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Extra-marital Affairs: A Reconsideration of the
Meaning and Univer sality of the“ Double Standard”

William Jankowiak, Diane Nell, and Anne Buckmaster
Anthropology Department, University of Nevada, Las Vegas, Las Vegas, NV 89154; jankbill@unlv.edu

1. INTRODUCTION!

Conventional wisdom holdsthat in many societieswomen expressrelative indifferenceto their
spouse’ sinfiddities. Numerous social science researchers ascribe thisindifference, in some
societies, to either mal€' s propengty for psychological violence (Bourdieu 2001, MacKinnon
1988) or women'’s structural marginalization (Freeman 1990; Harris 1993; Leacock 1993;
Ressner 1986; Rosaldo and Lamphere 1974). These theories link degrees of patriarchy to
stronger assertions of male superiority and, thus, the ingtitutionalization of the double
standard. A constant lifelesson for women in these societiesisthelr inability to forestall their
spouse's infiddities. Reinforced by folk ideology, social convention, and the common
practices of daily life, men cometo believethat it istheir right to have affairs, while women
become indifferent to their spouse’s infidelity. From this theoretical perspective, it is
axiomatic that men believe that they have ownership of women’ s bodieswhereaswomen own
neither their own bodies nor the body of their spouse.

The grength of this axiom derives, in part, from a kind of folklore of professonal
anthropol ogists, and not from empirical documentation. To date thereisno comparative study
that systematically examines how husbands and wivesrespond to spousal infiddity. Thus, the
conventional wisdom of ownership and indifference remain untested anthropological
assertions.

In this paper, we examinethe smilaritiesand differencesin how women and men respond to a
mate' s infidelity. We explore the impact of structural factors--degree of social complexity,
type of descent ideology, the degree to which sexual practices are restrictive or permissive,
and others--on the way men and women respond to an act of infidelity. Finally, we explore
which sex-linked factors, if any, shape men and women'’ s perception of and, thus, responseto,
spousal infiddlity.

2. SOCIAL SCIENCE EXPLANATIONSFOR
EXTRAMARITAL AFFAIRS

Half a century ago Ford and Beach's (1951) pioneering cross-cultural study of human
sexuality found that lessthan 39 percent (54 out of 139) of societies approved of someform
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of extramarital affair. Although not explored in any depth, the study determined that cultures
overwhelmingly prefer to “circumscribe [extramarital affairs] in one way or another” (Ford
and Beach (1951:114). Susan Frayser, in a more recent cross-cultural survey of human
sexuality, found that extramarital affairs ranked just below incest “as the most drictly
prohibited type of sexual relationships’ (1985:20). This finding was reaffirmed in Steve
Harrel’s (1997) cultural analyss, which found no society, not even America during the
permissve 1960's, legitimized extramarital affairs (1997:475). In spite of the above
holocultural surveys and ethnographic insghts, cultural anthropology has yet to develop a
theory accounting for extramarital sex’s nearly universal approbation.

We do have partial theories that focus on one aspect of the phenomena. The most prevalent
explanation is sociological. This perspective offers a gender specific explanation for why
extramarital affairsaretolerated morefor men than they arefor women. Focusing exclusively
on dratified societies, Randall Collins (1975) argues that men are the beneficiaries of a
patriarchical ideology and a set of social practicesthat ensure and validate men’s perception
of women as their sexual property. To strengthen this perception, men have developed
numerous ingtitutions to control women’s behavior (Goldberg 1976, Smuts 1992). These
include: “arranged marriages, seclusion of women, chaperonage, obsession with virginity,
...[to] themen’ shouse complex,” (Gregor 1995:338). In some egalitarian societies, patriarchal
ownership and control has becomeingrained in what Marvin Harris called “amale supremacy
complex” which is “characterized by male monopoly over weapons, [once the] training of
males for combat, training of females to be the passve rewards for masculine
performance...” (Harris 1977, cited in Johnson and Earle 2000:130).

The patriarchal explanationismost dramatically illustrated in the Mediterranean honor\shame
social convention. A man’s reputation and, thus, his honor, is determined, by his successtul
performance of required social roles and familial duties, and is further influenced by the
behavior of his close kin including, most importantly, his daughter, sster, and spouse.
Mediterranean men are concerned with “two problems of identity: their place in the social
hierarchy and their relationship to women” (Brandes 1980:6). In thissocial system, aman’'s
reputation is permanently and profoundly intertwined with hisability to create and maintain a
properly functioning household. A manis potentially vulnerableto the public transgress ons of
his spouse, sster and daughter. An “out of control” wife implies that her husband, the de-
facto head of household, isundisciplined, unorganized, ineffective and, thus, without authority
or honor. Paradoxically, women are regarded as socially insignificant, while al so perceived to
be “the carriers of group identity... they are [thug] in a unique position to provoke a crisis
withinthegroup” (Goddard 1987:180). In thisregion, awoman’suncontrolled sexuality can
bring shame on her husbhand and, in some instances, the larger corporate descent group
(Schneider 1971). Indeed in the contemporary Greek writer Nikos Kazantakis s novel Zorba
the Greek, the most dangerous woman in the village, the woman who ultimately creates
devastating social chaos, is “the widow,” that is, a woman who is not owned and, thus,
uncontrolled by any male. In the novel the widow has turned down many offers of marriage
only to have an affair with amale not from the village and, as a consequence, the entirevillage
itself is doubly shamed--by her wanton sexuality and her rejection of village mores. Though
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the patriarchal explanation has been criticized as rigid, ethnocentric and dumb to women's
desires, Rehbun tells us “the model remains influential” (2000:110).

