rrOM Constructing an Epidemic
KRISTIN LUKER

During the 1970s, ‘80, and ’90s a number of related iss.ues became the subjey of

considerable public and policymaking concern: premar}tal sex, abortion Out-of-

wedlock births, and teenage pregnancy. Kristin Luker points out that leenage preg.

nancy became the most visible of these issues, in spite of the fact that it was not th,

epidemic that various claimsmakers portrayed it to be. Rather, teenage pregnancy
became. in Luker’s words, a “lightening rod” issue: it became a powerful, conven.
ient. and shorthand way for the public and for policymakers to make sense of a vari-
ety of massive changes taking place in American society. Luker analyzes why teenage
pregnancy consequently became identified as a leading explanation for poverty and
its related social ills, and she concludes by examining the short-sightedness of this

explanation.

By the early 1980s Americans had come to believe that teenagers were
becoming pregnant in epidemic numbers, and the issue occupied a promi-

lers, including the ri
education and contrace
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nically (in view of all this media attention), births t

i in the 1970s and 1980s. During the baby boom Mm.wwzwwwwmommm_www
ke older women, increased their childbearing dramatically: their
s almost doubled, reaching a peak in 1957. Subsequently, the rates
ack to their earlier levels, where they have pretty much stayed since
real “epidemic’ occurred when Dwight Eisenhower was in the
e and poodle skirts were the height of fashion. But although
hirthrates among teenagers were declining, other aspects of their behavior

were changing in ways that many people saw as disturbing. From the van-
rage point of the 1970s, the relevant statistics could have been used to tell
any one of a number of stories. For example, when abortion was legalized in
1973, experts began to refer Lo 2 new demographic measure, the “pregnancy

» which combined the rate of abortion and the rate of live births. In the
meant that, despite a declining

decting
reenage
hirthrate
drifted b
1975. The
white Hous

rate,
case of teenagers an increasing abortion rate
birthrate, the pregnancy rate was gomg up; and dramatically so.

Since the rise in the pregnancy rate among leenagers (and among older

irely due to the increase in abortions, it is curious that
ified pregnancy, rather than abortion, as the

~problem. It is likewise curious that although the abortion rate increased for

all women, most observers limited their Jttention to teenagers, Who have
| he abortions performed. Teenagers

 professionals and the public ident

A similar misdirection characterized the iSsue of illegitimacy. \
m:m

leenagers were having fewer babies overall than in previous decades, bt
hey—like older women—were having more babies out of wedlock. Compared

‘0 other women, teenagers have relatively few babies, and a Vvery Emr pro-

oy Q70,
Portion of these are born to unmarried par nt in 19 ,

) -nts (about 30 perce
Y Percent in 1980, and 70 percent in 1995). But although most
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to teenagers are born out of wedlock, most babies born out of wedlock are
not born to teens. In 1975 teens accounted for just under a half of all babies
born out of wedlock: in 1980 they accounted for 40 percent; and in 199(
they accounted for fewer than a third. Obviously, teens should hardly be the

only population of interest. -
Thus, in the 1970s and early 1980s the data revealed a number of disqui-

eting trends, and teenagers became the focus of the public’s worry abf)ut these
trends. More single women were having sex, more women were having abor-
tions, more women were having babies out of wedlock, and—contrary to pre-
vailing stereotypes—older women and white women were slowly replacing
African Americans and teens as the largest groups within the population of
unwed mothers. These trends bespeak a number of social changes worth look-
ing at closely. Sex and pregnancy had been decoupled by the contraception
revolution of the 1960s; pregnancy and birth had been decoupled by the legal-
ization of abortion in the 1970s; and more and more children were growing
up in “postmodern” families—that is, without their biological mother and
father—in part because divorce rates were rising and in part because more
children were being born out of wedlock. But these broad demographic
changes, which impinged on women and men of all ages, were seen as prob-
lems that primarily concerned teenagers. The teenage mother—in particular,
the black teenage mother—came to personify the social, economic, and sex-
ual trends that in one way or another affected almost everyone in America.

A number of different responses might have been devised to meet the chal-
lenge of these new trends. It would have been logical, for example, to focus

on the problem of abortion, since more than a million abortions were per-
formed each year despite the fact that people presumably had access to effec-
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A STORY THAT FITS THE DATA
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 together. the data added up to a story that made sense 10 man
Y Peo-

 convinced Americans that young mothers . . . who gave birth whi
. 11€

. 1:e <o high compared to those 1n other countries, why so many American
dents were dropping out of high school, and why AFDC costs were sky-
ocketing Some people even believed that if teenagers in the United Statis
maintained their high birthrates, the nation would not be able to compete
rernationally 10 the coming century. Others argued that distressing racial
inequalities 1N education, income, and social standing were in large part due
o the marked difference 1n the birthrates of white and black teenagers.

