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GOING STEADY

Darling, darling… I have found someone I
can give all my love to!

All those fantastic, etiquette-filled dates have added up, and
you and your sweetie are completely smitten. What’s next?
Why, going steady, of course! “Going steady,” a phenomenon
associated prominently with midcentury teens, is quite the
conundrum when viewed critically today. While sequential
romance stories often depicted going steady as a primary goal
of young women, it becomes clear from the advice columns of
the comics that it was not as highly regarded among adults.

First off, what is the meaning of going steady? Jeannette
Copeland of “Just Jeannette” saw two basic explanations of
the arrangement:

So I figure both of you are not as yet ready for
marriage. No doubt in your dreams this is what you



think of constantly: the day you will become his
wife. This is one meaning of going steady with a boy.
On the other hand, going steady also means just
having someone always available as a partner for
dates, games, sport events, school affairs and parties.

It is clear from Ms. Copeland’s next statement that going
steady, as a means to have a ready-made date, was the primary
(and recommended) reason:

Counselors today feel it is a good thing for a girl
to go out with different boys, to see the different
types, to study each and weigh the good points
and the bad points of each. And regardless of
what you read in romance fiction, there just isn’t
one boy in this world for each girl! There are
several—and any one of them could be the right
boy for her.

Going steady was on the minds of characters and romance
readers alike!

A few months later, in another Charlton title, the ever-so-
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serious Dr. Gluck echoes Jeannette’s sentiment about going
steady for the sake of convenience:

At your age you are too young to go steady in the
sense that in the near future you will be married.
You must see that you are going out with Bob in
the sense that he will always be handy for dates,
dances, parties, picnics or other social affairs.

When one romance reader thought she was going steady,
Suzan of Marvel’s “Suzan Says” lets her know that she wasn’t
—going steady involved an agreement often sealed with some
outward token visible to others, such as the ubiquitous gift of
a pin:

Obviously you are not going steady. When two
people reach such an agreement they understand
that they will not go out with other people. Now
you see that you are free to do as he does. Go out
with other guys. Show him how he’s been
behaving toward you. If he cares that much he’ll
come back to you—maybe a little jealous—but a
great deal more aware. If he cares that much he’ll
show you how much he loves you. If he continues
playing games with you, he’s not worth it!

Without a formal agreement, the state of going steady was
unlikely. Typically, becoming someone’s steady wasn’t just
something that happened organically, but rather an actively
announced event (whether symbolically or verbally) and made
public. Today, being in a committed relationship doesn’t
necessarily require pins and rings, but there is usually some
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expectation that the connection will be made known to
friends and family. Perhaps the closest thing in today’s dating
landscape would be the importance we place on announcing
one’s relationship status on Facebook. For all intents and
purposes, changing one’s status to “In a Relationship With
_______” is tantamount to the midcentury's declaration of
“going steady.”

Romance advice columnists made it clear that a girl
without the formal title of “steady” didn’t necessarily have any
claim on a guy’s extracurricular activities, and vice versa:

As far as cheating on you, he has a right to go out
with another girl. There is no agreement at
present that you two are going steady. To the
exclusion of seeing others and planning to get
married in the near future.

Ann Martin, Counselor-at-Love, disagreed with the need
to have flashy rings or pins as a symbol of going steady. She
saw the phenomenon of going steady as merely a trend to
keep up with peers:

It seems to me that “going steady” is a kind of
label girls wear to indicate that they “belong” in
the crowd. I, personally, think this is a lot of
foolishness. I think going steady should be a thing
of the heart—a girl goes steady with a boy
because she is absolutely not interested in going
with anyone else. This kind of going steady needs
no rings or other symbols to make it stick.

One reader wrote to Jane Ford of Young Love inquiring
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how she could break with the established custom of going
steady because her mother did not approve. However, the
young reader understandably did not want to feel left out
among her peers. Ford acknowledged the security that going
steady brought, but recommended the following:

Perhaps the task of breaking this tradition in your
community is not as difficult as it seems. I’m
certain that not every teenager in your
neighborhood is attached! Why don’t you act as
the ringleader and hold a few gatherings in your
house to which you deliberately invite boys and
girls who aren’t going steady, as well as a few who
are? As the hostess, you can see to it that
everyone mixes, and if there is dancing, you can
encourage changing of partners.

You may find that your parties have a much
nicer spirit than those where couples are absorbed
only in each other. Perhaps this new flavor which
you inject into the social life will be caught up by
your friends, who after all may secretly share your
feelings about the disadvantages of going steady.

Jane Ford wasn’t alone in her crusade against teens getting
too serious. Carol, the main character in the DC story, “Let’s
Go Steady!” found arguments against going steady compelling.
As a sophomore in high school, Carol was skeptical about the
long-term implications of a serious commitment to one boy.
Carol asked her mother “…how do you know the guy you
marry is the one you want to live with all your life?” Carol was
met with a dose of wisdom frequently echoed in midcentury
dating texts:
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I guess you have to date lots of different kinds of
boys, dear—and be careful not to tie yourself
down to one boy until you’re sure you love him!

