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ABSTRACT 


Previous literature specifically on extramarital affairs portrayed in American film is not available.  Since people are being exposed to affairs in Hollywood films, this study will evaluate how extramarital affairs, specifically those associated with a male mid-life crisis, are socially constructed in Hollywood films from the 1950s to 2005.  Using a content analysis of 12 films from the 1950s to 2005, this study focused on numerous characteristics surrounding adulterous husbands.  Overall, this study found that the typical adulterous male in a Hollywood film is a white, 37 year old heterosexual business man, married with children. 
“Infidelity and Betrayal in Marriage: 
A Content Analysis of Men Who Cheat in Hollywood Films”

Films that show men cheating on their wives are socializing today’s youth.  While adultery is a reality of modern day, the media and films are partially responsible for shaping social attitudes about how to view such “deviant” behavior.  The purpose of this paper is to analyze how extramarital affairs, as related to the male mid-midlife “crisis” has been constructed in media, specifically in Hollywood films from the 1950’s to the year 2005.  The data collected from this analysis of films is utilized to identify a trend and the changes occurred over a period of time. 
PREVIOUS LITERATURE ON EXTRAMARITAL AFFAIRS

Male Power and Status

Richardson (1988) argues that because of social-structural and social-psychological reasons, men have greater power than women in adulterous relationships.    Richardson says that single women who have sexual relationships with married men are considered to be in a “power-imbalanced” relationship.  He argues that because of the male marital status in the relationship, men are more highly valued, have more power and resources, and have more successful careers than single women.  Richardson (1988:210) notes that between 18 percent and 32 percent of single women become involved with married men and roughly 50 percent of husbands and 35 percent of wives have extramarital relationships.  Gutmann (1997:397) argues that heterosexual sex is represented as an “act of domination, an act of possession, a taking of woman by man.”

 Gutmann (1997) discusses how male identities develop in relation to women; “a women’s “presence” is a significant factor in men’s own subjective understanding of what it means to be men.”     Forbidden sexual relationships are often constructed as “status unequals,” this most commonly involves the age, class, and marital status of secret lovers (Richardson, 1988).  

According to Simmel, there are two types of secrets:  secrets about the self, which are privately constructed and secrets about a “social unit,” which are socially constructed.  Richardson (1988) states that when secrets are shared, there is the risk of betrayal; if they are not shared, relationships are restricted.  In interviews with 65 single women who have had long-term, intimate relationships with married men, Richardson found that all of the women described their lovers as “compassionate and exciting” and “special” people in their lives.  

Motives for Sexual Intimacy in Affair


Fair (1978) argues that relationships with other people are an integral part of a person’s life, with the most important relationship being with one’s spouse and children.  Fair also states that having variety in a person’s life is desirable, especially by a man.  A study Burke (1984) conducted in the Netherlands, found that of 109 men and 109 women who have had at least one extramarital affair, 70% mentioned a need for variety, meaning that “she/he had a need for sexual variety” and “it was something new”.  Ninety-three percent mentioned attraction to third person, 81% stated that sexual circumstances simply went that far, 43%  mentioned marital deprivation, indicating that there was something missing in the relationship or discontentment with their sexual relationship, 62% mentioned pressure by the extramarital partner, and 8% mentioned aggression, meaning that he/she was angry and wanted to take revenge on their spouse.  Buunk (1984) notes people confronted with the infidelity of their spouses feel they deserve an explanation of their partner’s extramarital involvement.  


According to Farrer and Zhongzin (2003), extramarital affairs have become more acceptable and people are more likley to justify their extramarital affairs.  Farrer and Zhongzin examined the “concrete social contexts” in which the extramarital relationships form places of leisure and the friends, family, and coworkers associated.  Farrer and Zhongzin found that many informants used leisure and play, including dance clubs, to meet their outside lovers.  A number of informants found the Internet to be an easily accessible way to meet their extramarital partners.  For most informants, romantic feelings were the primary motive for sexual intimacy.  Sexual passion was the most common motive for an affair equally for men and women.  Farrer and Zhongzin (2003) found that lovers were almost always described as “friends.”     

Gender Differences

Men and women’s accounts of extramarital affairs differ.  While, according to Farrer and Zhongzin (2003), sexual passion was the most common motive for an affair for both men and women. Most factors for men and women differ.  Buunk (1984) found that sexual variety is more essential for males than females and that males tend to separate sex from other social aspects of life.  Gordon (1990) found that women who enter traditionally male dominated occupations increase the number of affairs they have, and men who enter traditionally women dominated occupations decrease the number of affairs they have.  Farrer and Zhongzin (2003) found that single men and women’s accounts of attraction to married people showed the greatest gender differences.  Single women described their married lovers as “more mature, capable, kind and knowledgeable than single men their own age”, while single men described married women to be “better lovers but seldom as ideal partners” (Farrer and Zhongzin, 2003).   

