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CHAPTER I 

Review of the Literature 

Introduction 

When five students in St. Clair Shores, Michigan, wore 

buttons to promote condom usage, they were suspended. 

Activists in Seattle were threatened with obscenity charges 

when they handed out condoms and safe sex information at the 

local high schools (Galst, 1992), while in Jacksonville, 

Florida Planned Parenthood and seven families and suing the 

school for not providing adequate AIDS and sex education 

that is provided by Florida Law (Nevins, 1993). 

The controversies surrounding sex education and issues 

such as abortion, homosexuality, women's rights, 

pornography, and cultural conflicts. Some believe that 

these types of divisions reflect schism in American society 

so deep they are reflecting a cultural war (Hunter, 1991). 

Most researchers who have developed the image of a cultural 

war use evidence from studies of activists and from small 

samples, which often includes individuals with extreme 

points of view (Luker, 1984; Fried, 1988; Zurker et al. 

1973; Moen, 1984; Page and Clelland, 1978; Libby, 1970). As 

a result, the beliefs of people in the middla have been 

overlooked (Hunter, 1991). Because these studies are based 

on activist populations, it is difficult to know if.this 

cleavage extends to the general population and if, 

therefore, the polarization can be truly characterized as a 

"cultural war." 

The two goals of this thesis are: first, to examine 

the extent to which polarization exists in the general 

population, and second, to see if the predictors of 

attitudes toward sex education and contraceptive 

availability are the same as predictors of other attitudes 
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toward issues associated with cultural cleavages such as 

abortion. 

The Cultural War Perspective 

Cultural tensions are not new in American history. In 

previous years, tensions have centered on religious conflict 

between Catholics, Christians, Jews, and Mormons. Anti-

Catholicism and anti-Semitism have been prominent in 

American culture in the past. One form of anti-Catholicism 

was expressed in anti-Catholic societies (such as the 

American Protestant Association, and Christian Alliance), 

and the anti-Catholic political parties (such as the Native 

American parties in the 1840s, the Know-Nothing party in the 

1850s, and the Republican party of the 1850s and the 1860s). 

These groups were successful at organizing against the 

interests of the rapidly growing Catholic population of the 

nineteenth century (Hunter, 1991). 

By the 1950s, tensions between Protestantism, 

Catholicism, and Judaism had diminished. By this time, 

people were interacting far more frequently with people of 

other denominations and had more positive feelings toward 

people of other faiths. They were moving across 

denominational lines to visit, join, or even marry. A new 

feeling of social and cultural homogeneity was further 

solidified because Protestants, Catholics, and Jews were all 

united against communism and the growth of new sects and 

cults (Herberg, 1965). 

However, this cohesion was changing by the 1960s. This 

time the divisions were not between denominations or 

different religious groups but between liberals and 

conservatives within denominations. These new divisions 

were based on issues of political justice, equality, war and 

peace, and civil rights (Wuthnow, 1988). 



The emerging divisions within denominations of the 

1960s became major dividing lines by the 1980s and 1990s. 

Although referring to the churches' involvement in civil 

rights, Hadden (1969) described issues that are still 

challenging churches two decades later. He said " . . . the 

Protestant churches are involved in a deep and entangling 

crisis which in the years ahead may seriously disrupt or 

alter the very nature of the church" (Hadden, 1969,5). 

The Southern Baptist Convention is an example of the 

way in which a deeply dividing conflict can disrupt an 

entire denomination. The Southern Baptist Convention is 

divided between groups that have a conservative and moderate 

conservative perspective on several theological and social 

issues. These issues include the correct way of 

understanding the scriptures, the truth of the Bible, the 

role of women, abortion, and homosexuality. These 

differences have resulted in a battle for control of the 

largest Protestant denomination in the country (Ammerman, 

1990). Though both groups have a conservative orientation, 

the basic divisions are characteristic of the divisions in 

American religion as a whole. 

Division in American religion is based on different 

perspectives regarding social issues between conservative 

and liberal branches of Protestants, Catholics, and Jews. 

The divisions are based on opposing positions concerning 

civil liberties, racial justice, women's rights, moral 

values and behavioral issues. This polarization results in a 

Protestant mainline that is no longer able to define 

theological and cultural issues for the country. This 

leaves religious subgroups fighting to define a social 

reality (Roof and McKinney, 1989). Essentially, the 

changing shape of religion has been a part of the wider 

polarization of America on social issues. This polarization 



goes beyond religious cleavages and reflects differing views 

on how the world should be ordered. 

Polarization of attitudes and the subsequent cleavages 

translate into people having different views of how the 

world should be ordered. These opposing sides are described 

as the "impulse toward orthodoxy and impulse toward 

progressivism" (Hunter, 1991, p. 41). The terms orthodoxy 

and progressivism are not unlike the more frequently used 

terms, cultural conservative or fundamentalist, and cultural 

modernist or cultural traditionalist (Scott, 1985; Raymond 

and Norrander, 1990; Page and Clelland, 1976; Ebaugh and 

Haney, 1978). However, conservative and liberal labels have 

a political connotation. Hunter's terms are preferable 

because they refer primarily to different moral commitments 

and moral visions rather than political differences. 

These differing views, or world views, are based on 

different concepts of moral authority. Moral authority is 

the "basis by which people determine whether something is 

good or bad, right or wrong, acceptable and so on" (Hunter, 

1991, p. 42). People's definitions of moral authority 

influence how they view religion, the role of family, women, 

and the definition of sexual morality. 

The world view of cultural orthodoxy is based on the 

belief that moral authority comes from above and is 

"external and transcendent." These beliefs do not change 

and they define what is of value and what is good for 

individuals and society as a whole. The beliefs are based 

on writings and scriptures found in the Bible or the Torah. 

For example, one anti-abortion activist, Yehuda Levin, 

opposes abortion because he believes God opposes it. He 

said, "The Torah tells us that feticide is prohibited." He 

continues that "It's not only prohibited, it's equated with 

a capital offense" (Hunter, 1991, p. 13). 
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This view of moral authority has many "non-negotiable 

moral truths" that are the basis for making moral 

judgments. The moral judgments and beliefs that are most 

relevant to this paper are the following: life begins at 

conception so abortion is murder; males and females are 

fundamentally different and therefore females should not 

undertake roles reserved for males; sexual relationships 

outside marriage are immoral; and the only "natural" and 

legitimate sexual relationship is the one between a male and 

a female in marriage. 

The other type of moral authority, progressivism, 

emphasizes a "spirit for the modern age, a spirit of 

rationalism and subjectivism" rather than the orthodox 

emphasis on an "external, definable, and transcendent 

authority" (Hunter, 1991, p. 44). The truths are no longer 

set down in the traditional faiths but should be decided on 

through personal experience and scientific rationality, with 

the help of religion or cultural traditions. To the 

progressives, morality is not an unchanging combination of 

moral truths; instead it constantly changes as our 

understanding of moral truths changes. 

A perfect illustration of the progressive world view is 

a statement by Bea Blair, an Episcopalian minister and pro-

choice activist. She said, "The Bible is a history of our 

growing understanding of God. It needs to be read, listened 

to, and studied in its context . . . people have to 

interpret the Scriptures or the traditions for themselves" 

(Hunter, 1991, p. 18). 

Rather than believing that moral truths are derived 

from tradition and based on a belief in a supernatural 

being, the progressives base their moral precepts in 

science. Progressives found the following moral precepts to 

be true until science can prove otherwise: life begins at 
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birth, biology is the only difference between males and 

females, and human sexuality is a biological need (Hunter, 

1991). 

These different moral truths translate into different 

ways of viewing specific moral issues. For instance, a 

person who believes life begins at birth would feel abortion 

is not a moral issue, or a person who feels sexual intimacy 

should be reserved for marriage would find sexual 

relationships outside marriage immoral. Spicer's (1994) 

study is an illustration of this concept. 

Using a national sample, Spicer (1994) found a strong 

association between people's view on abortion and their 

world view. Attitudes toward premarital sex. Biblical 

interpretation, political views, fundamentalism, views 

toward gender roles, and religious intensity accounted for 

31 percent of the variance in attitudes toward abortion. 

Attitudes toward premarital sex showed the strongest 

relation to beliefs regarding abortion. This illustrates 

the multi-dimensional nature of cultural conflict. That is, 

an attitude toward abortion is also related to attitudes 

toward premarital sex, views on the Bible and religious 

intensity, and political views. Why the controversy over 

sex education is also a multi-dimensional issue predicted by 

many of the same factors will be discussed later in this 

chapter. Next, the limits of the cultural war perspective 

will be discussed. 