Pierre Bourdieu (2001) extendsthe patriarchal explanationto thelevel of acultural universal.
For him, it is a powerful social force and is “the paradigmatic form of symbolic violence,
albeit often invishble...and often with the willing consent of the dominated” (Bourdieu
2001:66)>. For other such advocates, sexual jealousy and the corresponding “ mate guarding”
impulses are learned responses and, hence, differences in women’s response to infidelity
reflect differencesin intensity to which a patriarchical ethosisinternalized withinaculture. It
followsthat men should be equally vigilant in mate guarding efforts around the world whereas
women, due in large part to the internalization of a patriarchical ethos as well as to their
continued structural marginalization, would berelatively indifferent to a spouse sinfiddity. In
Bourdieu’sview, nothing isreally at stake.

In contrast, the evolutionary model posits a bio-psychological explanation for the origins of
the male sense of ownership and male sexual jealousy (Betzig 1989; Broude 1980). In this
evolutionary explanation, men and women have different reproductive interests and, thus,
different motives for entering into affairs and different responses to infidelity. For men, the
sex differences are manifested in a quicker, often violent, reaction to real or imagined acts of
infidelity; whereas women will assess the relative impact that an affair may have on the
gability of their marriage (Buss 1999, Hrdy 1999, Symons 1979). In thisanalys's, men and
women should be equally vigilant, albeit often usng different criteriato determinethe severity
of the threat, in monitoring their mate' s extra-marital sexual inclinations and actions.

Unlike the patriarchal or conventional wisdom explanation, the sexual jealousy or “ mate
guarding” explanation assumes that sexual propriety, at least as it is manifested in the
interpersonal domain, isnot an exclusively male concern or impulse. Rather it belongsto both
sexes, who are often intensely involved in efforts to regulate and/or undermine their mate's
ability to participate in a sexual liaison. What separates the sexes, therefore, is not the
presumption of ownership but instead the sex differences in “the emotional weighing of the
aspects of infidelity” (Buss et al 1999:126). In this analys's, social and personal contexts
should influence a woman'’ sresponse to infidelity, whereas a man’ s response should remain,
more or less, the same around the world.

An extension of “the mate guarding” explanation iswhat we call of the pair bond hypothesis,
which emphasizes the centrality of the sexual union and itsrolein the creation of an intimate
dyadic or couple bond. It incorporatesthe evolutionary theory of sex-linked patterns of sexual
jealousy into a more expansive framework that stresses the role of personhood as
complimentary in nature and larger than theindividualsthemsalves. A pair bond may be based
on agtraightforward exchange of the sexual divison of labor, or anchoredinanimplicit, albet
often unspoken, idealization that promotes responsbility, intimacy, and a sense of mutual

belonging (de Munck and Korotoyev 2000; Jankowiak and Fisher 1992;

Jankowiak 1995)%. Furthermore, the pair bond is present in most societies, even those that
4
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discourage its formation, such as those that arrange marriages.

The pair bond explanation, unlike the sexual jeal ousy one, contends that, aslong as men and
women assume they have established a pair bond, they will be morediscretein how they seek
to punish a mate's illicit encounter”. It can be inferred that men and women in pair bond
societies are equally prone to worry about spousal infidelity. It then followsthat womenina
pair bond society are quicker to react to a husband's affairs than are women in a society
where the pair bond isnot primary. It also followsthat the style of response selected would
vary by descent ideology and social complexity. In societies grounded in the pair bond,
women should be more reticent in the use of gossip to shametheir spouses on account of the
sexual indiscretion asit would also result in bringing shame upon them for not living up to the
marital ideal. In contrast, women in patrilineal societieswould employ gossip as a means of
gaining alliesand thus moral support in their effortsto influence and correct their husband' s
wayward behavior’.

3. METHODS

We drew our data primarily from Murdock and White's (1969) Standard Cross-Cultural
Sampleof 186 societies. We supplemented this sample, wherever necessary, with more recent
ethnographic sources. The anthropological study of infidelity issurprisngly sparse. The most
extensve data is from South America, the least from sub-Saharan Africa. Since we were
looking to determine the presence of private sentiments, we looked closaly, whenever
possible, at individual actors, from their perspective, and at the strategiesused to respond to a
mate’s infidelity. We assumed that, if the ethnographer presented both men and women's
sexual practices, marriage arrangements, and adultery norms, but noted only men’ sresponses
to adultery, women were not involved in monitoring a spouse’ behavior. However, if the
ethnographer did not systematically explore the topic of adultery, but did mention men’s
reactions, and not women's, we assumed there were shortcomings in the ethnographer’s
methodology. Thereisonly one culture (Canala, an Amazonian culture) in our samplewhere
the ethnographers (e.g. William and Jean Crocker 1994) discussed extra marital affairsin
depth and noted men’ s, but again not women’s, tactics used to punish amate’ sinfidelity. We
suspect that the absence of women’ sresponses, common in other Amazonian ethnographies,
reflectsan oversight in the Crockers wonderfully rich and detailed ethnography. Nonetheless,
we coded the Canala as a society in which women did not employ self-help measures to
control a mate' s sexual encounters.

There are other limitations to our study. Our sample drawn from sub-Saharan Africaisthe
smallest (n=18). Ethnographersworking in Africa appear to have focused more on religious
systems, ethnic formations, political integration, and economic development, and not on
family life and theinner workings of marriage. When African family lifeisstudied, it isusualy
looked at from anormative or structural perspective. Consequently, there are few studiesthat
exploretherich world of African private experience, or the compelling complexity of African
love affairs (for an exception see Bell 1995, Shostak 1983). This is especially evident in

5
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studies of infidelity where the ethnographic record is shockingly thin.