vet this story, which fed both on itself and on diffuse sexual anxiety, was
ncomplete; the data 1t was based on were true, but only partial. Evidence that
4id not fit the argument was lelt out, or mentioned only in passing. Largely
ignored, for example, was the fact that a substantial and growing proportion
of all unmarried mothers were not leenagers. And on those rare occasions

when older unwed mothers were discussed, they were not seen as a Cause for
concern. Likewise, although the substantially higher rates of out-of-wedlock

childbearing among African Americans Werc often remarked upon, few
g blacks were falling or sta-

ew noted that most of the -
_year-olds, or that teens

observers pointed out that illegitimacy rates amoti
ble while rates among whites were increasing. F
eenagers giving birth were eighteen- and nineteen
under fifteen had been having babies throughout much

This story, as it emerged in the media and in policy

anci 1980s, fulfilled the public’s need to identify the cause of a
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were doing these things unwittingly and despite themselves. When Peop|

spoke of “children having children” or of “babies having babies,” their vs e
choice of words revealed their belief that teenage mothers, because of lhez
youth, should not be held morally responsible for their actions. “Babies”
had babies were themselves victims; they needed protection from their own

ungovernable impulses.
In another sense, limiting the issue to teenagers gave It a deceptive air of

universality; after all, everyone has been or will be a teen-ager. Yet the large-
scale changes that were taking place in American life did not affect all teenagers

equally. The types of behavior that led teenagers to get pregnant and become
unwed mothers (engaging in premarital sex, and bearing and keeping illegi-
imate children) were traditionally much more common among African
Americans than among whites, and more common among the poor than
among the privileged.

x Kk

The myriad congressional hearings, newspaper stories, and technical
reports on the “epidemic” of pregnancy among teenagers could not have con-
vinced the public to subscribe to this view if other factors in American life
had not made the story plausible. The social sciences abound with theories
euggesting that the public is subject to “moral panics” which are in large part
irrational, but in this case people were responding to a particular account
because it helped them make sense of some very real and rapidly changing

conditions in their world. It appeared to explain a number of dismaying social

g?ex;xemena, such as spreading signs of poverty, persistent racial inequalities
illegitimacy, freer sexual mores, and new family structures. It was and con-

tinues to be a resonant issue because of the profound changes that have taken

Place in the meanings and practices associated with sexuality and reproduc-

tion, in the relations among sex, marriage, and childbearin andp in the
national and global economies. Through the story of “teena ge‘ - ' i o
these revolutionary changes acquired a logic and a human facge T

THE SEXUAL REVOLUTION
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rrv @ “TuCe” man. True, in 1958 about four out of ten unmarried women
xually active before their twentieth birthday, but in those days pre-
marital seX Was in a Stnct sense premarital, for the most part occurring within
4 commutted relationship that soon led to marmiage. Though the data collected
by Alfred Kinsey and his colleagues in the 1940s and 1950s are not nation-
ive. they do show that for earlier generations of Amencan
| part “engagement” sex—sex with

_and then for only a relatively

o ma
welt

magazines had both dropped an astonishing twenty points, and the percent-
age of those who objected to nudity on the stage had dropped eighteen points.
Similarty, a Roper poll conducted in 1969 found that only 20 percent of the
public approved of premarital sex; four years later, the respondents were
e issue. The General Social Survey conducted by




. so only for those who had attained or were close |,
4 Minors, unless they were deemed mature or eman,.
could not obtain contraception, and in most states "minors” includeq
one under twenty-one. MOreover, under the age-ol-consent laws thg,
{orce in many states, young women coul-d not legally consent to haye g
challenging these rules in ‘he courts and in Congress, advocates had beer S.u n
cessful in claiming that teenagers had a right to contraception, and there &
a right to have sex. Bul the new concept of rights for teenagers Createg
“bright-line” problem. Once adults accepted that unmarried people coylqg hava
sex and that teenagers had a right to contraception, by what logic wae ae
unmarried thirteen-year-old too young to have sex? What bright line . n
rated the too young from the old enough? The category “teenagers” or “aga.
lescents” included people who were barely out of childhood as wel] as - c:-
who were legal adults. And if teenagers had rights, why not even yOunpe
people? ger

ried partners, it d
ing legal adulthoo

Alajn.
iPaled‘
Cve ry.
Were n

[ore
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These changes in the statistics, dramatic though they are, do not begin t
capture the extent of the transformation that has actually taken place io
teenagers’ sexual behavior. For example, we tend to speak of their involw:rl
ment in “premarital sex,” and this is technically correct: today 96 percent o}
:Amencan teenagers have sex before they get married. But this is not th
engagement sex” that young women allowed themselves in the 19505 N )
teenagers are sexually active whether or not they have immediate l‘ o

marry. And for reasons that no one fully understands. Americans ofl:)alalns .
are f'etreating Irom marriage. As a result, many of the te;nagers who a e
Ing in sex and having babies are doing exactly what teenagers did in tl:: Tgia()gs-