Lawson states two central myths around romantic relations.  The first is “the myth of Romantic Love,” which integrates traditional beliefs concerning love and marriage.  The second is “the myth of Me,” which is seen as a general openness among people that may lead to extramarital affairs; a sense of “self-actualization and self-exploration” (Gordon, 1990).  Lawson regards men engaged in extramarital affairs as “parallel (to the marriage, often condoned)” in contrast to the “traditional (secret and potentially threatening to the marriage) adultery more often engaged in by women.” (Gordon, 1990). 

BORDO ON THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF MASCULINITY

Masculinity can be defined in many ways depending upon who is defining the term.  Collier argues that “masculinity is mostly about power . . .masculinities are not static, they are processual and likely to be challenged.  They are continuously produced by heterogeneity of discourses of representations” (Miller 1996:933).  In “Trafficking in Men,” Gutmann (1997) presents four distinct ways that anthropologists define and use the concept of masculinity which centers on the ideas of male identity, manhood, manliness, and men’s roles.  The first concept, Gutmann notes, is that masculinity is defined as anything that men think and do.  The second is that masculinity is anything men think and do to be men.  The third concept of masculinity that Gutmann describes is that some men are inherently or by ascription considered “more manly” than other men.  The final concept of masculinity emphasizes the general and central importance of male-female relations so that masculinity is considered anything that women are not (Gutmann 1997:386).  Michael Kimmel offers another definition of “hegemonic” masculinity.  In Testi’s article (1997), Kimmel notes that hegemonic masculinity is “the norm: the construction of the ideal male image, usually white, native-born, middle-class, and straight.”   

Bordo (1999) has written extensively on the notion of masculinity in her book, The Male Body: A New Look at Men in Public and in Private.  This book offers a cultural analysis of how masculinity is presented in contemporary society.  Both men’s and women’s ideas about men’s bodies are greatly influenced by society’s expectations.  Bordo (1999) explains where those ideas stem from.  Bordo’s personal interest in movies, specifically the powerful messages about men, sexuality, and masculinity, led her to analyze the images of men portrayed in the films.  According to Bordo (1999), the purpose was “not just to provide a “female” perspective, but to fundamentally challenge some central opening assumptions of both film and cultural history.”  Bordo describes The Male Body as “a personal/cultural exploration of the male body from a woman’s point of view.”  


According to Bordo (1999), “our culture is only just beginning to pay attention to stereotypes of men and what they say about masculinity.”   Bordo analyzes the images and behaviors of men in Hollywood films starting in the fifties and sixties.  The central question she asks is, “what makes a man, a man?”  The films analyzed, such as Father of the Bride (1950) and Father’s Little Dividend (1951), are representations of the traditional family gender roles in the 1950’s.  According to Bordo (1999), the men represent the “required ingredients for male success and happiness,” while the women in the films are pretty house-wives occupied with house plans.  Bordo considers these films to be just as offensive to men as to women, for the husbands appear to be “thoroughly pussy-whipped by their wives” (Bordo 1999:116).  

For example, in the movie “Father’s Little Dividend (1951),” Ellie bosses her husband Stanely around, demanding and complaining until she gets her way.  “He’s happy, having achieved an ever deeper reconciliation with the requirements, and the pleasures, of what is essentially a woman’s world, a woman’s vision of happiness” (Bordo 1999:116).  Stanely is shown crying and pouting to regain trust from his wife after his affair.  Here, Bordo is articulating a vision of “femininity” in men.  The norm of the hegemonic “macho” man is exactly the type of character the film was trying to reinforce by showing a negative portrayal of the “feminine” male.


After Freidan released her book, The Feminine Mystique (1964), declaring “an exclusively feminist war against traditional roles,” Hugh Hefner strongly responded with his famous men’s magazine, Playboy (Bordo 1999:119).  Bordo (1999) described the men involved in the creation of Playboy as “rebel males,” men who use women as “sex objects.”  Hefner helped to solidify the hegemonic characteristics of the American male. 

According to Bordo, Marlon Brando was the first actor to interpret the hegemonic ideology of the male rebel onto the screen.  His character was confident, attractive, and aggressive.  In the movie, A Streetcar Named Desire (1951), Brando cheated on his girlfriend consciously knowing she would come back to him because of “the effect of the sight of his body – and the memories, suggestions of the pleasure it can provide – will have on her” (Bordo 1999:136).  The model of masculinity Brando portrayed in the movie “became the style for sexual macho in many gay male circles and a required uniform for many would-be teen rebels” (Bordo 1999:136).  Bordo argues that this is where the idea of “males as sex objects” derived from – men themselves.  