The fact that sub-Saharan Africa is notorious for ingtitutionalized affairs or individually
negotiated pair bonds (Phil Kilbride, in conversation, 1997) makesthis ethnographic oversight
even more extraordinary. It is difficult to determine whether or not spouses are relatively
indifferent to one another’ sextramarital affairs, yet are highly involvedinregulating alover’s
encounters. Since no one has written on the topic, we were not able to determine whether a
lover’s response to infidelity differs from a spouse’ sresponseto it (Helle-Valle 1999).

Given these limitations (e.g., we could not find information on some cultures), as well as
other considerations (e.g., wedid not use historical communitiesor European culturesaswe
assumed that response would be uniform and thus did not want to distort our small sample
set), 110 cultures were dropped from the Murdock and White sample. An additional 22
cultures were excluded since the ethnographers noted only men’sresponse to adultery. We
were, however, able to increase the sample size through contacting contemporary
ethnographers (n=12) who had worked in the same or smilar societies (e.g., Kevin Birth,
Jiemin Bao, Patricia Draper, Tom Gregor, Victor De Munck, Lee Munro, Barry Hewlett,
Frank Malone, Charlesand Cheryl Lindholm, Robert Levy, Steve Parish, Alice Schelgdl). This
supplemental sample boosted our overall total to 66 cultures; counting responses for both
genders gave us a total of 132 responses. This congtituted our sample universe. Although
smaller in szethan wewould have preferred, the remarkable cons stency acrosscultural areas
suggests, as we will demonstrate below, that there is a striking uniformity in men’s and
women’ sresponse to sexual betrayal. Thefindings are robust and suggest that our relatively
small sample set is representative.

An additional methodological step was taken in order to insure that our coding and
categorization procedures were coherent and uniform. Each author of this paper
independently coded the data. Discrepancies (n=17) in the coding were then re-analyzed. It
was agreed beforehand that if consensus could not be reached on any datum, it would be
dropped. However, thisdid not happen, aswe were ableto reach unanimous agreement on all
the data.

Infidelity isdefined as sexual intercourse without a Spouse’ spermission. A Spouse’ sresponse
style was determined by an analysis of both written and verbal ethnographic accounts that
included individual responsesto spousal infiddlity. Since no ethnographer indicated the speed
with which men and women sought to terminate a mate’ s extra marital affair, we could not
determine whether or not women were dower than men to respond to a particular infiddlity,
nor determine whether any particular tactic was more effective in terminating an affair.
Ethnographers did report whether specific acts of adultery were permitted, restricted or
tolerated, and did record the types of punishments inflicted on the offenders. In addition,
ethnographers provided one, or more, in-depth accounts of cases of adultery. From these

data, we were ableto categorize and code smilaritiesand differencesin how women and men
respond to sexual betrayal.
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For each culture, all documented responses to infidelity were collapsed into three larger

categories. use of self-help, appeal sto higher authority and appeal sto the general public. The
self-help category was used in those incidences where men and women tried to resolve the
matter between themsalves. In effect, acting aloneisthe characteristic that distinguishesthis
category from the other two. Self-help actions were divided between those that used verbal

and/or physical violence againgt a pouse or rival’s person or property, and those that relied
upon “distancing the self from aspouse.” Thiswas doneto tease out subtle gender differences
in self-help style of response. Thusif the ethnographer noted that the response includes both
physical violence and distancing self, both responses were counted (see Table 2). Distancing
one's sdaf included banishing or leaving a spouse, emotional withdrawal, and suicide.

Suicide was coded as a form of self-help response to infidelity only when the ethnographer
gpecifically noted that the suicide was motivated out of an effort to shame a spousefor hisor
her infidelity. Women's reaction to their husband taking a second wife was coded, in
polygamous societies, as adultery, provided that the wife responded by fighting the new wife
or leaving her husband. These societies (n=3) were functionally monogamousand, thus, from
the perspective of the wife, her husband was engaged in an adulterous affair.

Theappeal to the higher authority category was used if the partiestook the matter to aformal
ingtitution for support or resolution. Thisincluded utilization of formal institutionsto punish
spouseor rival, to divorce the spouse, or to invoke supernatural agentstoo correct or bring to
judticeillicit sexua behavior.

The criteria used to code for the presence of gossip was whether or not the ethnographic
account noted specific instances where men and women talked, in a public setting, about a
spouse’s adulterous behavior in order to shame him or her into terminating the affair. The
appeal to general public category includes gossip for the purposes of shaming the spouse and
thus correcting the spouse’ s behavior or obtaining emotional support.

Though pair bond soci eties are often associated with bilateral descent, thisis not alwaysthe
case. Even in a patrilineal descent system, pair bonds often exist, albeit in proto-pair bond
formations. We were not able to confirm the presence or absence of pair bond affinitiesin
unilineal descent systems. In order to determine if descent ideology and social stratification
impact the way men and women respond to infidelity, we clustered our sample into two
categories. descent ideology (e.g., patrilineal, matrilineal and bilateral) and social complexity
(eg., egalitarian and sratified.). Societies were classified as egalitarian if all persons of a
given age or sex category had egual access to economic resources, power, and prestige,
whereas they were classified as stratified if there was unequal access to status positions and
prestige. Using this classification, wewere able to determine how men and women respond to
infidelity
If a descent system significantly shapes men’s and women’ s response to infiddlity, we think
that self-help acts among women would be more frequent in bilateral societies than in
matrilineal and patrilineal ones. In patrilineal societies most marriages are exogamous,
7
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necessitating women to be married into a husband’ s family, thus she iswithout kin support
and must appeal to non-kin for assistance. In matrilineal societies women usually live with
blood relations and typically have less need to petition for support.

