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Dating In Contemporary American Society


Heterosexual relationships and courtship rituals in the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries have changed drastically in comparison to their traditional counterparts.  It is without a doubt a sexual revolution has occurred that has brought about apparent changes to the styles and values of traditional dating and courtship.  In the essays “From Porch to Back Seat: A History of the Date,” by Beth Bailey, and “Dorm Brothel” written by Vigen Guroian, an attempt to explain and interpret the transgressions of the “dating culture” in American society is attempted.  In this essay, I will provide thumbnail sketches of the literary works of both Bailey and Guroian.  Furthermore, I will touch upon the rhetorical strategies that each author uses to strengthen their case.  I will examine the rhetorical situation encompassing each argument and the purpose of the respective works.  Finally, a consideration of the implications of each argument will be analyzed for people whom are interested in interpersonal relationships in contemporary American society.  


In Beth Bailey’s essay, “From Porch to Back Seat: A History of the Date,” an account of the history of dating in American society is given just as its title suggests.  Bailey begins her argument with considering the rise of dating and courtship in the 1920s.  Before the 1920s the traditional rule of courtship was the form of calling – which involved strict supervision of the parents of whom the daughter belonged - where the male would call upon her parents for a date with the daughter.  This type of dating exercise, as Bailey quickly establishes became nonexistent in contemporary society beginning in the 1920s with the rise of dating.  “By 1924…”dating had almost completely replaced “calling” in middle-class American culture (Bailey 369).  Bailey explains the different forms that dating took from its beginnings in the 1930s and 40s.   “American youth prized a promiscuous popularity, demonstrating competitive success through the number and variety of dates they commanded (Bailey 370).  As time continued on, the major events in history helped facilitate and shape the dating culture in American society into how we see it today.  By 1950, the dating system of promiscuity had changed once again because of World War II.  Bailey identifies World War II as one event in history that disrupted the traditional pattern of courtship and “changed priorities for many of the nation’s youth” (Bailey 372) because “virtually all physically fit men between the ages of eighteen and twenty-six [were] inducted into the military in 1943 (Bailey 371).  As a result the, an increase in youth marriages occurred which in turn caused the preparation for marriage to occur at an earlier age.  “By 1959, fully 47 percent of brides married before they turned nineteen” (Bailey 372).  The resulting consequences of the younger marriages encouraged younger couples to emulate their older counterparts and so the term “going steady” was born.  Going steady brought introduced a higher level of intimacy between partners, which caused a generational battle based primarily on the issue of sex.  Bailey concludes her essay with the 1960s sexual revolution and the undermining of the dating system altogether, which was once again brought about by the “youth themselves, not parental complaints” (Bailey 373).


In contrast to Bailey’s article, Vigen Guroian takes a rather different approach to explain the evolution of courtship rituals.  Rather than base his conclusions off of logical evidence, Guroian instead addresses the current dating system neither “scientifically nor dispassionately” and based solely on college relationships.  He begins his writing where Bailey seems to leave off by giving a brief synopsis of his own experiences as a college student in 1960s that were characterized by limitations on both sexes.  “The arrangements colleges provided for the sexes to meet and mix, strict dorm-visitation hours, approved housing, [and] curfews for females visitors” (Guroian 381).  He quickly dives into what he now observes as a college professor at the private institution of Loyola Marymount University.  Guroian establishes in his work that the current college dating system is characterized as being immoral and lacking the self-worth for the individual.  He explains that this current sexual revolution is “aided and abetted by colleges that forfeited their responsibilities of in loco parentis” (Guroian 383).  In affect, the colleges relinquish themselves of all responsibilities and in turn encourage the  “game” that so often occurs between males and females.  Guroian goes on to explain the rise of “hooking up [which] has replaced traditional courtship and dating among college students” (Guroian 382). Hooking up signified the abolition of commitment with the intent of only satisfying one’s physical needs.  Guroian places the colleges at fault for the indecent behavior occurring in youth society today, by facilitating coed living arrangements that in turn encourage alcohol consumption, which leads to lack of morals.  “Many of my students have explained to me that drinking, especially binge drinking, serves as the lubricant for the casual sex that living arrangements at Loyola invite and permit” (Guroian 386).  Guroian makes it known that demise of the traditional dating and courtship that took place in his time has resulted in a generation of “modern youth [becoming] lazy and careless…not looking for romantic relationships” (Guroian 384-85).  In the concluding sections of his essay, Guroian asserts that the only way to improve the immoral behavior that is taking place in amongst America’s youth is the reintroduction of limitations and enforcement of supervision by colleges.  “Nothing that the college does to limit alcohol consumption can make a significant difference until the major incentives to drink are removed, beginning with coed dormitories and apartments” (Guroian386).