Limits of the Cultural War Perspective 

One difficulty encountered with the cultural war 

perspective is that much of the previous research 

identifying the different versions of moral authority have 

been based on studies of activists (Luker, 1984; Fried, 

1988; Zurker et al. 1973; Moen, 1984; Page and Clelland, 
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1978; Libby, 1970). These studies create a picture of a 

polarized society in which people are placed in two camps, 

without considering the opinions of those in the middle 

whose more nuanced views are not widely publicized. More 

research on the general population may clarify how 

widespread this polarization is among the general 

population. 

The louder and well-organized groups have been 

successful at publicizing their views with the use of the 

mass media. The use of new technologies in communications 

that allow for television commercials, news broadcasts, 

newspaper editorials, and direct mail creates an image of an 

environment that is more polarized than the American public 

itself. The moral reasoning of the middle cannot be 

translated into catchy "sixty second commercials." They are 

therefore silenced and noneffective (Hunter, 1991). The use 

of media by the radical groups defines schism in absolute 

terms. For example, coverage of abortion controversies 

highlights the strong feelings for and against abortion and 

the middle is lost (Ginsburg, 1989). 

According to Hunter (1991), the media are extremely 

successful at defining a cleavage, but how representative of 

the general population is this definition? Ginsburg (1989) 

found the radical groups are the ones that receive the 

attention of the media, but how different are these groups 

from the general population? Dunham and Bengtson (1992) 

found that activists hold more extreme views than the 

general population. In their study of 1960s activists, they 

found the activists were more liberal in attitudes toward 

politics and gender roles than non-activist groups. 

If the media mainly concentrate on radical groups and 

these radical groups are different from the rest of the 

population, then the media are defining a more polarized 



environment. For example, Ginsburg (1989) studied the 

reaction of a community to a new abortion clinic in Fargo, 

North Dakota in 1981. When the clinic first opened, 

conflict between the pro-life and pro-choice groups had been 

intense, but by the•spring of 1983 the conflict had 

stabilized. Conflict was limited to the local arena and 

activists often sympathized with and understood the others' 

position. The women from both sides often interacted with 

each other at church, PTA, and in various other committees. 

Both groups recognized that they had the same concerns: 

women experiencing problem pregnancies. 

However, a more radical group became involved in the 

debate and subsequently changed the situation. The 

original moderate pro-life group emphasized public education 

and alternatives to abortion, but the radical group 

practiced more extreme activities, such as gathering in 

large groups outside the clinic and yelling at women "not to 

kill their babies." These radical tactics captured the 

attention of the national media. 

When producers of ABC's magazine style news show, 

20/20. came to Fargo to cover the abortion controversy in 

one community, all the attention was focused on the radical 

pro-life group. The presence of news cameras encouraged 

this group to put on even more dramatic demonstrations 

providing "good TV" for all the media. Although the 

moderate group represented a well-organized group of 1,300 

members and the radical group represented only about 50, the 

more extreme action of the one group was labeled 

"newsworthy," while the moderate groups were not even 

recognized. Even though Ginsburg's (1989) study illustrates 

how the media can portray an environment that is more 

polarized than it actually is. Hunter (1991) found this to 



be the image upon which the concept of a cultural war is 

based. This is a weakness of the cultural war perspective. 

The Dimensions of Conflict 

Discussed earlier was Spicer's (1994) study who found 

abortion to be a multi-dimensional issue. The controversy 

over sex education also has many dimensions. It combines 

control issues, conservative and liberal religion issues, 

competing views over sexual behavior, the responsibilities 

of the family, the role of women, and the amount of control 

school officials should have in socializing children. 

Conflicts between groups, the orthodox and the 

progressive, stem from different versions of moral 

authority. The conflict over which version will be accepted 

is manifested in the struggle over the power to control 

social institutions, in this case the family and schools. 

These institutions have the power to define social reality, 

whether it is the orthodox or progressive version of 

reality. That is how social issues such as abortion, 

homosexuality, gender roles, and sex education become the 

battle fields where the two sides fight for cultural 

domination and the power to define the morality reflecting 

their view. 

Control Variables 

Different versions of moral authority are influenced by 

control variables. Richardson and Cranston (1981) found 

that increasing levels of education have a liberalizing 

influence on attitudes making people more supportive of non-

traditional norms regarding the family. Similarly, having 

higher income, being younger, and being a Democrat would 

also have the same effect of reducing support for 

traditional family norms and increasing support for sex 
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education and contraceptive availability (Libby, 1970; 

Synder and Spreitzer, 1976; Mahoney, 1979; Namerow and 

Philliber, 1982). 

On the other side, those who oppose sex education and 

contraceptive availability are those who are not involved in 

public schooling (Richardson and Cranston, 1981). The 

opposition group feels that sex education is a function that 

should be reserved for the family, and the school's 

interference with that role has reduced the parent's 

authority to raise their own children. Control variables, 

such as less education, being older, lower income, and 

conservative political party were related to conservative 

attitudes toward sex education (Libby, 1970; Synder and 

Spreitzer, 1976; Mahoney, 1979; Namerow and Philliber, 

1982) . 

The Conflict Over the Family and 
The Role of Women 

The family is the source of some of the most heated 

controversies because its social arrangements and 

relationships are a "microcosm of those in the larger social 

order" (Hunter, 1991, p. 173). It is within their own 

families that people deal with the society-wide conflict 

over the issues of equality for men and women, the role of 

children, and the expression of appropriate sexual morality. 

It is within the family that different world views can be 

most clearly observed and these differences most clearly 

defined. 

Moral authority provides the basis for the conflict 

over the nature of the family. The orthodox believe the 

family should resemble its more traditional form: a 

patriarchal father providing for the financial needs of the 

family, and the mother providing the nurture and emotional 
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care. The progressives believe gender roles of mother and 
father should not be so clearly divided between nurturer and 
provider. 

The extent of the controversies over gender roles is 

clearly illustrated in the abortion controversy. The 

controversy over the role of mother is manifested in the 

conflict over abortion (Scott, 1985). The orthodox 

perspective places the responsibility of raising children on 

women, and suggests that abortion symbolizes that even women 

have become a part of the moral decay of society (Fried, 

1988). Women who are against abortion feel it threatens the 

sanctity of family life, devalues the role of motherhood, 

and destroys human life (Luker, 1984). This view of 

abortion is based on the moral truth that life begins at 

conception which would make abortion murder. 

Since moral truths in progressivism are based on 

personal experience and scientific rationality, a different 

view of abortion emerges. Progressives believe life begins 

at birth instead of the time of conception. This 

illustrates a different version of morality for the 

progressives compared to the orthodox. Although the 

orthodox side views women's major role in society as bearing 

and raising children, the progressive side views motherhood 

as one role among many available to women. For pro-choice 

women, illegal abortion threatens their right to self-

determination. Legislation that restricts access to 

abortion threatens a woman's ability to be independent of 

men, undermines her ability to compete with men in the work 

place, and diminishes her ability to support herself and her 

family. The progressive view does not see the definition of 

the family or women's roles as created by God but as 

malleable and evolving to meet the needs of society (Hunter, 

1991) . 
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Abortion is not only an issue about when life begins or 

women's rights but is also symbolic of uneasiness with the 

changing roles of women within the family (Fried, 1988). In 

the same manner that abortion becomes a vehicle where 

differences in the definition of the family and women are 

resolved, disagreements over sex education become a medium 

where the same opposing world views wrestle for dominance. 

The conflict over the distribution of contraceptives and the 

content of sex-education programs is also symbolic of groups 

with different world views of the family and women fighting 

for control of one social institution, education. 

The Family, The Role of Women, and 
The Sex Education Controversy 

The opposing orthodox and progressive versions of moral 

authority are the foundation for differences in attitudes 

toward sex education. Opposing definitions of moral 

authority become evident in the sex education controversy 

because some believe that teaching sexuality is the 

responsibility of the family. It is the family that defines 

with whom and what conditions make sex appropriate. How 

parents view sexuality will influence how they teach their 

children about sex (Hunter, 1991). 

With opposing views of family and women, the orthodox 

and progressives have different views of the most 

appropriate type of sex education. The orthodox side sees 

sex education as a threat to the institution of the family. 

When the school takes on the role of teaching sexuality to 

children, parents lose control over what definition of 

morality their children will learn. In other words, sex 

education further symbolizes the loss of power parents have 

in socializing their children. 
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In a widely distributed pamphlet to oppose the 

development of a sex education program in a small city in 

West Texas, the local Council for Family Values (1992) was 

quoted as saying 

We regard the family as the fundamental 
unit of civilization. The task force recommendation 
will in our opinion, further undermine this God-
ordained institution. The traditional values upon 
which our country was founded have been eroded by 
decades of subtle attack. For the benefit of future 
generations, we chose to rise in defense of the family 
and the principles that insure its survival. 

The progressives, on the other hand, view the 

definition of the family, the role of women, and sexuality 

as malleable and capable of changing to what is needed by 

society (Hunter, 1991). This flexibility is evident in the 

changing definition of family and how that relates to women. 