We also sought to determine how social complexity might impact men’s and women's
responses to adultery. We assumed that the patriarchical ethos would find its fullest
expressionin highly stratified societies organized around patrilineal descent. Inthese societies
women would resort to self-help measures less frequently. Conversdly, we assumed that, in
bilateral societies, men and women would have more or lesssimilar social resourcesand, thus,
would more likely resort to self-help tactics before making emotional appealsfor assstance
from the community. If this supposition isaccurate it refute Bourdieu’' s claim that women in
al cultures arerelatively powerless.

4. RESULTS

1.The patriarchal model posits that women’s response to a mate' sinfiddity should vary by
descent ideology or social complexity, while men’ sresponse should be constant. Our research
found that in every society sampled women and men were equally vigilant in their effortsto
curtail amate sextra sexual liaison (see Table one). Thisis consistent with the evolutionary
hypothesisthat asserts men and women would be equally concerned with monitoring and thus
managing a mate' s extra sexual affairs. Moreover, men and women were equally inclined to
use self-help tactics regardless of descent ideology [X2=.19, df =1, N.S]

Tablel. Gender, Descent, Stratification and Type of Response to Infidelity

Matrilineal Patrilineal Bilateral Stratified Egalitarian

Total cultures 66 16 32 18 35 31
|. Sdf-help M 15 30 18 33 30
F 13 26 18 27 30

Physical violence M 13 29 16 29 29
F 9 19 14 21 21

Digtance Sdlf M 2 7 10 9 10
F 8 18 7 19 14

I1. Higher Authority M 9 24 4 26 12
F 3 9 4 11 5

I1l. Gossip M 0 0 0 0 0
F 4 19 7 25 5

2. Thereisadifference in the tactics employed by men and women in response to infiddlity.
Thereis atendency for men to prefer physical violence in 58 out of 66 cultures (or 88 %);
while women relied upon physical violence in 42 out of 66 cultures (or 64%). Women
overwhelmingly prefer formsof distancing themsalvesfrom the relationship. In 50 percent (33
out of 66) of our sample, women preferred to distance themselves. In contrast, in only 29
percent (19 out of 66) of the cultures did men emotionally or physically withdraw.

3. The degree of social complexity does affect the frequency with which men and women
8
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select self-help tactics as opposed to other forms of response. Out of a total of 132 sample
responses, 57 (43%) use self-help exclusvey. In egalitarian soci etieswe found 58 percent (34
out of 58 occurrences) of self-help only. In stratified societies, we found 31 percent (23 of 74
occurrences) used self-help exclusvely [ X2 = 14.3, df = 6, p<0.05]

4. Thereis a postive relationship between social complexity and the frequency with which
men and women appeal to higher authorities. This pattern is especially pronounced in
sratified societies, with men appealing to higher authority 71 percent of the time (25 out of
35 occurrences) whereas the percentage drops to 41 percent (or 12 out of 31) in egalitarian
societies. On the other hand, women appeal to higher authority inonly 16 percent (or 5 out of
31) of the egalitarian societies and 31 percent (or 11 out of 35) in the stratified societies.

5. In support of the pair bond hypothesis, we found that gossip is invoked most often in
patrilineal cultures (59 percent, or 19 out of 32) and least often in matrilineal cultures (25
percent, or 4 out of 16) and in bilateral cultures (39 percent, or 7 out of 18 cultures).

5. DISCUSSION

Our study found that men and women, especially within theinterpersonal domain, are actively
involved in mate-guarding tactics. Theleve of interest and invol vement does not change with
a culture' s notion of descent, level of social complexity, or the degree to which a cultureis
normatively permissive or restrictive in sexual matters. In effect, sexual propriety is the
presumed right of both sexes. Seldom isit an exclusively male monopoly. Sexual propriety,
therefore, appearsto be a fundamental component of every marital union.

To illustrate our findings, we provide nine ethnographic examples displaying various
responses of women and men to spousal infidelity.

1. Women' stendency to use physical and symbolic violencein responseto spousal infiddity is
found in Caughey’s (1977) account of Faanakkan, a Micronesa society, where women
customarily protected their marriage by threatening to use weapons on their rival and
engaging in hair pulling fights with their husband’ slover. On occasion a Faanakkan woman
would arguewith her rival by asserting that her own genitalswere superior, or by challenging
therival to a contest in which the two women pull up their skirtsand expose their genitalsto
each other (Caughey 1977:114).

2. Another example of women's use of physical and symbolic violence to punish a husband's
infidelity can be found in the following summation of a Western Apache woman's efforts to
take revenge. When awoman discovered that her husband was having an affair, shetold him
to stop going to hisrelatives weekly tulibai (alcohol) parties. Not long after, some relatives
of thewifeinvited the husband to their tulibai party. He accepted and, asthe husband walked
up to the pots of tulibai, he saw hiswife standing there. She jumped at him, catching hold of
his g-gtring. In the ensuing struggle the man's belt broke and his wife grabbed hold of his
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penis. Another man tried to make her let go, but she held on tightly. Other men theretold the
woman to let go or ese she would kill him. Finally, she did let go. Her husband was so
exhausted that hejust covered himsdlf with ablanket and lay down. Thisishow she punished
him for running about with other women too much---a shaming in front of many others
(Goodwin 1969:341).