Beth Bailey’s argument is one that is very logical and straightforward which supports her excessive use of logos in her work.  Because Bailey is a historian, she relies heavily on the facts of history to support her claims.  For example, she uses statistics to support her evidence of the effects of World War II on the age of youth marriage.  “By 1959, fully 47 percent of brides married before they turned nineteen” (Bailey 372).    The use of these types of statistics helps the audience understand that the claims she makes are indeed based off empirical evidence that can be measured and observed.  Bailey does have some slight use of pathos in the beginning of her essay when she introduces the story of the college girl that is captivated by her lover.  “I was glad, from the bottom of my heart, for the training of that mother who had taught me to hold myself aloof from all personal familiarities of boys and men” (Bailey 370).  The use of pathos here shows that consideration for the morals and values that young women had been taught when dating males in the early 1900s.


In comparison to “Form Porch to Back Seat: A History of the Date,” Guroian’s “Dorm Brothel is based solely on ethos and pathos, with no use of logos.  Guroian uses pathos early in his work to establish his credibility as a reliable source.  His first use of ethos comes when he introduces himself as a former college student in the 1960s.  “Nineteen sixty-six…also the year I entered as a first-year-man at the University of Virginia” (Guroian 380).  The use of ethos in establishing himself as a once college student is imperative for his work because his article focuses mainly on the transgressions of the college infrastructure which have in turn affected the traditional rules of courtship and dating.  Since most of Guroian’s article is taken from a religious perspective, his article relies heavily on the use of pathos.  “The statement (by Loyola) correctly associates these goals of education with the Roman Catholic faith and the liberal arts tradition…yet the climate at Loyola and many, many others-produces the antithesis of these aims” (Guroian 387).  This use of pathos in his work directly questions institutions’ rules and the effectiveness of their enforcement.  More pathos is used when Guroian speaks of the effects of the lack of in loco parentis on America’s youth. “The long-term damage to our children is difficult to measure.  But it is too obvious to deny.  I remember once hearing that the British lost the empire when thy started sending their children away to boarding schools” (Guroian 387).

The rhetorical situation in which Beth Bailey presents her work is of great importance in understanding the purpose of her writing.  Being a historian, her main audience would most likely be historians as well.  The use of logos is of great importance in her literary work because many historians rely on empirical evidence that can be measured to support claims and to be able to identify the trends that have taken place in the history of dating and courtship.  As a result, the purpose of Bailey’s writing seems to be one that is informative and seeks to identify the transgressions that have taken place in courtship rituals.  The historical context in which Bailey’s writing is presented is also imperative to the understanding of the text.  Dating and courtship rituals have undergone many changes from generation to generation, as Bailey explains in her article, and through an evaluation of each generation and the major events that took place in history in those times, Bailey is able to draw conclusions on the causes and effects of each particular generation and gain a better understanding of the history of dating and courtship.  

In contrast to Baileys article, Guroian’s rhetorical situation is somewhat different.  Guroian makes it apparent that he is a professor at Loyola Marymount University, which supposedly assumes the beliefs of the Catholicism.  Because Guroian attacks the college directly about the lack of regulations and enforcement of rules, his primary audience would most likely be university supervisors. Guroian’s work takes the feeling that he is trying to persuade colleges to adhere to their standards and assume more responsibility and preventative measures for the actions of the students.  His secondary audience can be concerned parents who pay for the tuition for their children to attend such colleges that values strict morals.  

In juxtaposition, the implications of both of these literary works are very different.  Similarly, both Guroian and Bailey attempt to identify the causes of the transgressions of dating and courtship rituals.  Contrarily to Guroian, Bailey infers that the result of these transgressions lie in the hands of the youth in response to events that are occurring around them such as the introduction of the automobile and World War II.  On the other hand, Guroian insist that these changes are occurring as a result of the lack of restrictions that are no longer in place for America’s youth.  With the right restrictions and regulations, colleges can attempt to alleviate the problem of sexual promiscuity and the demise of self-worth.   Whether it is historical events that allow the natural progression of dating from its early stages or abolishment of restrictions, time will only tell what will become of dating and courtship in the years to come.  
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