The progressives view the traditional family as symbolic of 

oppression for women and advocate reproductive and equal 

rights for women. The progressives want the traditional 

nuclear family to change to one in which men and women share 

domestic chores and child rearing practices (Hunter, 1991). 

Therefore, sex education programs that allow women an option 

to child bearing are congruent with the progressive world 

view. 

The progressives also view the lack of contraceptive 

availability and comprehensive sex education as a threat to 

health and personal freedom. Sedway (1992) illustrates why 

he opposes those who are against sex education- Referring 

to the far right's effort to censor sex education programs 

he says, 

...the threat this movement poses to public education 
goes far beyond sexuality education or any other area 
of the curriculum. Their threat is to the freedom to 
explore ideas, to challenge conventional thinking, and, 
at its core, to pursue knowledge about the world we 
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live in. m short, the censors threaten the freedom to 
learn (Sedway, 1992, p. 14). 

scales (1981) expressed a similar sentiment in his article 
on sex education. He said: 

... we must recognize that there is a 
larger context in which sex education occurs. 
This can be expressed as perhaps the choice of 
the 1980s. Will we preserve freedom of information 
and diversity of values or will we accept censorship 
and a limit on the moral values that can be 
discussed in public schools?" (p. 565) 

Conflict Over Sexual Morality 

The way in which definitions of appropriate sexuality 

affect a position on a social issue is clearly illustrated 

with the abortion controversy. Those who are against 

abortion are more likely to believe that sexual activity 

should be regulated, are opposed to premarital sex, and do 

not support gay rights. Those who are for choice support 

gay rights, agree sex is "good as an end in itself," and are 

not opposed to premarital sex (Fried, 1988). 

Mosher (1989) found that conflict centered on sexuality 

issues because people's views of appropriate sexuality are 

often polarized. Among the conservatives orthodox, Mosher 

(1989) found that the only time sex is good is when it is 

done for procreation (passion would be considered lustful), 

in the missionary position, and in a male-dominated 

monogamous marriage. The other side, the progressives, view 

sexuality as a natural way of self-expression, reproduction, 

and bonding (Mosher, 1989). 

Mosher (1989) implies that the establishment of 

comprehensive sex education programs is seen by 

conservatives as defining sexual relations outside marriage 

as acceptable. To the orthodox, this is a perversion of the 

natural order created by God that says sex is only 

appropriate within marriage. For the orthodox world view, 
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the establishment of comprehensive sex education destroys 

the orthodox view of women, the family, and sexuality. 

The progressives have a different view of premarital 

sex. Being able to change according to what is needed by 

society is evident in their view of premarital sex. For 

example, in a study of community leaders, respondents 

believed premarital sex was not moral, but they also felt 

health concerns were more important than moral issues 

(Sorell, Martin, and Badget, 1991). 

Conflict Over Education 

Conflicts over education are related to the family's 

changing influence over socialization. Because education 

plays a large role in defining the meaning of America for 

the next generation through curriculum, textbooks, and 

social activities, it becomes an institution where conflicts 

emerge (Hunter, 1991). In their study on a controversial 

adoption of school textbooks. Page and Clelland (1978) found 

the orthodox and progressives fighting for control of the 

schools and the textbooks to be adopted. The orthodox 

feared certain textbooks advocated a lack of respect for 

authority and Christian theology, taught situational ethics, 

and used profanity. On the other side, the progressives 

felt they were fighting against censorship and for academic 

freedom. 

Moen (1984) found similar results in his study on 

school prayer. The orthodox feared the lack of school 

prayer represented deterioration in Christian values. The 

progressives, on the other hand, were fighting for the 

separation of church and state. What is clear in both 

studies by Page and Clelland (1978) and Moen (1984) is the 

conflict over control of schools. Whether it is conflict 

over school prayer or sex education, whoever has control of 
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the school system can determine how and what children are 

taught. This group can reproduce their basic world view in 

an important societal institution. 

Sex Education as a Polarizing Issue 

Most of the population agrees that sex education should 

be taught, but conflict arises surrounding the values taught 

in sex education classes (Verby and Herold, 1992; Sorell, 

Martin, and Badget, 1991; Marsman and Herold, 1986; Mahoney, 

1986). Verby and Herold (1992) and Marsman and Herold 

(1986) both found that most people supported sex education 

but disagreed about the values being taught. Based on the 

results of 216 surveys sent out to employees of an 

industrial plant and a hospital in Ontario, Canada, parents 

were supportive of AIDS education programs but differed on 

what values they wanted taught. Sixty-five percent of the 

sample felt AIDS education should discourage sex, but 88 

percent of the sample felt AIDS education should teach about 

condom usage. Similar results were found by Marsman and 

Herold (1986). Their survey of 130 mothers of children in 

grades six, nine, and twelve from Ontario, Canada, showed 

that more than half approved of sex education, but only one 

third believed that sex education should emphasize 

preventing premarital sex. Even though these are Canadian 

data, the cultural similarity between Canada and the United 

States suggests that similar attitudes would also be found 

in the United States. 

The morality of teen sexuality and how this should be 

represented in sex education courses was the source of 

conflict in a study of community leaders. Sorell, Martin, 

and Badget (1991) examined the opinions of three hundred of 

the most influential citizens in a small city in West Texas, 

including CEOs, executive directors of non-profit and 
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community service organizations, local government officials, 

religious leaders, and media executives. The group was a 

non-random sample of mostly men with a proportional 

representation of blacks, Hispanics, and whites. They were 

mostly middle aged, religious, and well-educated, and had 

high incomes. Although the sample was not representative of 

the community, these leaders would be influential in the 

acceptance of a community sex education program. 

The researchers found almost all of the community 

leaders surveyed agreed (93%) that teens in their community 

were sexually active and this was a problem (92%). However, 

the respondents disagreed about the appropriate type of sex 

education. The respondents were divided into three groups 

based on their opinions of whether moral considerations were 

more important than health issues. The largest group (65%) 

believed health issues should take priority over moral 

issues, although many (61%) found premarital sex to be 

morally unacceptable. The second largest group consisted of 

those who were uncertain (26%), and a small group (9%) felt 

moral issues were more important than health issues. 

These groups also differed in the type of sex education 

they thought would be most effective in preventing unplanned 

pregnancies. The first group, who were more concerned about 

health, believed adolescents should be exposed to 

comprehensive sex education beginning in junior high school, 

and that contraceptives should be easily available to senior 

high school students (many even believed contraceptives 

should be available to junior high school students). 

However, the group that was concerned with moral issues did 

not want comprehensive sex education, especially for younger 

groups, and believed there should be increased restrictions 

on access to contraception. This group thought sex 

education should emphasize the immorality of premarital sex 
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and should discuss only abstinence as a method of birth 
control. 

Sociological studies examining differing opinions about 

the content of sex education have been scarce. Libby (1970) 

was the first to look at correlates of attitudes toward sex 

education. Based on a sample of Manchester, Connecticut 

parents, Libby found that a pro sex education stance related 

to belonging to a higher social class, having younger 

children, being younger, and not being highly religious. 

Synder and Spreitzer (1976) found similar results based 

on a national probability sample. They found that adults 

who were politically liberal, less religious, and never 

married were more likely to support sex education. People 

who were older and had less education were not as supportive 

of sex education. 

Mahoney (1979) expanded on these previous studies using 

the 1977 NORC General Social Survey. Mahoney found that 

significant predictors of stance on sex education were 

traditional values toward the role of women, family, and 

sexuality. Attitudes toward education and political 

liberalism-conservatism were not as significant. Religious 

fundamentalism, age, and factors related to right-wing 

political liberalism were not important variables. Mahoney 

(1979) concluded that some people see sex education 

representing a threat to the family, traditional sex-role 

definitions, and traditional premarital sexual norms. 

Richardson and Cranston (1981), however, elaborated 

further that sex education represents a threat to the social 

structure. They conclude that the conflict over sex 

education is symbolic of a fight over changes in the social 

structure that has reduced the family's authority over 

public schooling. Teaching sexuality to children, once 

confined to the family, has been put into the hands of 
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school officials. For some parents giving school officials 

the authority to teach sex education is symbolic of the 

overall deinstitutionalization of the family. 

These studies were all conducted in the late 1970s and 

early 1980s. Since this time the onset of AIDS has changed 

the dynamics of sex education. Not only do people have to 

consider the best way to prevent pregnancy but also the 

contraction of a fatal disease. Because of the AIDS virus, 

people have been more verbal and active in giving out 

sexuality information and contraceptives. If pregnancy and 

non-fatal sexually transmitted diseases were the only risk 

of sexual activity, discussing anal sex in a classroom or 

handing out condoms at the prom would not be an issue. The 

serious implications of a deadly sexually transmitted 

disease have increased people's awareness of sex education 

and subsequently increased conflict. 

The conflict over sex education is a part of the 

cultural war because it involves several vital aspects of 

the definition of the family and social life in general. 