IT MAY SEEM AS IF GOING STEADY WAS A BIG DEAL IN

ROMANCE COMICS, AND THAT’S BECAUSE IT WAS. GOING

STEADY WAS FROWNED UPON BY PARENTS, EDUCATORS,
AND EVEN THE ADVICE COLUMNISTS. BECAUSE IT WAS

DISCOURAGED, GOING STEADY HELD A CERTAIN ALLURE

FOR YOUNG DATERS. ONE OF THE PRIMARY REASONS

THAT PARENTS (AND NO DOUBT THE ROMANCE COLUM-
NISTS) WERE AGAINST “GOING STEADY” WAS BECAUSE

THEY THOUGHT THAT THE ARRANGEMENT PROMOTED

SEXUAL EXPERIMENTATION BEFORE MARRIAGE.
ONE DATING BOOK FROM 1960 PUT IT THIS WAY:

FOR WHAT IS SELDOM UNDERSTOOD BY MANY

YOUNG PEOPLE WHO HAVE NOT HAD MUCH

EXPERIENCE IS THE FACT THAT GOING STEADY

OFTEN CREATES A NECKING AND PETTING

PROBLEM WHICH IS VERY SPECIAL. IT’S THE

PROBLEM OF TWO PEOPLE BECOMING SO

SECURE IN EACH OTHER’S COMPANY THAT

THERE FOLLOWS A NATURAL DESIRE TO

EXPRESS AFFECTION MORE AND MORE FULLY.

Another consideration when it came to going steady is the
age at which it was appropriate. One reader wrote into Girls’
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Love Stories and asked of columnist Barbara Miles, “I would
like your opinion on one subject… Do you believe in going
steady? And if so, at what age?” Ms. Miles replied,

I chose your letter out of the many I receive
because I know many of my readers are
concerned about the subject of “going steady.”

I feel that a girl of thirteen who goes steady is
missing a wonderful opportunity to get to know
as many boys as possible. It is an injustice to
yourself to deprive yourself of such an
opportunity at your age.

Thirteen is the age to go out and have fun,
meet different people, develop other interests. It
is a shame to close the door on all of this, which
you are doing by “going steady.”

Examine your motives for wanting to go
steady… is it because you feel you’ll remain
dateless? Are you afraid to meet other people?

Don’t forget it is only by meeting other people
will you be able to develop your personality and
truly find out how you feel about people and
things.

You can date the boy you like more often, but
certainly go out with other boys. Wait until you
are seventeen or eighteen, and you can consider
marriage. Before you go steady, in the meantime
for your own good, “play the field” and have fun.

Laura Penn was also asked by a young reader if eleven
years old was too young to go steady. The reader’s mother had
put her foot down, and the young girl wanted a second opin-
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ion. Ms. Penn gave a resounding yes, eleven years old is far
too young for such a serious relationship:

Yes, I have to agree with your mother—you are
too young. But even if your mother were not
involved, I would feel that you should wait a year
or two before dating boys alone.

Quizzes were designed to help romance readers find love (and help fulfi" postal
regulations).
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One concerned reader in 1967 wrote into the comics and
asked if there was something wrong with her for refusing to
go steady. Her friends thought she was too picky, but Carol
Andrews quelled her fears in no time:

You are certainly wise in refusing to go steady.
Too many girls waste the most wonderful years of
their youth tied down to one boy and foolishly
destroying their chances to meet new people.

NOT EVERYONE AGREED ON THE POTENTIAL HARM OF

GOING STEADY. OTHER ADVICE BOOKS OF THE TIME

PROFESSED THE IMPORTANCE OF GOING STEADY. ONCE

SUCH TEENAGE ADVICE GUIDE, “HOW TO GET A TEEN-
AGE BOY AND WHAT TO DO WITH HIM WHEN YOU

GET HIM,” DISAGREED WITH ROMANCE COMICS ON THE

ISSUE OF GOING STEADY. ITS AUTHOR, ELLEN PECK,
FIRMLY BELIEVED:

GIRLS WHO DON’T GO STEADY OFTEN LACK

DEPTH. GIRLS WHO GO STEADY USUALLY

ACQUIRE DEPTH. MY OWN UTTERLY

UNCONFIRMED SURVEYS SHOW THAT GIRLS

WHO HAVE GONE STEADY A NUMBER OF TIMES

MAKE BETTER WIVES.

In love with two boys, one reader in 1971 faced quite the
conundrum. Worried that going steady with one would mean
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having to end it with the other, Carol Andrews of Fa"ing in

Love echoed her suggestion from 1967—date around!