3. Another example from Goodwin’s (1969) study of western Apacheillustrates how certain
forms of physical violence are used to intimidate a mate and punish him or her for infidelity.
An Apache woman suspects that her husband may be engaged in an extramarital affair, she
will accuse him of philandering in an effort to have him stop. Although an Apache woman
could not beat, or kill, her husband when he was guilty of infidelity, she could throw rocks at
him or attack himwith aknife. A husband, on the other hand, may beat hiswifeif he suspects
that she is involved with another man. In former times the Apache husband might even
attempt to kill hiswife and her lover if the affair was felt to be serious. In former days, a
husband could punish unfaithfulness by cutting off the end of hiswife' snose, then telling her
to “do what she wanted,” knowing full well that other men would not desire her in her
deformed state. Thisextreme punishment wasrare, judging from the number of timesthat itis
mentioned” (Goodwin 1969:340).

4. An example of sex differences implicit in men and women’s response to an extramarital
affair can befound in Tuareg society, where women use possession song rituals and men use
the culture's traditional legal system. Much like their counterparts in other Middle East
communities, Tuareg women prefer “to voice personal problems, particularly marital conflicts,
covertly, either during possession exorcism ritesin divination, or at secular courtsaway from
the local village or camp. Men, on the other hand, consider exorcism rites effeminate and
prefer to expresstheir grievancesin poetry and oratory at a village meeting, or at the chief’s
council of elders, or confide their case to alocal marabout” (Rasmussen 1995:30).

5. Women'suse of moral pleading--referred to some as*aweapon of the weak” --asa means
to persuade her husband from forming an attachment with a prostitute and, thus, start a new
family is nicdly illugtrated in the following account. Most Thai women prefer not to know
when their husband isgoing to visit alocal brothel. In one case, a Thai women upon learning
that her husband was planning to go urged him “go see a different one” (Jiemin Bao, persona
communication, 1998). Various kinds of pleading are not, however, a Thai woman’s only
resource of power. There are other more drastic tactics, as evidenced by the fact there are
many Thal doctors who specialize in sewing back a severed penis cut off by a betrayed and
enraged wife (Don Brown, personal conversation, 1986).

6. Women's reliance on tactics other than pleading and confrontation can be found in the
following story of how Tiv co-wives, living in Jos, Nigeria, responded to their husband's
philandering. When confrontation failed to alter his behavior, they sought the services of a
native practitioner who supplied them with a special ingredient that caused him to have an
erection that would not subside. His wives refused to supply him with the antidote until he
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promised them hisfidelity. The ethnographer Len Plotnicov (written communication, 2001)
was never able to determine if the tale was about an actual event or merely reflected an
underlying male anxiety over possble repercussons that may arise from his infidelity.
Nonetheless, the tale is highly suggestive that men often believe that women - even in so-
called double standard societies - are seldom indifferent to their extra sexual behavior.

7. An example of women’s attempt to control spousal infiddlity through gossip is evident
among Igbo men who dread women's verbal scorn. This dread is manifested in a very
common expression that likensthiskind of scorn to “spreading a person in the sun” (Joseph
Agbasiere, 2000).

8. Gene Anderson (written communication, 2001) observed the following incident, a
wonderful example of how one Malaysan woman used public humiliation to shame her
husband for philandering. When a village wife discovered her husband was having an affair
with a lady from Batu Maung, a near by city, she asked her mother to accompany her in
secretly following her husband to observe his actions with the other women. When they
caught him, Anderson writes, “in flagrante delicto, they pulled him out doorsand while still in
his underwear and gave him a monumental tongue lashing - which attracted everyonein the
village who, (the ethnographer included) stood around laughing their heads off.”

9. Maleinfidelity is never easy for women to endure as the following account of a Brazilian
wife seffortsto regain her husband illustrate. The ethnographer writes. “The trouble began
with thearrival one Saturday of anonymousl|etter detailing her husband' sinfiddlity ... Prior to
thearrival of theletter, neighbors had gossi ped that her husband was living with awoman in
one of the small towns on his weekly market circuit. [The wife later acknowledged that she
had followed her husband and saw with her own eyes that he really was living with and
deeping with another woman]. The scorned woman revealsthat “1 order aletter written and
then he couldn’t keep saying that he hadn’t gone out with her if it wasthe letter and not me
saying everything.” The man’swife collapses and is diagnosed as suffering from high blood
pressure, weak nerves, and a mild stroke. The doctor advised her husband to end the affair,
asking him whether his sexual satisfaction was worth killing his wife and dishonoring his
daughters. [In response] the husband cuts off the affair” (Rebhun 1999:22-24). Thisaccount is
remarkably smilar in its action and reaction, as well asits emotional repercussions, to the
gory lines of many 19th century European and American novels of marriage and adultery,
particularly those of Tolstoy, Flaubert and Edith Wharton.