In the film, Tea and Sympathy (1956), Bordo discusses how masculinity is maintained by eliminated “differences,” particularly homosexuality.  In the film, a young boy, Tom, is described by his coach and friends as “different.”  He can cook and sew, he likes poetry, and he spends a great deal of time with women, or listening to classical music.  The coach’s wife states that “manliness is tenderness, gentleness, and consideration” and she sleeps with him to prove that he is a “real” man (Bordo 1999:155).  The “difference” is resolved when Tom ended up happily married and a successful author.  Bordo asks,  how can men overcome generalizations and stereotypical assumptions about their sexual orientation if society has set standards for what is regarded as socially acceptable to be “masculine”?  


Bordo points to the pivotal Diet Coke commercial that aired in 1994 as a point in which men became explicitly the object of women’s desires in commercials.  In this TV ad, an attractive, construction worker takes off his shirt and swigs a can of Diet Coke while a group of professional women gaze out their workplace window at the pleasurable view.  “It was a dumb commercial, but to many women it felt like the turning of the tide” (Bordo 1999:145).  The ad was a reverse of a typical beautiful woman strutting on the sidewalk drawing the attention of a man who she knows is watching her.  Bordo (1999) states that feminists today examine the female gaze of the man’s body, but this phenomenon began early.  The films of the fifties, Bordo (1999) often notes, often features “a gorgeous male body as the focus of a female subject’s sexual gaze.”  

In 1995, Bordo(1999) encountered “a commercial representation of a male body that seemed to deliberately invite her to linger over” (168).  It was the Calvin Klein ad for underwear.  Bordo (1999) argues that the viewer’s “gaze is invited by something ‘feminine’ about the young man.”   The model is posed in a very feminine-like stance, with his hips cocked, head down, looking slender.  

For Bordo there is a rather guilty pleasure in the act of viewing a male who is so atypically vulnerable.  Sarte calls this “Shame under the eyes of the Other” (Bordo 1999:172).  Sarte gives an example of someone peeking through a keyhole watching you.  If you were doing something wrong, for example having an affair, Sarte argues that it is not until the very moment that you are caught by another’s eyes in the act that you feel shameful.  We may all have felt shame, but Sarte proposes, men and women are socialized to deal with the gaze of the Other in different ways.  Men feel no shame in their explicit gaze of women, since women are “other.”  However, men who gaze at men, the “subject,” feel shame in their forbidden pleasures.  This double standard can be seen in the movie, The Full Monty (1997).
This movie was criticized as “Overexposure” by the 1997 New York Times Magazine for showing a male penis.  The New York Times complained that the “’contagion’ of nudity spread through celebrity culture” (Bordo 1999:175).  Bordo understands the magazine’s concern over our body-obsessed culture; however, actresses have been acting out nudity scenes left and right for years. Only male nudity becomes an issue of overexposure.

Since The Full Monty (1997), male exposure in films has increased.  For example, Bordo found an advertisement for Gucci underwear in which a man, with his back to the viewer, completely naked, holding his boxer-briefs in his hand, looking down at them.  Bordo (1999) notes that male nudity is fairly new in the industry and that “women aren’t used to seeing naked men portrayed as “objects” of a sexual gaze.”   Today, the norm of hegemonic masculinity is seen in muscular, semi-nude, male bodies on billboards, magazines, and in films.  

Men have traditionally been constructed as the sexual initiator, the pursuer, and the one expected to perform sexually.  Bordo argues that even though behaviors such as inviting, receiving, and responding are exciting, it is a “macho” bias to view the only “real” activity, involving invading and aggressing.  Bordo argues that in sex scenes in movies today, women are still the ones shown moaning and climaxing.  

Hollywood – still an overwhelming straight-male-dominated industry – is clearly not yet ready to show us a man “passively” giving himself over to another, at least not when the actors in question are our cultural icons.  Too feminine.  Too suggestive, metaphorically speaking, of penetration by another (Bordon 1999:191).  

The purpose of my senior comprehensive paper, in relation to Bordo’s theory of masculinity as a social construction, is to analyze how extra-marital affairs, specifically the male “midlife” crisis, have been constructed in Hollywood films from the 1950s to 2005.  I will be examining gender roles in the relationship, specifically at what seemed to be “typical” for that time period.  I will also analyze how the man acts, from his degree of “manhood,” including his behaviors and treatment toward his wife and his sexual desires, to his feelings of shame when he is caught.

METHOD

This study uses a content analysis of American films to assess how movies construct a married man having an affair.  The sample of films used was released between the 1950s and 2005.  