There are some who believe that sex education challenges the 

responsibilities of the family because it should be the 

family that teaches children about sexuality. Sex education 

challenges the roles of women because women have 

traditionally fulfilled the role of socializing and 

nurturing children. Different definitions of appropriate 

sexual relations are at risk with opposing views of sexual 

morality. When school officials are granted permission to 

teach sexuality, parents lose control over what definition 

of morality their children will learn. These issues 

culminate when non-family members, in this case school 

officials, propose to teach a subject with moral 

implications. It is the combination of these concerns and 

what they represent that makes sex education such a volatile 
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issue. The purpose of this thesis is to address these 

issues in two ways: first, to examine the degree of 

polarization; and second, to illustrate how sex education 

relates to other cultural war issues. 

Summary of Relevant Variables 

Central to explaining the controversy over the sex 

education issue are control variables, religious ideology, 

attitudes toward gender roles, and attitudes toward moral 

sexuality. Characteristics that influence or are related to 

people being less supportive of traditional family norms, 

such as having higher income, being younger, and being a 

Democrat, would increase support for sex education and 

contraceptive availability (Libby, 1970; Synder and 

Spreitzer, 1976; Mahoney, 1979; Namerow and Philliber, 

1982) . 

The current divisions in American religion center on 

social issues and play an important part in defining the 

issues with the larger population. Religious ideology is 

important because people's definition of moral authority is 

greatly influenced by how they view God, religion, and their 

interpretation of the scriptures. Variables measuring 

religious service attendance and the interpretation of the 

Bible were found to be significant when related to peoples' 

attitudes toward sex education (Hunter, 1991; Libby, 1970; 

Synder and Spreitzer, 1976; Mahoney, 1979; Verby and Herold, 

1992) . 

Attitudes toward gender roles are an important aspect 

of conflict over sex education because gender roles are a 

part of the struggle to define the family. Attitudes toward 

women's roles are important because the orthodox and the 

progressives have such different views of women's roles and 

their essential function in the family. The orthodox view 
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places most of the responsibilities of raising children on 

women, and they feel that women are no longer completely 

fulfilling their responsibility, illustrating the moral 

decay of society. On the other hand, progressives see the 

role of women within the family as malleable and capable of 

changing to what women themselves prefer. This is important 

to attitudes toward sex education because it is another 

aspect of traditional versus contemporary ways of living 

life (Luker, 1984; Fried, 1988; Scott, 1985). 

Attitudes toward sexual morality are important for the 

same reasons. In the orthodox belief system, any sexual 

relations outside marriage are perversions of the natural 

order created by God (Luker, 1984; Fried, 1988; Hunter, 

1991; Verby and Herold, 1992; Mosher, 1989). For the 

progressives, the definition of moral sexuality can change 

with society. For example, even though progressives feel 

premarital sex is not moral, they feel health issues are 

more important than moral issues. That is, since 

adolescents are so exposed to AIDS and other serious 

sexually transmitted diseases adults feel these risks 

outweigh the moral implications. 

Hypotheses 

Control variables, religious ideology, attitudes toward 

gender roles, and attitudes toward moral sexuality all are 

related to conflict over what is appropriate sex education. 

The multi-dimensional nature of the conflict over sex 

education sets up the organization for this project's 

hypotheses. The first hypotheses divides attitudes towards 

contraceptive availability and abortion into the 

progressives, the orthodox, and the middle. The second 

hypothesis uses four subhypotheses, based on control 

variables, religion, gender roles, and attitudes toward 
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sexuality and abortion to predict attitudes toward sex 

education and contraceptive availability. 

Hypothesis 1 

Polarization of attitudes will be reflected by people 

having extreme attitudes toward contraceptive availability 

and abortion. 

Hypothesis 2. 

Variables that predict attitudes on other cultural 

issues are similar to those that predict attitudes toward 

sex education and contraceptive availability. 

Hypothesis 2a: Control Variables 

Those who have less income, are older, have less 

education, or are Republican are likely to be opposed to sex 

education and the distribution of contraceptives to teens. 

Hypothesis 2b: Religion 

Those who belong to a fundamentalist denomination or 

those who attend church more often are more likely to be 

against sex education. 

Hypothesis 2c: Gender Roles 

People who believe women should not be involved in 

politics are more likely to be against sex education. 

Hypothesis 2d: Sexual Morality 

People with a traditional attitude toward sexuality or 

who are against abortion are more likely to be against sex 

education. 
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CHAPTER II 

METHODS 

Sample 

This chapter will describe the method of analysis and 

operationalization of variables. Data were drawn from the 

1988-1991 General Social Survey of the National Opinion 

Research Center ( NORC, 1991 ). Cases for the years 1988 

through 1991 were pooled because these years included 

variables that best tested the two main hypotheses (the 

extent of polarization and attitudes toward sex education). 

The GSS is a probability sample of English speaking 

individuals living in the United States, eighteen years of 

age and older and not living in an institution. The sample 

for all four years consisted of 1,258 males and 1,700 female 

respondents, totaling 2,958. 

This data set was chosen because it has a nationally 

representative sample of almost all U.S. citizens. Since 

the sample included average citizens and not just activists, 

the extent of polarization could be tested and variables 

that were related to attitudes toward sex education and 

contraceptive availability for the general population could 

be measured. 

Operationalization of Dependent Variables 

Attitudes Toward Contraceptive Availability 

Attitudes toward birth control for teenagers was the 

first dependent variable. The respondents were asked: "Do 

you strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly disagree 

that methods of birth control should be available to 

teenagers between the ages of 14 and 16 if their parents do 

not approve?" The options were coded as "strongly agree"= 

1, "agree"=2, "disagree"=3, or "strongly disagree"=4. 
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Attitudes Toward Sex Education 

The second dependent variable, attitude toward sex 

education, was measured by the response to the question, 

"Would you be for or against sex education in the public 

schools?" Responses were either for (1) or against (2). A 

third option available read "depends on age/grade" but the 

frequency was zero, so the option was not considered. Since 

this dependent variable was dichotomous, a t-test was used 

to compare the difference of means. 

Males and females were analyzed separately because the 

experiences of men and women are fundamentally different, 

and some feminist thinkers suggest that the best way to get 

a true understanding of social life (Harding, 1993; Thorne, 

1992). 

Operationalization of Independent Variables 

Control Variables 

Control variables, education, age, income, and 

political party, were measured to determine their 

relationship to attitudes toward sex education. 

Age was divided into ten-year cohorts ranging from ten 

to nineteen, twenty to twenty-nine, through eighty or older. 

Ten to nineteen was coded as one, twenty to twenty-nine as 

two, thirty to thirty-nine as 3, forty to forty-nine as 4, 

fifty to fifty-nine as 5, six to sixty-nine as 6, seventy to 

seventy-nine as 7, and over eighty coded as eight. 

Income was divided into twelve categories ranging from 

under $1,000 total income from last year coded and one to 

$25,000 and over coded as twelve ($1,000 to $2,999=02, 

$3,000 to $3,999=03, $4,000 to $4,999=04, $5,000 to 

$5,999=05, $6,000 to $6,999=06, $7,000 to $7,999=07, $8,000 

to $9,999=08, $10,000 to $14,999=09, $15,000 to $19,999=10, 

$20,000 to $24,999=11 $25,000 or over=12). 
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Education (Educ) was divided into four categories with 

zero equaling less than a high school education and graduate 

education coded as four (less than high school=0, high 

school=l, associate/Junior college=2, bachelor's=3, 

graduate=4). Political party was measured with five 

categories ranging from one measuring strong Democrat to 

strong Republican (strong Democrat=0, not very strong 

Democrat=01, independent, close to Democrat=02, independent, 

neither, or no response =03, independent, close to 

Republican=04, not very Republican=05, strong 

Republican=06). 

Religious Variables 

The current divisions in American religion center on 

social issues and play a vital part in defining issues for 

the larger population (Wuthnow, 1988; Roof and McKinney, 

1989; Hadden, 1969). Variables measuring religious service 

attendance and the interpretation of the Bible are used to 

measure the relationship between religion and people's 

attitudes toward sex education. 

Religious service attendance (RELATT) was divided into 

eight categories ranging from (1) never attend to (8), 

attend several times a week (never=0, less than once a 

year=01, about once or twice a year=02, several times a 

year=03, about once a month=04, 2-3 times a month=05, nearly 

every week=06, every week=07, several times a week=8). 

Interpretation of the Bible (BIBLEWRD) was coded as (1) 

belief in the literal interpretation of the Bible, (2) 

belief that the Bible is the inspired word of God but not 

everything in it should be taken literally, word for word, 

and (3) belief that the Bible is an ancient book of fables, 

legends, history and moral precepts. 
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The only other measure of religious fundamentalism 

available in this data set was interpretation of the Bible. 