but the nontrivial change is that they are doing so without the benefit of




ggests they doubt

it difficult to allow a child to be sexually active while he or she is still living
2s a dependent under their rool. Yet the point at which many parents con-
sider a child old enough to be sexually active—whether they define it as when
the child marries, or moves out of the parental home. or becomes self-
supporting—is occurring ever later in American life, due to societal and eco-
nomic changes over which individuals have minimal control. Except for the
relatively few people who think that sex outside marriage is always wrong
(and whose problem is chietly one of finding a way to promulgate their val-
ues in an unsympathetic society), Americans have numerous questions relat-

ing to teenagers’ sexual behavior. Should teens be sexually active? At what
age? With whom? How are parents to encourage the use ol contraception
without seeming to push a teenager into having sex before he or she is ready?
How can individuals reconcile their antipathy toward abortion with their
desire to see fewer children born out of wedlock? In short, the contradictions

inherent in teenagers’ sexual activity make it hard for adults to give a clear,

precise, and unambiguous message to today’s young people.
Teenagers, however, are simply the most visible aspect of a iar larger

problem. Nowhere has public or private life caught up with the sexual revo-
lution of the 1970s, and most Americans do not yet fully appreciate how
lar-reaching the changes really were. Now that sex seems 10 have been per-
Manently disconnected from marriage (or as permanently as anything ever s
N social life), private citizens as well as policymakers must grapple with a
nost of legal, ethical, medical, and social issues. Teenagers atc focus of anx-

i€[y because sO manv of th icipating 1n the new W
‘ y ol them are particip B : o
Ireedom and because most adults are (often rightly) doubtful about the skills
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and resources these young people possess. The challenge facing Paren
find a way to protect their children and their children’s children Withoyt mak
ing unrealistic or impractical demands, yet still maintain some authority g, ‘
them. As a consequence, public attitudes toward teenagers’ sexual activity a:r
an awkward amalgam of attempts to come to terms with vague fears andz
sense that young people are out of control. . ..

S 1s 1o

¥* Kk

THE REPRODUCTIVE REVOLUTION

Teenagers are not only the most visible exponents of new patterns of sexyg]
behavior but are participating in innovative family structures whose long-term
elfects are still uncertain. These structures—which have received less attep.
tion than the changing sexual mores but which may have even more signif;-
cance for American society—call into question the relationship between
childbearing and marriage. For an increasing number of Americans (and
Europeans, for that matter), having and raising a child no longer takes place
exclusively within marriage. Demographers have estimated that if present
trends continue, an astonishing 50 percent of all American children will spend
at least part of their childhood in a single-parent family. In the early 1990s
slightly more than half of these children were being raised by one parent as

a result of divorce, but the rest had been born to unmarried mothers.

* K kK

That women of all ages are more willing to bear children out of wedlock
is usually attributed to the fact that illegitimacy has lost its stigma. This expla-
nation is certainly true. Public attitudes toward what colonial Americans called
bastardy have changed dramatically in a relatively short time. In 1970 only
about one American in ten thought that childbearing outside marriage should

be legal, but four years later that percentage had more than doubled, to 25

percent. By 1985 the figure had risen to 40 percent. Although a majority of

Americans still oppose out-of-wedlock childbearing, opinion shifts of this
magnitude can truly be called revolutionary. '

But these data tell only half the story. It used to be that, for an unmarried - 5
woman, becoming pregnant was “a fate worse than death.” We can get some
idea of what the old days were like, and of how radically society has changed,

if we look at media reports from the late 1960s and early 1970s. Neither thost
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pecking order ot America, unwed mothers are perhaps the most despised
minority. They are the targets of abuse from legislators bent on vcawrwu

them. They are the scapegoats of moralists decrying an alleged lapse in vc,um.
lic morality. They are the butt of jokes by school children and adults.” In
1968 a young woman wrote: “I'm a teenager who has made a big mistake.

1 am pregnant. I'm not proud ot what I've done and 1 hope and pray
other teenagers will read my letter, wake up , and start to lead a good, clean

life. ...~

* k %

Social scientists may eventually understand fully why attitudes toward sex
and marriage changed so profoundly. Whatever the mechanisms, in less than
a decade a shameful condition was transformed into a personal choice. The
rise of the women's movement, the sexual revolution, the greater availability
of abortion (which made out-of-wedlock childbearing truly a choice), and the
increasing fragility of marriage all no doubt contributed to the astonishing

shift in the social meaning of illegitimacy.

k Kk %k

THE ECONOMIC TRANSFORMATION
OF AMERICAN LIFE

The fact that the public accepts out-of-wedlock births among older, atfluent,

white women but deplores them among young, poor, minority women is inti-
mately tied to a third profound change in the lives of Americans—namely,

the decline of American economic power and of middle-class affluence.
Today's young Americans are the first generation in living memory who

- face the prospect of doing less well economically over their lifetimes than did

-~ their parents. In recent years the gap hetween the well-to-do and the poor

~ has grown: the rich are getting richer and the poor are getting poorer.
Economists use various measures to estimate the distribution of income, and
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