The representative nature of the above accounts finds further support in our cross-cultural
survey, which found that, in over 86 percent of the cultures (57 out of 66), women actively
relied upon self-hel p tacticsto punish aspouse. Men, on the other hand, used self-help tactics
in 95 percent (63 out of 66) of culturessampled. Thisfinding does not support the patriarchal
hypothesis, which asserts that women, especially thosein patrilineal descent systems, would
be indifferent to a mate’ sinfidelity. To the contrary we found that women in almost every
culture found their mate's sexual indiscretion to be unacceptable and, in most instances,
sought to terminate the encounter. We also found little support for Bourdieu’s extension of
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the patriarchal thess in which he argues that women are victims of psychological violence
around the world and are thus confined to using “weapons of the weak” (e.g., spells,
passivity, and emotional withdrawal) which, to Bourdieu, are ineffective and thus “aways
weak” (2001:32)°. We found, on the contrary, that men often fear some of the “weapons of
the weak” (e.g., distancing of sdf and use of public gossp), implying that women are
intensely involved with micro managing their spouse’ sextramarital behavior’. They exercisea
whole host of different strategiesthat range from direct physical confrontation to distancing
of self and appeals to the neutral public for assstance. Clearly, it would appear that these
strategies employed by women can be highly effective. For most women, adultery isa private
affair that demands a personal response. It is only when that fails, that women turn to their
neighbors and the public for further assistance.

We also found a positive relationship between social complexity and the frequency in which
men and women appeal to higher authorities. The differencein usageisconsistent, albaitina
modified form, with the patriarchal hypothess. Presumably, because men think their interest
will be upheld more readily, they seek satisfaction in court more often than women. That the
cultural moresare such that women may not be ableto get a divorce should not also be taken
to mean that they are indifferent. Most are not.

Women's motives for appealing to higher authority are more varied than men’s. Women
appeal to the courtsto terminate a marriage, obtain child support, or elicit societal or moral
support to reconcilethe marriage. In contrast, men use the courtsto terminate amarriage and
seldom to manage a spouse’ s infidelity. This finding should not, however, obscure a much
larger pattern: men and women overwhelmingly prefer first to resolve issues of infidelity
amongst themselves and failing this, men will appeal to a higher authority, while women,
especially those living in patrilineal descent based societies, will often appeal to the general
public for sympathy and support. The pattern is also consstent with the sexual jealousy
hypothesisthat claimsthat women’ sresponseto adultery ismore measured and often depends
upon whether or not a particular sexual liaison is perceived as a threat to the continuance of
the pair bond.

None of this means that women are indifferent to their partner’s sexual liaison. Even in
“double standard” societies, women, in their late teens and early twenties, often try to
undermine a sexual liaison. Our survey of restrictive and permissive societies (N=50) found
no differencein men and women’ sresponseto adultery. For example, in 79 percent (22 out of
28) of permissve societieslisted in Gaulin and Schelgdl’ s(1980) study, women used self-help
tactics and another 6 (or 21 percent) appealed to the “public’ to cease their mate's
involvement in an extra-marital affair. 1n 93 percent (26 out of 28) of permissve cultures
men used self-hel p tacticsto punish and thus correct a spouse’ sextramarital liaison. Clearly,
themoral conventions governing sexual expresson do not affect how women or men respond
to a spouse’'s extra marital affairs. For both sexes, adultery is an unacceptable act that
demands a negative sanction that can range from emotional withdrawal to physical
confrontation. If thisinterpretation iscorrect, it lends support to the sexual jealousy and pair
bond hypotheses which post that, although there are sex differences in the emotional
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weighting of a spouse’s infidelity, the majority of women do not ignore or welcome their
mate's extra-marital sexual adventures.

We found support for the sexual jealoudy hypothess that posits men and women in every
culturewould take an activeinterest in managing their spouses’ extra-sexual behaviors. This
iscongstent with Sarah Hrdy’ s (1999) thesis that suggests women are sexual entrepreneurs
who seek out extra sexual partners becausethey may prove helpful to them and their children.
Implicit within Hrdy’ srevisionist account isthat female sexual entrepreneurship also involves
mate guarding. If it isto a woman’s advantage to seek additional partners, it isalso highly
advantageous to monopolize her mate's resources, with the most effective form being the
monopolization of her mate's sexuality. In effect, everyone has an individualized “double
standard” that implies: “you cannot, but maybe | will.”

Our findings also document cultural variation in style of response between men’s and
women's tactics for punishing a mate for infidelity. In 50 percent (33 out of 66) of our
sample, women preferred to distance themsaves (e.g., either by sulking, refusng to converse,
stopping the performance of domestic chores such as cooking, running away, or by resorting
to suicide to humiliate a spouse) to achievetheir goals. In contrast, in only 29 percent (19 out
of 66) of the cultures did men emotionally or physically withdraw. Clearly, men (n=58
cultures) prefer tactics of moredirect physical confrontation (e.g., by beating a spouse or the
rival, or both) whereas women employed a more broad base strategy (i.e., beating a spouse or
rival, or emotionally or physically distancing themselves from their spouse). Furthermore,
suicide, asaway to shame a spousefor infidelity and, thus, damage hisreputation, appearsto
be exclusvely a female response (n=6), and is found mostly in dtratified societies (n=5).

Men around theworld al so overwhel mingly prefer to use self-hel p tacticsrather than going to
more formal ingtitutions (e.g., the courts) to punish an adulterous spouse or terminate a
marriage. Men's preferred self-help tactic is physical violence, which they resort to in 88
percent (58 out of 66) of cultures. Women only relied on physical violencein 64 percent (42
out of 66) of cultures sampled. Our findings are consstent with Victoria Burbank’s
observation (1994) that women are capable of engaging in physical aggression much more
frequently than has been previously acknowledged in the anthropological literature®. In the
domain of sexual betrayal, women’s use of violenceisnot at al symbolic and is often highly
effective.