Why go steady? I hope you’re not considering it
merely because it’s “the thing to do…” Play
the field!...

Date as much as you can, and get to know
both boys better. Sooner or later, you’ll learn
which one you love more, if indeed, you love
either of them!

It may be easy enough to meet someone, but how does
one know when they have met the right one—the one who
will accept us for us and is even worthy of being a steady in
the first place? In what might seem like an exclusively 1970s
problem, the following question and response speaks to a
much larger and timeless issue for those who are young and in
love: Should we sacrifice who we are and what we like, just for
the sake of a partner—even if they are our main squeeze?

Dear Carol Andrews:
Being a white woman, you probably won’t be

able to answer this letter too well, but since your
black advisor, Page Paterson [sic], doesn’t have a
column, I figure you’d be the next best thing. I’m
a junior in high school and I’ve been going with
this guy Howard for three years now. He’s in his
first year of college and lately he’s become
increasingly radical in his attitude towards the
racial situation in America. Now, I don’t want to
be down on a brother (especially my steady!), but
I think Howard’s right-on attitude is starting to

GOING STEADY • 53



affect our relationship. You see, I wear my hair
long and straight. Everyone I ask says it looks
nice that way. But Howard insists that every sister
should wear her hair natural—in an Afro. He
keeps rapping to me about this on every date.
Frankly, I’m getting tired of this kind of talk.
Unfortunately, I can’t do much about it: I don’t
want to lose Howard and I think that arguing
with him will put him off from me. How can I get
things straight?

— UNMILITANT

Dear Unmilitant:
It seems to me, from your description of your

relationship with Howard, that affection between
you is wearing thin. Perhaps his stay at college has
changed more than just his political ideas. You
have a right to wear your hair the way you like it
and Howard must accept it as part of YOU. My
suggestion to you is to start seeing other guys:
while Howard’s away, you can play! You might find
somebody who is more understanding and worthy
of your affection.”

— TRULY YOURS, CAROL ANDREWS

As with the above letter, romance comics of the early
1970s began to incorporate themes of the Civil Rights Move-
ment. Publishers also started to place romance against the
backdrop of the Women’s Movement (usually called Women’s
Lib in romance comics). One reader wrote to Laura Penn
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describing how the Women’s Liberation Movement had
impacted her thoughts on dating. How could she reconcile
her wishes with that of her steady? Could it be possible that
periodicals devoted to something as “silly” and “frivolous” as
romance could have acted as catalysts for social change?

Dear Miss Penn:
Lately I’ve been hearing a lot about Women’s

Lib and how girls have gotten unfairly dumped
on. I am slowly beginning to think a lot of things
the Lib ladies say are true, although at first I and
my boyfriend used to make fun of them. For
instance, the bit about clinging to a man and
making him your entire life—I used to think that
was the greatest thing in the world, but now I’m
wondering. When I tell my new thoughts to my
boyfriend, he just laughs and says, “If you get into
Women’s Lib, you can just forget me, baby!” I
don’t want to be a militant… but, on the other
hand, I notice that my boyfriend doesn’t make me

his entire life. He has basketball practice, and his
bike—he goes off camping with his buddies while
I wait around for him to call me. I also keep my
nights free for seeing him, but lots of times he
decides to just stay home and take his motor
scooter apart. But I do love him. Can you help me
figure all this out?

— BEWILDERED

Dear Bewildered:
“The times they are a-changin’” –so sings Bob
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Dylan. Lots of girls are going through the same
changes you’re going through right now. Realizing
you’re in an unequal scene can make for a lot of
angry feelings—and yet you do love him and you
don’t want to lose him. Try to explain to him that
one of the things Women’s Lib is all about is
liberation—that is, getting freed from the same
old hang-ups that bring down romance. Any guy
who thinks he’s free by having a devoted slave
needs his head turned around—he needs to be
liberated. And have you ever noticed that the
kind of chick all the guys are the most drawn to is
the kind who has a full, interesting life? Develop
your own interests! While he’s tinkering with that
scooter, you go do your thing—discover what you
like best to do. Then you won’t resent the time he
spends away from you and you’ll probably be a lot
more appreciative of the time you have together.
Sitting alone by the phone has always been the
world’s biggest drag—even before Lib came along.
If he likes you and respects your ideas, you’ll be
able to turn his head around and liberate him—
but take it gently!

— LAURA PENN

Occasionally, focusing on one partner and going steady
was lauded. When a reader wrote in asking if she should give
one boy more attention or risk losing him entirely, she was
advised to remember "...a true Miss Popularity wouldn’t be
afraid to step out of the social whirl occasionally in order to
concentrate on someone special."
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Letters from the romance readers make it clear that the
state of going steady was coveted and sought after by young
daters. This fascination with the status of coupledom then
begs the question, why was the path to exclusivity so fraught
with tension from parents and the columnists? It boils down
to one word… SEX!
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