A variable categorizing respondent's denominations as 

fundamentalist, moderate, and liberal was dropped, in the 

interest of parsimony, because it was not significant at the 

0.05 level when correlated with contraceptive availability 

and sex education. 

Gender Role Variables 

Attitudes toward gender roles may be related to 

attitudes toward sex education because gender roles are a 

part of the struggle to define the family. Attitudes toward 

women's roles are important because the orthodox and 

progressives have such different views of women's roles and 

their essential function in the family. Peoples' attitudes 

toward women being involved in politics was chosen to test 

whether attitudes toward gender roles would affect a 

person's attitude toward sex education or the availability 

of contraceptives. This item was used because it described 

one aspect of how people felt about women participating in a 

"man's world." 

Three questions measuring a person's approval of women 

being involved in politics were combined into the scale, 

FWPOLI, using principal components factor analysis. Items 

in this scale and their factor loading was measured as 

follows: should women take care of their homes and leave 

running the country up to the men (0.82), are men more 

suited emotionally for politics than most women (0.81), 

whether and person would vote for a woman who was nominated 

for President (0.74)? The Cronbach reliability score for 

this scale was 0.70. 
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Sexual Ideology Varlahlpg 

Within the orthodox belief system, any sexual relations 

outside marriage are perversions of the natural order 

created by God. The progressives' definition of moral 

sexuality changes with societal changes. For example, 

although premarital sex is not moral, progressives feel that 

health issues are more important than moral issues. That 

is, since adolescents are so exposed to AIDS and other 

sexually transmitted diseases adults, feel these risks 

outweigh the moral implications. This means that even 

though the progressives do not necessarily condone 

premarital sex they feel that addressing the risk of 

contracting a sexually transmitted disease takes precedence 

over the moral issues. 

The more traditional people's views of sexual morality 

the more likely they will be against sex education or the 

distribution of contraceptives to teenagers. The hypothesis 

was tested with questions about premarital sex, extramarital 

sex, or abortion. 

SEXLIB, the first scale, measured attitudes toward sex 

in different situations. It is a Likert type scale with 

response categories ranging from 1 = "not wrong at all" to 4 

= "always wrong." Items in this scale and their factor 

loading was measured as follows: attitudes toward 

premarital sex (0.77), premarital sex for early teens who 

are 14 to 16 (0.76), and extramarital sex (0.73). 

Standardized Cronbach alpha was used to learn the 

reliability of the scale. The alpha coefficient for this 

scale was 0.63. 

Conflict over the role of women is illustrated in the 

abortion controversy (Scott, 1985; Spicer, 1994). Seven 

questions asking under what circumstances should a woman be 

allowed to obtain a legal abortion were included. Principal 
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components factor analysis with varimax rotation revealed 

the questions could be divided into two scales. The scales 

and the factor loadings for ABORTE included favoring 

abortion under elective circumstances and covered the 

following circumstances being acceptable for a woman 

obtaining an abortion: a chance of a serious defect in the 

baby (0.93), a woman is married and does not want any more 

children (0.90), family is low on income and cannot afford 

any more children, not married and does not want to marry 

the man (0.90), wants it for any reason (0.90). 

Standardized Cronbach alpha was used to determine the 

reliability of the scale. The alpha coefficient for the 

ABORTE scale is 0.93. (See Appendix) 

ABORTT, the second abortion scale, measured a favoring 

abortion under only traumatic circumstances. Items in the 

ABORTT scale and their factor loadings consisted of the 

following circumstances when a woman could obtain an 

abortion: if the women's health is in danger (0.83) or if 

she becomes pregnant because of a rape (0.92). Standardized 

Cronbach alpha was used to determine the reliability of the 

scale. The alpha coefficient for the ABORTT scale is 0.69. 

The terms elective and traumatic reflect usage of Jelen 

(1988) who also found the same factors. 

Analyses Techniques 

The first hypothesis was a test of the degree of 

polarization of attitudes toward contraceptive availability 

and abortion. A compilation of frequencies was used to 

measure attitudes toward the availability of birth control 

for teenagers and attitudes toward abortion. 

To test the degree of polarization among the general 

sample, responses were divided into three categories: the 
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progressive, the middle, and the orthodox. The division 

into categories is based on attitudes toward abortion. 

Specifically, this was achieved by dividing respondents into 

the following three categories: respondents who were for 

abortion under some circumstances but were against it under 

other circumstances were coded as in the middle, respondents 

who were against abortion under all circumstances were coded 

as orthodox, and the respondents who were for abortion under 

all circumstances were considered progressive. 

The goal of this analysis technique is to identify 

those who feel strongly and those who have mixed feelings on 

abortion. The responses were cross classified into a four 

by three table with attitudes toward contraceptive 

availability. Those respondents who opposed abortion under 

all circumstances and who strongly opposed contraceptive 

availability represent the one polar dimension and those who 

support abortion under all circumstances and strongly 

support contraceptive availability represent the other polar 

dimension. It is assumed those who do not strongly endorse 

abortion and contraceptives have mixed feelings and do not 

represent polar extremes in attitudes. If society is indeed 

polarized by these issues it would be expected to find more 

respondents endorsing these extremes than having mixed 

feelings. 

The purpose of the second set of hypotheses is to test 

whether the variables that predicted attitudes toward 

controversial issues among activist populations are the same 

among the general population. A t-test was used to compare 

attitudes toward sex education. Mean differences of all 

independent variables were compared (see "Operationalization 

of Independent Variables" for a complete discussion of 

variables). 
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Finally, hierarchical regression was used to examine 

the relationship of attitudes toward availability of birth 

control to the independent variables. Multiple regression 

allowed an estimating of the effect of the independent 

variable on the dependent variable while controlling for the 

effects of all other independent variables. This will allow 

a measurement of the effects of each independent variable. 

Hierarchical regression was used for the following 

group of variables: control variables, religious variables, 

gender role variables, and attitudes toward sexuality. 

Mahoney (1979) found demographic, status, and religion 

variables were not strong predictors of attitudes toward sex 

education so these variables were used first. The rest of 

the variables, gender roles and sexuality issues, were 

considered of equal strength. Adding these variables in one 

at a time showed the relative contribution each group added 

to the explained variance of each set of independent 

variables. 
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CHAPTER III 

RESULTS 

This chapter will describe the results of the analyses 

testing the degree of polarization of beliefs and predictors 

of attitudes toward sex education. 

Hypothesis 1: Polarization of Attitudes 

Much of the previous research that analyzed 

polarization of attitudes used small samples of activists. 

Studies using activist populations do not show the degree to 

which polarization exists within the general population. If 

the general population is similar to the activists studied, 

then the results will show large numbers in the two polar 

categories, orthodox and progressive. 

The hypothesis from this current research measured the 

extent of polarization of attitudes toward contraceptive 

availability and abortion. The results did not show large 

numbers of respondents with extreme world views. Among both 

males and females only a small percentage of the population 

were found to have strong orthodox or strong progressive 

views toward both sex education and abortion. Most of the 

females in the sample held moderate views (81.04 percent). 

The females with a strong orthodox view made up only 1.89 

percent of the sample, and 7.74 percent of the sample were 

strong progressives (Table 1). For the males (Table 2), 

77.43 percent of the sample were in the middle, 1.39 percent 

were strong orthodox, and 8.18 percent were strong 

progressive. 

A large percentage of both males and females have 

moderate attitudes toward contraceptive availability and 

abortion. This portrays a country with little polarization 
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TABLE 1: Women's attitudes toward abortion, categorized by 
source of moral authority, and attitudes toward 
contraceptive availability: frequencies and percentages. 

PILLOK 

Strongly 
N 

Percentb 

Agree 
N 

Percent 

Disagree 
N 

Percent 

Strongly 
N 

Percent 

Total° 
N 

Percentc 

Agree 

Disagree 

ABORTION 

Orthodox 

07 
0.43 

06 
0.37 

11 
0.67 

31 
1.89 

55 
3.35 

ATTITUDES 

Middle 

349 
21.28 

422 
25.73 

315 
19.21 

243 
14.82 

1329 
81.04 

Progressive 

127 
7.74 

72 
4.39 

32 
1.95 

25 
1.52 

256 
15.61 

TOTAL" 

483 
29.45 

500 
30.49 

358 
21.83 

299 
18.23 

1640 
100.00 

* = Row total and row percent 
^ = Percent of total sample 
"" = Column total and column percent 
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TABLE 2: Men's attitudes toward abortion, categorized by 
source of moral authority, and attitudes toward 
contraceptive availability: frequencies and percentages. 

