tha t, by making the delaying of intercourse a "clear 
goal" while also provid ing instruction about con tra­
ception, "successfully reduced the propor tion of sexu­
ally inexperienced studen ts who ini tia ted sex during 
the following twelve to eigh teen mon ths." These are 
modest results, but real ones nevertheless. It renlains 
to be seen whether "Abstinence Only" can do better. 

Sonle observers may wonder how much any sort of 
education will affect teenage sexual activity overalL In 
the past, teens were less active sexu ally not because 
they listened to reason bu t because they lived in a very 
sexua lly repressive socie ty . The socia l penalties of 
unwed motherhood and the s tigma of illegitimacy 
gave girls powerful incentives to avoid pregnancy, 
and in the era before the Pill, avoid ing. pregnancy 
meant avoid ing intercourse. That repression is gone, 
not likely to be revived. Nor should it be. But the 
u pshot is a formidable challenge· to educators: how to 
persuade students that Abstinence Makes the Heart 
Grow Fonder and that True Love Waits. 

- Robert K. Fullinwider 

Sources: ThOl1l<lS Lickona, "Where Sex Educa ti on Went 
Wrong," Edllca/ iol1al L.eo[ft!rsllip (November 1993); " In Defense 
of a Little Virg in ity," a newspaper ad from Focus on the 
Family; Laurie Goodstein, "Saying No to Sex in No Uncertain 
Terms," The Washillg/oll Post (Ju ly 30, 1994); Jane Gross, "Sex 
Educators for Yow'g See New Virtue in Chasti ty," The New 
Yo rk T imes (J a nuary 16, "1 994); Na tio na l Safety Council , 
Accide/l t Facts ( 993); Douglas Kirby et 01., "School-Based 
Programs to Reduce Sexual Risk Behaviors: A Review of 
Effectiveness," P/lblic Heolth I~('po,.ts (Mily-June 1994) . See 
also Thomas Lickona, Edllcat i llg for Cllt1l't1cfer: How Dill' Schools 
Call Teach Respect olld Respcmsihility (Bantam Books, 1991), and 
William Kilpab'ick, Why !o}/lIIIY Call'f Tt'li Right Fro/ll Wro l/g 
(lnd Wl/fIt We Call Doabollt If (Simon and Schuster, 1992). 
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