The lower incidence of women using physical violence as a mate retention tactic does not
mean that women areless effectivein influencing a spouse’ sbehavior®. Thediscrepancy inthe
expression of physical aggression, and the relative infrequency in which women appeal to the
official courts, should not distort the significant finding that in almost every culture women
actively monitor, disciplineand, thus, attempt to correct or punish their spouse’ sextramarital
liaison(s). Thisis condgstent with both the mate guarding and pair bond hypotheses, which
hold that men and women are seldom indifferent, to the point of inaction, to spousal infiddity.

In contrast to men who rely on thelocal courts, women rely on the unofficial culture or the
13
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“court of publicopinion” (e.g., public censure or the barbs of gossip). This, albeit “unofficial”
social ingtitution is often highly effective. In stratified societies, 71 percent (25 out of 25) of
the cultures demonstrate that gossip has proven to be a highly effective cultural and political
tool. Men fear women’ sdisapproval and scorn, seeking primarily to avoid collective censure
as opposed to that of the closed-door disapproval of a wife.

The frequency in which women employ gossip to counter a spouse’s extramarital liaison
varies by descent system. Thisis cons stent with the pair bond hypothes's, which argued that
in bilateral societies women would be more reticent to gossip about the quality of their
marriagethan in societies. Gossip isinvoked most often in patrilineal cultures (59 percent, or
19 out of 32) and least often in matrilineal cultures (25 percent, or 4 out of 16) and in bilateral
cultures (39 percent, or 7 out of 18 cultures). In patrilineal societies, women are usually
outsiders, and are less concerned with upholding a husband’ s reputation. Thisis especially
evident when upholding male honor resultsin the loss of resources necessary to survive or
thrive. In contrast, awoman in matrilineal societiesisalready living with her maternal kin and,
thus, she has no need to appeal to the wider community for sympathy or support. In bilateral
societies, her response is more restricted. A woman’s social identity is organized around an
image of intimacy and, thus in effect, “coupleness.” The strength of thisimage is such that
both men’s and women'’ s response to sexual betrayal tend to emphasi ze self-help measures
and not appeal sto the public through gossip in order to shame a spouse into breaking off an
affair.

Although men often specul ate on other people ssexual activities, surprisngly wedid not find
a single incident where a man gossiped or spoke publicly about his wife or lover’s sexual
conduct. In all societies men are reluctant to publicly discuss a partner’s extra marital
behavior. If men and women are equally predisposed to punish a mate' sinfidelities, why are
men less willing to use sexual innuendo as a means to shame their spouse into ending the
affair?

A possible answer comes from research on adolescence that shows that women tend to be
more “absorbed into all female groups than men are into all male groupings’ (Schlegd and
Barry 1991:31). This finding suggests that men's solidarity is of a different nature than
women’ ssolidarity. For men, theillusion of male unity often disguisesmen’ s competitiveness
amongst themselves for mates and relative social status.

From an evolutionary perspective, men pay a larger cost for publicly acknowledging a
spouse' s infidelity. Not only does acknowledgment result in social humiliation, but it also
raises concerns, especialy in cultures that do not value multiple fathers over paternal
certainty. In addition, aman’s public condemnation of a spouse’ s sexual behavior could also
be regarded as evidence of her sexual availability and, thus, constitute a kind of advertisement
to other men, his potential rivals, to take advantage of his predicament.

A husband’ s reluctance to discuss publicly a wife's sexual behavior isfound in all cultures
including those that use gang rape as a means to punish “wayward” women. Although
14
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Bourdieu (2001:52) suggeststhat a primary motive for usng gang rapeisto ingtill fear into
women while celebrating the unity of the male group, it is sgnificant that there are no
reported incidences of a husband participating in a gang rape of his wife (Tom Gregor,
personal communication). Given the cultural tradition that sanctionsthisform of punishment,
it ishard to understand why a husband does not initiate or call for a gang rape. Moreovey, if
the patriarchical hypothesisiscorrect, it isdifficult to know why aman, asamember of anall
male group, would not want to use the occasion to demonstrate hisloyalty and solidarity to
the group. If “the test of manlinessis oriented towards the reinforcement of male solidarity”
(Bourdieu 2001:52), what may account for the husband’ s reluctance? Bourdieu isslent on
thisquestion. In any case, for the purposes of this paper, it isclear that men refuse to employ
gossip or appeal to the public for sympathy and support. In general, men either respond on
their own to spousal infiddlity or not at all.*

6. CONCLUSION

Anthropol ogistshave not systematically examined extramarital affairs. Asafied, wearemore
fascinated with progtitution as a subject of research than we are with understanding the
motives of mistresses, or the reasons that men and women have for seeking a “lover in the
bush.” Consequently, therichness, complexity, and emotional turmoil that often surroundsan
adulterous act is seldom commented upon, much less seen for what it often is--an impulse
toward sexual release, connection and possibly love. When ethnographers (e.g., Barnes1973;
EvansPitchard 1949; Gluckman 1972) do comment on a culture’ sattitude toward adultery, it
isusually to note which normative sanctionswere discharged. Thereislittle, or no, discusson
of the mitigating factorsfor whether or not asanctionis, or isnot, enforced. Thereader isleft
with theimpression that, in many cultures, men and women areindifferent to infidelity or, that
in some societies only men are concerned about regulating their wives extramarital liaisons.

As a correction, feminist scholarship has successfully examined the multiple ways women
resst men’seffortsto control them. This scholarship has asserted that women (and men) have
agency (or free will) and, thus, the capacity to undermine, in albeit historically small ways,
many forms of male dominance (for an excellent review on the different meanings of agency,
see Ahearn 2001). An unintended consequence of theimportance of agency asres stance has
been to re-focus anthropological analysis on women’ sresponseto male policies, sanctionsand
actions. The various ways in which women assert, without male provocation, their own
interests are often ignored.