ABORTION ATTITUDES 

PILLOK Orthodox Middle Progressive TOTAL" 

Strongly 
N 

Percentb 

Agree 
N 

Percent 

Disagree 
N 

Percent 

Strongly 
N 

Percent 

Total" 
N 

Percentc 

Agree 

Disagree 

06 
0.49 

06 
0.49 

08 
0.65 

17 
1.39 

37 
3,03 

209 
17.09 

311 
25.43 

250 
20.44 

177 
14.47 

947 
77.43 

100 
8.18 

78 
6.38 

39 
3.19 

22 
1.80 

239 
19.54 

315 
25.76 

395 
32.30 

297 
24.28 

216 
17.66 

1223 
100.00 

" = Row total and row percent 
"" = Percent of total sample 
<= = Column total and column percent 
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and suggests that most people do not hold strong opinions on 
sex education or abortion. 

Hypothesis 2: Predictors of Attitudes 

The second set of hypotheses predicted that the 

variables that predict attitudes toward controversial issues 

among activists are similar to those that predict attitudes 

toward sex education and contraceptive availability in the 

general population. 

Attitudes Toward Sex Education 

Control Variables 

The first dependent variable discussed will be 

attitudes toward sex education. Significant mean 

differences were found for most of the independent 

variables. 

Hypothesis 2a predicted that control variables would be 

related to a person's attitude toward sex education. 

As shown in Table 3, most of hypothesis 2A was 

supported. For the females, those who were against sex 

education were older, had a lower income, or had less 

education. Similar results were found for the males. Males 

who were against sex education were older, had a lower 

income, or had less education (Table 3). Political party was 

not significant for either males or females. 

Religious Variables 

Hypothesis 2b predicted the more literal people's 

interpretation of the Bible or the more often they attended 

church, the more likely they would be against sex education 

in the public schools. The results support this hypothesis. 

Table 3 shows females who were against sex education were 
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It^^l^ Lc: ̂ °f P.̂ ^̂ if °n Of means for theoretical model of f emal 
and males attitudes toward sex education. es 

FEMALES 
MEANS T 

MALES 
MEANS T 

Control 
AGE FOR 44.70 -8.64*** 

AG. 57.44 

INCOME FOR 10.09 5.00*** 
AG. 8.82 

EDUC FOR 1.30 6.46*** 
AG. 0.82 

PRTYREP FOR 2.73 -1.87 
AG. 3.02 

Religion 
BBLEWRD FOR 1.80 6.98*** 

AG. 1.44 

RELATT FOR 4.19 
AG. 5.09 

Sexuality 
SEXLIB FOR 0.06 

AG. 0.63 

-4.37*** 

6.87*** 

FOR 42.78 -55.11*** 
AG. 51.59 

FOR 10.78 
AG. 9.97 

FOR 1.49 
AG. 1.06 

FOR 3.05 
AG. 3.34 

FOR 1.80 
AG. 1.44 

FOR 4.20 
AG. 5.10 

FOR 0.06 
AG. 0.63 

3.20*** 

3.99*** 

-0.58 

7.00*** 

4.40*** 

6.90*** 

ABORTT FOR 0.0 2 
AG. 0.43 

-4.51*** FOR 0.02 
AG. 0.43 

-4.50*** 

ABORTR FOR 0.11 
AG. 0.71 

-4.87*** FOR 0.11 -4,87*** 
AG. 0.07 

Gender 
FWPOLI FOR 0,08 

AG. 0.02 
-1.12 FOR 0.08 -1.12 

AG. 0.02 

* P < .05 
** P < .01 
*** P < .001 
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also likely to believe in a literal interpretation of the 

Bible and to attend church frequently. 

The results are similar for males. Table 3 indicates 

that believing in a literal interpretation of the Bible or 

attending church often was related to opposing sex 

education. These results supported the hypothesis. 

Sexual Ideology Variables 

Hypothesis 2d predicted those with a traditional view 

of sexuality or who are against abortion would also be 

against sex education in the public schools. This 

hypothesis was supported (Table 3). Women who were against 

sex education were more likely to have a traditional view of 

sexuality and were against abortion for both elective and 

traumatic reasons. 

The results are similar for males. Table 3 shows men 

who were against sex education were more likely to have a 

traditional view of sexuality and were against abortion. 

Gender Role Variables 

Hypothesis 2c predicted the more individuals believe 

women should not be involved in politics the more likely 

they are to be against sex education. This relationship was 

not statistically significant for females or males (Table 

3). 

Because the only variable used was a measure of how 

people felt about women being involved in politics, this 

measure may underestimate effects of gender roles. If more 

questions were included addressing how the roles of nurturer 

and provider should be divided within the family, gender 

roles may resurface in their importance of predicting 

attitudes toward sex education. Even though attitudes 
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toward gender roles were not significant this should be more 
fully explored in other studies. 

Birth Control Availability 

Control Variables 

Hierarchical regression was used to determine 

predictors of approval of availability of birth control to 

teens. Table 4 shows that for females, status and 

demographic variables that were predicted being against 

contraceptive availability were being older, having a higher 

income, having less education, or being Republican. Among 

females the step explained 10.94 percent of the variance in 

the dependent variable (Table 4). 

The one variable that was not significant was income. 

These results are different from what was found using a t-

test on the dependent variable measuring attitudes toward 

sex education. The t-test showed that males and females who 

had a lower income were more likely to be against sex 

education. The multiple regression results show that the 

higher the income the more likely it is that females will 

oppose the availability of contraceptives to teenagers. 

For the males, step one explained only 5.42 percent of 

the variance in the dependent variable. Being older, having 

less education, or being Republican were all related to 

opposing sex education in the schools. Income was not a 

significant variable among the males. The strongest 

predictor was being older (Table 5). 

Religious Variables 

This step predicted that if people go to church often 

or have a fundamentalist religious ideology, the more likely 

they are to be against the distribution of contraceptives to 

teenagers. For females, the step improved the explained 
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variance from 10.94 percent to 14.62 percent. The more they 

believed the Bible should be taken literally or attended 

church frequently, the less they approved of sex education 

(Table 4). The strongest variables in this step were being 

older, identifying as a Republican, accepting a literal 

interpretation of the Bible, or attending church frequently. 

All of the significant variables in the previous step 

remained significant in the religion step. 

The hypothesis for the religion step was supported 

among males (Table 5). This step explained 10.51 percent of 

the total variance in the dependent variable compared to 

5.42 percent in the demographic step. Being older, having 

less education, being a Republican, adhering to a literal 

interpretation of the Bible, or attending church often were 

all significantly related to opposing birth control 

availability. Being older and attending services often were 

the strongest variables in the step. 

Gender Role Variables 

The gender role step hypothesized that those who 

believe in traditional gender roles would be more likely to 

be against the distribution of contraceptives to teens. For 

females attitudes about women being involved in politics was 

not significant in the step, but increased the explained 

variance from 14.62 to 15.04 (Table 4), 

This hypothesis was also not supported among the males 

(Table 5). A person's attitude toward women being involved 

in politics was not significant in the step for males. The 

strongest variables were being older, believing in a literal 

interpretation of the Bible, or attending church often. 

Although the variable was not significant, the explained 

variance increased from 10.51 percent to 13.78. 
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Sexual Morality Variables 

The sexuality step hypothesized that people with a 

traditional view of sexuality or who were against abortion 

would be against the distribution of contraceptives to 

adolescents. This hypothesis was supported among both 

females and males. Favoring abortion under traumatic 

circumstances or having a conservative attitude toward 

sexuality were both related to disapproving of the 

distribution of contraceptives among females. Being older, 

being a Republican, and having a orthodox attitude toward 

sexuality issues were the strongest variables in the step. 

This step improved the explained variance from 15.04 percent 

to 17.67 percent (Table 4). 

Among males, having a traditional attitude toward 

sexuality and being against abortion for more elective 

reasons were related to disapproving of contraceptive 

availability. Acceptable reasons for a legal abortion for 

the elective abortion scale were the following: baby has 

birth defects, woman is married and does not want any more 

children, cannot afford any more children, does not want to 

marry the man, and wants it for any reason. The strongest 

significant variables related to favoring abortion under 

traumatic circumstances or having a conservative attitude 

toward sexuality were being older, attending religious 

services often, and having an orthodox view toward sexuality 

issues. However, believing the Bible as the actual word of 

God was no longer significant in the sexuality step. For the 

males, this step explained variance changed only slightly. 

The sexuality step changed from 13.26 percent of the 

explained variance to 13.78 percent in the gender step 

(Table 5). 

Overall, some variables were more significant than 

others but together they created a stronger step. Religion 

41 



is important but demographic variables, gender role 

ideology, and attitudes toward sexual morality all 

contribute to the explained variance in the dependent 

variables. This supported the hypothesis that predicted 

that the same variables that predicted attitudes toward 

controversial issues among activists would also be important 

in the general population regarding attitudes toward 

contraceptive availability. 
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CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION and IMPLICATIONS 

Conclusions 

The results of this thesis show that only a small 

percentage of the population feel strongly about abortion 

and contraceptive availability. Furthermore, variables that 

predict attitudes toward sex education and contraceptive 

availability are similar to the variables associated with 

activists' attitudes in other cultural domains. 

