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CONCLUSIONS

The pattern of findings from both studies showed that mari-
tal dissatisfaction is generally regarded as the only justifiable
reason for engaging in an extramarital affair. Most remark-
ably, perhaps, the results provided little support for a differ-
ential evaluation of husbands’ and wives’ extramarital activi-
ties. The observers of this study thus appeared to hold a
contractual view of marital fidelity whereby extramarital sex
is proscribed for both husbands and wives for as long as and
until the marriage itself remains reasonably satisfactory. It is a
distinctly modern belief, but one which is very much in keep-
ing with serial monogamy and the impermanence of the mar-
riage vows. It also represents a transformation of traditional
normative beliefs about marital fidelity and signifies a radical
departure from the traditional code of sexual ethics which
condemned the participation of married women in extramari-
tal affairs while condoning the same behavior for married
men.

The equality women have achieved in the domain of mari-
tal fidelity must be interpreted with caution because the over-
all results of this investigation revealed a fairly traditional and
conservative portrait of extramarital affairs. Given the cir-
cumstances of what appeared to be a happy marriage, social
observers were not inclined to find an extramarital affair very
acceptable for either marital partner. Tolerance of extramari-
tal affairs thus occurs within very circumscribed boundries.
What is new is the fact that those boundaries appear to con-
strain men and women equally. The favorable evaluations of
spouses who remained faithful to their mates despite a strong
extramarital attraction and the opportunity to engage in an
affair cogently illustrates this point. Herein, a husband who
demonstrated this type of staunch fidelity was actually evalu-
ated more favorably than in any other condition (see Table
1). This is an interesting twist on the double standard accord-
ing to which a husband’s social standing is enhanced by his
participation in extramarital affairs. Thus, contrary to what

may be an outdated stereotype of the “macho” male, these
findings demonstrated that a husband’s image was enhanced

by avoidance of, rather than an involvement in an extramarital
affair.
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/In sum, these results showed that thq ethic of _mar1tal fidel-
ity is alive and well in the minds of ordinary social o}l:serxlllers.
At the same time, however, the ﬁndmgs mdlga_ted t glt tl c;;cz
has truly occurred a rejection of sexist and rigidly absolu 13
marital mores. To reiterate the central finding in this Crl_egar i
the new “ethic” of marital fidelity appears to be a conhmona
one wherein it is expected of a spouse for as long as the mar:f
riage remains fulfilling. There are two prlnglpal implications Oit
this new ethic. First, when they are caught in a bad ma}rrlat;;e, :
is now legitimate for women and men to pursue emotiona tinn
sexual fulfillment outside the marriage. To do so mored tﬁ
once is, however, not as acceptable or ]ustlﬁable. Secon_ , the
social pressure on wives to accept, rationalize, and/or 1gr}$re
their husbands’ involvement in extramarital sexual actlwl ies
should be diminished. In other words, women should an ong}clar
be expected to play the role of the long-sgffermg wi ehw 13
must tolerate a husband’s affairs. Corr@latlvely, men s f?u'
receive less social support for engaging 1n ex'tramarltal affairs
that are not motivated by marital dissatisfaction. b o

This investigation explored aqd analyzed the netword o
factors which determine how 500}31 observers process anﬁ ag-
similate knowledge of extramarital qulvements. T}tll_eh nd-
ings clearly bespeak the currents of social change w (11c taEE
moving us toward new definitions of acceptable conduc
this area of socio-sexual behavior. Whether and how oEr
thinking about extramarital sexuality will evolve must conti-
nue to be a subject of social and research concern.
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