Wefound that, in spite of awidespread male dominance ideol ogy, the preval ence of the well-
known doubl e standard ethos, and varying degrees of social complexity, wivesand husbands
routinely seek to control, punish and terminate the extra-marital affairs of their mates.
Moreover, men and women overwhelmingly prefer self-help tactics, turning only as a last
resort to other means of retribution.

Our findings are cons stent with both the sexual jeal ousy and the pair bond hypotheses, which
hold that every marriage or love relationship is organized around a presumption of sexual
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propriety. This presumption compels men and women to be vigilant in their efforts to
neutralize, if not regulate, their mates extramarital inclinationsand conduct. Our finding that
sexual propriety is a fundamental component of the human pair bond has enormous
implications for the feminists and culturalogical analysis of sexual inequality and gender
hierarchy as they pertain to the domain of interpersonal relations. It suggests that spousal
infidelity and sexual betrayal aretroubling to everyone. It further suggeststhat “ownership” of
amate s body is a presumption of both sexes.

7. NOTES

1. We would like to thank the following people for support and assistance in collecting the
data used in thisstudy: Gene Anderson, Jiemin Bao, Jim Bell, Kevin Birth, Pat Draper, Carol
Ember, Mel Ember, Victor DeMunck, Ted Fischer, Vanessa Fong, Tom Gregor, Lee
Kirkpatrick, Barry Hewlett, Frank Marlowe, Robert Levy, Charles Lindholm, Cheryl
Lindholm, Kennedy Ondeiki, Tom Paladino, Gary Palmer, Alice Schelgel, Charles Stafford,
Dave Suggs, Douglas Raybeck, Jennifer Mauer-Parker, Len Plotnicov, Juliet Rubens, Anya
Vogd, and Tommi White.

2. Nowhere, however, does Bourdieu discussthe origins of this specific sentiment, or examine
other egalitarian societies, epecially hunter and gathering societies, for additional support for
histhess.

3. Theimpulseto form some semblance of a pair bond is ubiquitousthroughout East Asaas
evidenced in the typical mother-in- law/daughter- in- law conflict. Because mothersfear that
their son might form an emotional attachment to his spouse and, thereby, lessen or wholly
transfer hisaffectionsfrom them, mothers often demand continuous proof of filial loyalty. The
pervasiveness of the maternal fear of being replaced as the primary focus of a son’s love
suggests that humans are predisposed to forming a pair bond

4. In some Arabic cultures, men, especially when not seeking to terminate their marriage,
prefer to ignore the evidence of a spouse’ sinfidelity. Aslong asawife sadultery remainsa
secret, the man can hold onto the illusion of marital harmony (Wikin 1991).

5. Ethnographers often study gossip as a means by which to probe a culture’ s beliefs about
what constitutes appropriate and inappropriate behavior (Haviland 1977). Besides being an
obvious source of amusement, gossip frequently wearsamoral faceand, thus, iseffectively as
much about altering another’ sbehavior asit isabout serving as a source of public recreation
and pleasure.

6. Bourdieu’ s male dominance thesisimplies that men have more “resources of power” and,
thus, stronger collective agency than women. In contrast, our finding of the strength of the
pair bond suggests that men and women have equal, albeit at times different, “resources of
power” availableto them and, thus, agency. In effect, sexual ownership isapresumed right of
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both sexesand not just a male monopoly. Thishasimplicationsfor understanding thewaysin
which women and men respond to infidelity.

7. Our survey findings further demonstrate that women areinvolved with self-help strategies
organized around issues of control as much as issues of resistance. We found that women
appeal to supernatural agents for support in only 5 cultures, whereas men appeal to
supernatural agentsin 3 cultures. Few men or women appeal to the supernatural for assstance
in responding to spousal infidelity.

8. The very nature of a pair bond union may lend itself to the physical violence that women
sometimes use to punish their husband, or lover, for a sexual affair. The intendgty of a
partner’ sreaction impliesthat possessivenessis an integral component to the formation of a
fully developed pair bond. Suzanne Frayser concurs, positing an underlying biological
mechanism to the pair bonding accounts for “the inordinate violence that characterizes the
husband’ s punishment of his wife and/or her lover” (1985:214). Because sexual fiddity “is
necessary to the establishment of trust and for ease of mind, [infidelity will invariably] give
rise to sorrow and dejection” (Schelgel 1983:312). Infiddity, then, not only congtitutes a
threat to anindividual’ s sense of well-being and emotional security, but also can beathreat to
the bond itself. Aslong as women and men view themsalves as part of a pair bond, they will
actively monitor their partners sexual and romantic inclinations and, in their own way,
attempt to prevent a mate from engaging in an extra marital affair.

9. Our finding that thereisa 2:1 ratio in the frequency in which men and women use physical
aggression to punish amate’ sinfiddity is, however, cons stent with Eleanor Maccoby and C.
Jacklin’s (1998) study of male and female aggression.

10. Recent scholarship on masculinity assumesthat gender identity iseither acultural process
(Brod 1987; Brod and Kaufman 1994; Gutman 1997; Gilmore 1996, Kimmel 1995 and Sterns
1990) or atransmitted trait (Doyle 1983; Hearn 1992; Steidler 1994). Our findings suggest
that one maletrait that of public complaining about a spouse’ s sexual behavior - may not be
entirdly a matter of social construction.
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