The results for the first hypothesis showed that the 

percentage of the people who felt strongly about sex 

education and abortion was small. With more than 75 percent 

of the sample having less than extreme attitudes, 

characterization of the country divided in a cultural war 

was not supported (Hunter, 1991). 

These results raise an important question: with less 

than ten percent of the total sample falling in an extreme 

category, how much influence do the activists have on public 

policies? Since the radical groups make up a small 

percentage of the population, how effective can they be at 

enacting major changes in public policy? The middle may 

have the potential for a stronger influence on public policy 

than was previously considered. The answer to this question 

is beyond the scope of this paper; however, Ginsburg's 

(1989) and Sorell, Martin, and Badget's (1991) studies 

discussed earlier emphasized the importance of the middle. 

The influence of the middle on public policy in one 

community was strongly felt after Sorell, Martin, and 

Badget's (1991) study was completed- The results of the 

study were presented to the Teen Pregnancy Task Force, a 

diverse committee made up of people with a wide range of 

attitudes on sex education. This committee was formed to 
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develop recommendations for a community-wide sex education 

program. When the Teen Pregnancy Task Force published their 

recommendations, they were met with fierce opposition by 

various religious and social leaders. At this time, it 

appeared that a small, well-organized and vocal group, the 

local Council for Family Values, would be successful at 

blocking any development of a sex education program (Haynie, 

personal communication, 1994). 

Instead of stopping the effort of the task force, this 

group highlighted the seriousness of the teen pregnancy 

problem and brought it to the attention of the whole 

community. The efforts of this one radical group influenced 

those who had been uninvolved to become involved in the 

issue. When the middle began to speak up and demand a 

compromise between the two groups, the orthodox and the 

progressives, the two sides began to compromise. In the 

end, a few compromises were reached and a majority agreed 

with the Task Force proposals. The compromises from all 

three groups, orthodox, progressives, and the middle made it 

possible for the recommendations to pass when it came time 

for the city council to vote (Haynie, personal 

communication, 1994). 

In this West Texas community, the progressives and the 

orthodox were all concerned about the same issue — the 

sexual activity of the teens. In fact, 93 percent of the 

community leaders agreed that teens in their community were 

sexually active and this was a problem (Sorell, Martin, and 

Badget, 1991), This situation is similar to Ginsburg's 

(1989) study, where the moderate pro-life and pro-choice 

groups recognized they were all concerned with women 

experiencing problem pregnancies. 

Ginsburg's study shows how the moderate groups are so 

different from the extreme groups, and Sorell, Martin, and 
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Badget's (1991) study showed the attitudes of one community 

towards sex education. Sorell, Martin, and Badget's (1991) 

study became a reference point from which to study a 

community's reaction to a proposed sex education program 

(Haynie, personal communication, 1994). These results are 

in sharp contrast to the picture painted by Hunter (1991) 

and Luker (1984) who found that the cleavages between these 

two groups are so deep that there is no common ground and no 

compromises are possible. 

The results for the second set of hypotheses illustrate 

a grouping of attitudes around several interrelated issues. 

Most variables that are related to other issues in other 

domains also predicted attitudes toward sex education and 

the distribution of contraceptives to teens. The following 

variables predicted being against sex education for the 

females: being older, having a lower income, having less 

education, believing the Bible was an ancient book of 

fables, legends, history and moral precepts, attending 

church often, being against abortion, and having a 

traditional view of sexuality. 

Similar results were found for the males. Males who 

were against sex education were more likely to be older, 

have a lower income, have less education, believe the Bible 

was an ancient book of fables, legends, history and moral 

precepts, attend church frequently, oppose abortion, and 

hold a traditional view of sexuality. 

The second dependent variable concerned respondents 

opinions on whether contraceptives should be available to 

teens. The results show that in varying degrees control 

variables, religious fundamentalism and frequent church 

attendance, and attitudes toward sexuality all influence 

attitudes toward contraceptive availability. Interpretation 

of the Bible and church attendance were the most significant 
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variables followed by attitudes toward sexuality. This was 

true for both males and females. 

Results for the dependent variables, attitudes toward 

sex education and contraceptive availability, support the 

idea of opposing world views. Both of these variables show 

that attitudes toward sex education and contraceptive 

availability are related to a wide range of both beliefs and 

control variables. Not one of the variables stands alone in 

its importance of predicting attitudes toward sex education 

and contraceptive availability, but together they stand as 

factors influencing respondents' world views. 

The significance of religious variables in explaining 

variance in attitudes toward contraceptive availability is 

important. Since religious beliefs are a major component of 

people's world views, the results suggest that differing 

world views are related to a wide range of demographic, 

social status, and other variables, even though the 

differences are perhaps not as large as implied by the 

"cultural wars" thesis. 

This evidence regarding opposing world views related to 

religion can be analyzed with a discussion of Durkheim's 

views on religion. Durkheim (1947, p. 61) defined religion 

as "a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to 

sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and 

forbidden—beliefs and practices which unite into one single 

moral community called a Church all those who adhere to 

them," If Durkheim was correct in saying religion brought 

society together, then a polarization of attitudes 

reflecting differences in religious beliefs would result in 

conflict that may undermine solidarity based on shared 

values and world views. This implies that the nature of 

cultural conflict is over differing belief systems found in 

different religious groups or between those involved in 
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religious groups and those who are not. These differing 

belief systems are no longer found only between Protestants, 

Catholics, and Jews, but between liberal and conservative 

branches of the same denominations. Religion may no longer 

be the unifying force Durkheim envisioned, but one that is 

the basis for defining polarization. 

Although religion was significantly related to 

differences in attitudes toward contraceptive availability, 

religious variables were not the only significant variables 

in this research. Variables such as age, education, 

political party preference, and attitudes toward sexuality 

and abortion were also important predictors of attitudes 

toward contraceptive availability. 

Whether religion is still the social fabric that binds 

society together is not clear, especially when numerous 

other factors play an important part in predicting attitudes 

toward social issues. This means that it is difficult to 

decide the most important determining factor of attitudes 

toward sex education and contraceptive availability. Is it 

that religion influences attitudes toward sex education and 

is also related to control variables and attitudes toward 

sexuality, or is religion just one aspect of a complicated 

belief system? Determining the relationship of religion to 

all of the other variables would add understanding to the 

reasons for different world views and is a definite topic 

for future research. 

What can be concluded with more certainty is that the 

religious variables were the strongest predictors of 

attitudes toward contraceptive availability. This was 

similar to other studies using NORC data (Hertel and Hughes, 

1987; Szafran and Clagett, 1988; Yinger and Cutler, 1987). 

Cultural tensions based in religion have always been a part 

of American history. The importance of the religious 
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variables in this study and others suggests religion's 
continuing influence on defining cleavages in American 
society. 

This analysis also showed different results for females 

than for males on attitudes toward contraceptive 

availability. Literal interpretation of the Bible was 

significant for the females but not for the males on 

correlations of attitudes toward contraceptive availability. 

The results also explained more variance for the females 

than for males. These results illustrate that cultural 

conflict variables are more important for explaining women's 

attitudes toward sex education and contraceptive 

availability than they are for men. This might be because 

sex education and the other issues that surround it, 

pregnancy and the nurturing of children, involve women more 

directly; therefore, they are much more interested in its 

outcome. 

Overall, the results point to the contribution of all 

the variables. That is, religion is important but 

demographic and status variables, and attitudes toward 

sexual morality play an important role in explaining 

variance in attitudes toward the availability of 

contraceptives among teenagers. 

The grouping of these variables points to the way in 

which different attitudes are related to each other to form 

a world view. Attitudes toward contraceptive availability 

are related to attitudes toward many controversial issues. 

The sex education controversy is symbolic of the conflict 

surrounding the changing roles of women, the family, and 

sexual behavior. 

Specifically, the orthodox persons view sex education 

as a threat to the family. When the school takes on the 

role of teaching sexuality, parents lose control over what 
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definition of morality their children will learn. The 

progressives see the risk of pregnancy and contracting 

sexually transmitted diseases as far more important than the 

moral issues of teen sexuality. 

Since the results were similar to previous studies, it 

can be inferred that the sex education controversy is 

similar to other controversies such as abortion (Fried, 

1988; Luker, 1984), pornography (Zurcher et al., 1973), 

opposition to the women's movement (Scott, 1985; Marshal, 

1986), the rise of the New Religious Political Right (Wald, 

Owen, and Hill, 1989; Lorentzen, 1980), school prayer (Moen, 

1984), and conflict over school textbooks (Page and 

Clelland, 1978). 

Although 18 percent was the maximum amount of explained 

variance, there have been many studies that have also used 

the NORC General Social Survey and found similar results. 

Hertel and Hughes (1987), using NORC data from 1972 to 1984, 

found that religious fundamentalism and church attendance 

were significantly related to pro-family issues such as 

abortion and the distribution of sex education materials. 

