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YOU SHOULD GET TESTED
HAS HOOKUP CULTURE LED TO A RISE IN STI’'S?

BY ACACIA NUNES

@

smeu

“We live in a generation of not being in love,” -Drake, Doing It Wrong.

Hook-up culture. Everyone’s writing about it. Vanity Fair covered the
subject last month; New York Magazine just released a spread on the
topic; so, it only makes sense that the Free Press publish a story, too.
Unlike the general readership of these other publications, though, Bard
students are being affected by the resurgence of severe STls, most
notably HIV, which begs the question: is hookup culture responsible for
this concerning news?

According to Director of Health Services Barbara-Jean Briskey, HIV
has aiways been at Bard. Statistics from four years ago indicate that 1
out of 500 Bard students were HIV positive. This year’s statistics mark
a 50 percent increase in HIV from the 2014-2015 academic year. Briskey
refrained from using the exact number of positive cases. “l don’'t want
to give numbers because Bard is so small it will single people out,” she
said. Though she did state that “in the last six months we have a notable
increase in newly diagnosed cases.”

Comparing the statistics from four years ago to today, the number
of HIV positive cases is still relatively small, but Briskey notes that it
is “a significant increase.” So significant, in fact, that Bard received a
phone call from Dr. Charles Kutler, an infectious disease specialist at
the Medical Associates of the Hudson Valley in Kingston, informing the
school that he is “very concerned about the number of STiIs coming
out of Bard,” said Briskey. In addition to HIV, syphilis has also become
a cause for concern. Briskey stressed that a reason for alarm is the fact
that they only have statistics on diagnosed cases, which are just “the tip
of the iceberg,” she said. “We have to assume that untested means not
diagnosed.”

This issue is not restricted to Bard. According to Briskey “It's a
phenomenon we're witnessing between the beginning of Marist College
in Poughkeepsie] coming up through Tivoli.” The Hudson River corri-
dor is experiencing a definite reappearance of STls, and she thinks the
trend is directly related to hookup culture. “ say this without judgment.
I'm saying it as in interest in science, an interest in epidemiology,” said
Briskey. “You're looking at a coliege hookup culture that is creating this.
Most likely, that would be a guess, but it's probably a good one.”

Briskey adds that hook-up culture, which she refers to as a “cultural
phenomenon,” has become more rampant in the last decade. “Think
about it - ten years ago nobody ever would have hooked up and not
thought it was incredibly risky business.”

Whether or not Briskey’'s observation is true, Bard's influx of STis,
specifically HIV, must have developed from somewhere. Also a part of
the equation, she notes, is the use of alcohol in hook-ups. “The first thing
to go in drunkenness is judgment. If one’s judgment is gone, you’re not
going to use the protection that you would use and take care of your
body otherwise,” said Briskey.

Venture to any party on a Saturday night and you’ll be met by a slew
of intoxicated “hellos” and empty PBR cans. It's no secret Bard students
drink - even the underage ones. But in a recent study published by Amelia
Thomson-Deveaux titled “The Sex Habits of 784 College Students,” she
found that 51 percent of first-years and sophomores and 39 percent of
juniors and seniors typically do not drink at all on a night out. This infor-
mation is not limited to Bard, but it is representative of the tendencies
of college students across the country. Thus, we're left to wonder how
much of the rise of STls is alcohol! related, especially considering the
fact that few students on campus have been knowingly exposing them-
selves to HIV. “On campus, too, we've had incidents, | know because
they come to us, of somebody having unprotected sex with somebody
with known HIV,” said Briskey. “Risky behavior is off the charts.”

“I think the conversations need to be among students, and not about
hooking up, but... about respecting your body to the point where you
want to protect your health,” she added. “[You may be] a vegetarian
and you're at the gym, but you're having unprotected sex 2-3 times a

week..We have first year students who have had sex with 18 students
since coming to Bard. That was unheard of 10 years ago.”

“The question that comes to my mind is ‘why?’” said Briskey. “What
happened culturally where people are willing to trust their bodies to
somebody who doesn’t genuinely care for them?” Another senior from
Dartmouth College quoted in Van Syckle’s article also commented on
the lack of care in a hook-up. “Hookup culture is inherently bad because
you’re hooking up with people you don't care about, so you’re not
concerned about their safety,” he said.

Briskey wonders how this current sexual culture can “cause young
people to give up what they know about risk and protection to trust the
health and safety of their bodies to, one, people they do not know well
and, two, people who do not care for them and have no investment in
their health?” Asking each other these questions, she thinks, wiil bring
about more interesting conversations than simply saying “you shouldn’t
do that.”

On November 17, Bard will host Dr. Kutler and Andrew Evans of the

Dutchess County Health Department for a presentation from 5:00 p.m.
to 6:00 p.m. in Weis Cinema regarding the rise in STls in the Hudson
Valley. Briskey is also working on getting the Hudson Valley Community
Services to conduct finger prick testing on campus. She referred to
these resources as a two of the few ways the school is getting involved.

Though she doesn't feel the school bears any kind of responsibility in
the matter because “students know you should use condoms, students
know having sex is risky business, students know to protect themselves
with condoms,” said Briskey. “Condoms are free and easy to come by
at Bard,” she said, listing Health Services, dorms, and the dime store as
places students can access the contraceptive. In the meantime, both
Health Services and Planned Parenthood in Kingston offer STI testing.
Of the many statements made about college sex, one seems the most
fitting. In regard to sexual assault, Elizabeth Armstrong, a University of
Michigan sociologist who studies sexuality, stated, “this generation is
surprised they are not as safe as they thought they were, and as they
think they should be...” The same applies to STls.
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