Szafran and Clagett (1988) also used the NORC data and 

found that religion, education, beliefs about premarital 

sex, divorce, and euthanasia were all predictors of 

attitudes toward abortion. They also found the factors that 

predicted polar attitudes toward abortion were the same 

variables among the general population. These previous 

studies are generally consistent with the results of this 

study. 

49 



Implications 

The results of this study show how most of the general 

population falls in the middle concerning attitudes toward 

contraceptive availability and abortion. Even though most 

of the population can be divided in the middle, the middle 

has similar attitudes to the more activist populations. 

Attitudes can be divided into two world views representing 

different ways of looking at the world. These different 

views of how to approach sex education are related to 

status, demographic and political variables, attitudes 

toward religion, and sexuality. 

These different world views have to be kept in mind 

when developing sex education programs in communities. 

Divisive issues that grow out of different definitions of 

moral authority are related to the sex education 

controversy. If sex education programs are going to be 

successfully implemented, people representing the opposing 

world views will have to find a middle ground on some 

controversial issues to reach some form of accommodation. 

This thesis implies that the numbers of extreme 

progressives or extreme orthodox were not high enough to 

cause a "cultural war that has had and will continue to have 

reverberations not only within public policy but within the 

lives of ordinary Americans everywhere" (Hunter, 1991, p. 

34). However, the results suggests that there are enough 

people who have a progressive or a orthodox world view who 

will have differing views on policy issues. To minimize 

conflict the common concerns between the two groups should 

be emphasized. In conflict over sex education, the common 

concerns would be teen pregnancies and sexually transmitted 

diseases. 

The emphasis on common concerns can also help to foster 

the involvement of those in the middle and encourage 

50 



compromise from those on all sides. In one city, progress 

toward approval of a community-wide sex education program 

did not occur until the whole community became involved and 

people began to work together. In this case, the mayor of 

the city had a great deal to do with bringing the two sides 

together. The Teen Pregnancy Task Force recommendations 

were approved because the progressives, the orthodox, and 

the middle all worked together. The compromises allowed 

everyone to feel like they had won. As of the spring of 

1994, a diverse group of community members were working on 

implementing the program (Haynie, personal communication, 

1994). 

This thesis added to the previous literature by 

applying ideas from studies based on activist populations to 

a random sample of Americans (Luker, 1984; Fried, 1988; 

Zurker et al., 1973; Moen, 1984; Page and Clelland, 1978; 

Libby, 1970). These studies have detailed information on 

the more radical groups, individuals, or conflicts, but do 

not cover those in the middle. Even though the middle is 

not heard compared to the vocal and well-organized activist 

groups, they still do have a say in public policy. That is 

why it is so important to investigate the general 

population, as is done in this study. 

Future researchers should concentrate on developing 

better measures of attitudes toward sex education and 

contraceptive availability. For example, attitudes toward 

religion were important, but the variables consisted of only 

one question about religious attendance and another about 

the interpretation of the Bible. Variables with a better 

measure of religious fundamentalism and other indicators of 

religiosity might increase the amount of significance the 

variables played in the step. Likewise, the variables that 

measured attitudes about gender roles asked about feelings 
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toward women being involved in politics. This may explain 

why attitudes toward gender roles did not play a significant 

role in predicting attitudes toward the availability of 

contraceptives as was expected. Questions asking about 

women with children, especially young children, being in the 

work force, or women with families having successful careers 

may increase the significance of such attitudes toward 

gender roles. 

AIDS has brought a new dimension to the debate on sex 

education. In the 1970s, the greatest concern was when 

should children start to learn about sex. Now, since AIDS, 

debates are raging over when and how to discuss such 

sensitive topics as anal sex and homosexuality. AIDS has 

changed the dynamics of sex education and is an aspect of 

the controversy that needs further study. Future 

researchers should examine how AIDS has changed and how it 

will continue to impact sex education. 

Another option for future research is to organize a 

range of issues into a moral majority index. Yinger and 

Culter's (1982) study included items measuring tolerance of 

ideological nonconformity, decriminalization of marijuana, 

the availability of abortions, sexual morality, and 

pornography to form a moral majority index. This method may 

be a better approach for capturing a complete world view. 

Another way to develop a better measure of attitudes 

toward sex education is by conducting a qualitative study of 

a community involved in a controversy over sex education, 

much like what has been done on activists in the abortion 

arena. A qualitative study would allow the researcher to 

explore the major issues that concern participants (family, 

women, sexual morality, and education), and develop more 

detailed questions on each of these issues. This method 

would help to determine how important these issues are and 

52 



may find others that have not been discussed. By applying 

this step to activists on both sides as well as those who 

are not as involved in the controversy, the researcher may 

be able to determine how divisive this controversy is to the 

whole community or society. 

In conclusion, this study highlights the importance of 

studying both the majority and the vocal minority groups. A 

better understanding of how these groups interact and affect 

policy decisions will increase the ability of policy makers 

to develop policies that reflect the concerns of the 

orthodox, the progressives, and the middle. This study 

offers insights into the attitudes toward sex education for 

a random sample, but has raised a number of questions that 

should encourage further study. 
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APPENDIX 

WORDING OF VARIABLES, FACTORS, AND 

THEIR FACTOR LOADINGS 

Dependent Variables 

"Do you strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly 
disagree that methods of birth control should be 
available to teenagers between the ages of 14 and 16 if 
their parents do not approve?" 

strongly agree = 1 
agree = 2 
disagree = 3 
strongly disagree= 4 

"Would you be for or against sex education in the public 
schools." 

For = 1 
Against = 2 

Control Variables 

1. Gender (male=0, female=l) 

2. Age (10-19=1, 
20-29=2, 
0-39=3, 
40-49=4, 
50-59=5, 
60-69=6, 
70-79=7, 
80 or over=8) 

3. Total income from all sources last year 
under $1,000=01, 
$1,000 to $2,999=02, 
$3,000 to $3,999=03, 
$4,000 to $4,999=04, 
$5,000 to $5,999=05, 
$6,000 to $6,999=06, 
$7,000 to $7,999=07, 
$8,000 to $9,999=08, 
$10,000 to $14,999=09, 
$15,000 to $19,999=10, 
$20,000 to $24,999=11 
$25,000 or over=12 
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4. Did you ever get a high school diploma or GED 
certificate? 
Did you complete one or more years of college for 
credit—not including schooling such as business 
college, technical or vocational school? 
Less than high school=0 
High school=l 
Associate/Junior college=2 
Bachelor's=3 
Graduate=4 

5. Party identification 
Strong Democrat=0, 
not very strong Democrat=01, 
independent, close to Democrat=02, 
independent (neither, no response)=03, 
independent, close to Republican=04, 
not very Republican=05, 
strong Republican=06 

Religious Variables 

1, Religious service attendance 
Never=0, 
Less than once a year=01. 
About once or twice a year=02. 
Several times a year=03. 
About once a month=04, 
2-3 times a month=05, 
nearly every week=06, 
every week=07. 
Several times a week=8 

2. Which of these statements comes closest to 
describing your feelings about the Bible? 
The Bible is the actual word of GOD and is to be 

taken literally 1 
The Bible is the inspired word of God but not 

everything in it should be taken literally, 
word for word 2 

The Bible is an ancient book of fables, legends, 

history, and moral precepts recorded by men,3 

Gender Role Variables 

Listed below are gender items and their factor loadings, 
1. Women should take care of running their homes and 

leave running the country up to men, (Agree-1 
Disagree=2) (0.82) 
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2. Most men are better suited emotionally for politics 
than are most women. (Agree=l Disagree=2) 
(0.81) 

3. If your party nominated a woman for President, 
would you vote for her if she were qualified for 
the job? (No=l, Yes=2) (0.74) 

Sexual Morality Variables 

Premarital sex scales and the factor loadings are as 
follows: 

1. There's been a lot of discussion about the way 
morals and attitudes about sex are changing in 
this country. If a man and women have sexual 
relations before marriage, how wrong is it? 
(0.77) 

2. What if they are in their early teens, say 14 to 16 
years old? (0.76) 

3. What is your opinion about a married person having 
sexual relations with someone other than the 
marriage partner? (0.73) 

Abortion scales and the factor loadings 

Elective abortion scale and the factor loadings 
1. If there is a strong chance of serious defect in 

the baby? (0.93) 
2. If she is married and does not want any more 

children? (0.90) 
3. If the family has a very low income and cannot 

afford any more children? (0.90) 
4. If she is not married and does not want to marry 

the man? (0.92) 
5. The woman wants it for any reason? (0.90) 

Traumatic Abortion scale and the factor loadings 
1. If the woman's own health is seriously endangered 

by the pregnancy? (0.83) 
2. If she becomes pregnant as a result of rape? (0.92) 
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