The sample population was obtained from a list of movies found on the Internet Movie Database, amazon.com, and msn.com.  The keywords utilized in each website search were “mid-life crisis”, “infidelity and betrayal”, and “extramarital affairs.”  After the sample population was compiled, only the movies about a man engaging in extramarital affairs were included in the population.  The final population size was 34 films: two films from the 50s, four films from the 60s, two films from the 70s, ten films from the 80s, ten films from the 90s, and six films from the 2000s.  A stratified, random selection of films was then made for a total final sample of twelve films.  The films included are The Seven Year Itch (1955), The Apartment (1960), Same Time Next Year (1978), Manhattan (1979), Urban Cowboy (1980), Terms of Endearment (1983), Secrets of a Married Man (1984), Fatal Attraction (1987), Goodfellas (1990), The Ice Storm (1997), Derailed (2005), and Matchpoint (2005).

Once the films were selected, the characteristics of the men who had extramarital affairs were coded for the reason/motive for the affair, the consequence of being caught (e.g. divorce), the man’s age, race, social class, sexual orientation, and occupation; time spent with his family and wife compared to his lover, the length of the affair shown in the film, where the affair took place, how the man met his lover, the form of communication between the man and his lover, the time period in which the film was made, the wife’s reaction (if the affair was revealed), the wife’s role, the amount of shame shown by the man, the lover’s marital status, and finally the amount of nudity exposed on film by both the man and woman.   

FINDINGS

The demographic background of adulterous men in twelve randomly selected Hollywood films showed clear patterns.  The adulterous husbands were always white (100%) and heterosexual (100%).   The majority (58%) of men were in their 40s, (25%) were in their 20s, and (17%) were in their 30s.  When coding for socio-economic status, half of the men were categorized as upper/upper middle class (50%), middle class (33%), and lower middle/working class (17%). 


  More than half of the disloyal husbands had children (67%); three husbands had no children (25%) and two films were unable to be coded (17%).  Table 2 shows the occupation of the adulterous husbands.  The most common occupation was businessman (58%) including accountants, bankers, and attorneys.  Two men were in education (17%), one was a construction worker (8%), and one was a mobster (8%). 

	TABLE 1: Adulterous Husband’s Occupation

Films by Decades

	1950s
	1960s
	1970s
	1980s
	1990s
	2000s

	Business 1/1 (100%)
	Business 1/1 (100%)
	Business 1/2 (50%)

Education 1/2 (50%)
	Business 2/4 (50%)

Education 1/4 (25%)

Construction 1/4 (25%)
	Mobster 1/2 (50%)

N/A 1/2 (50%)
	Business 2/2 (100%)


Table 2 shows the lover’s marital status by decade.  The lovers were predominately single (75%), two were married (17%), and one was divorced (8%).  This finding supports the data by Richardson where between 18% and 32% of single women become involved with married men, thus causing a “power-imbalanced” relationship and the married man having complete control over the extramarital relationship.    

	TABLE 2: Lover’s Marital Status

	
	1950s
	1960s
	1970s
	1980s
	1990s
	2000s
	Total

	Single
	1/1 (100%)
	1/1 (100%)
	0/2 (0%)
	4/4 (100%)
	1/2 (50%)


	2/2 (100%)
	9/12 (75%)

	Married
	0/1 (0%)
	0/1 (100%)
	1/2 (50%)
	0/4 (0%)
	1/2 (50%)
	0/2 (0%)
	2/12 (17%)

	Divorced
	0/1 (0%)
	0/1 (0%)
	1/2 (50%)
	0/1 (0%)
	0/1 (0%)
	0/1 (0%)
	1/12 (8%)


Table 3 summarizes the excuses or events that created time for the affair.  Most of the films included the husband lying to his wife (67%).  Half of the movies (50%) showed the husband having to work late numerous times.  In five of the films analyzed (42%), the man would see his lover during his work day and (42%) at nightclubs/bars.  In four films (33%), the man cheated while he was away on business and while his wife was away (17%).  

	TABLE 3: Event’s Leading to Time for Affair

	Lied to Wife
	8/12 (67%)

	Works Late
	6/12 (50%)

	Sees Lover During the Day
	5/12 (42%)

	Took Lover to Nightclub/Bars
	5/12 (42%)

	Cheated While Away on Business
	4/12 (33%)

	Cheated while Wife was Away
	2/12 (17%)


Table 4 indicates where the actual affair took place.  For the majority, the affairs took place at the lover’s apartment (50%).  This is followed by affairs occurring in hotels (33%), and at the husband’s apartment/home (17%).  As far as communicating with his lover, the lover usually was scene calling the man at his home, his cell phone, and at his work (58%).  But for the most part, the man kept a low profile and arranged special meeting places with his lover (67%).  There were three films (25%) that showed the man and lover using both the telephone and meeting places to communicate with one another.

The husband’s relationship to his lover was then coded.  The two most common ways the husband met his lover was at nightclubs/bars (33%) and through work (25%).  Other ways of meeting their extramarital partners were away on business (17%), neighbors (17%), through family (8%), and calling for hookers (8%).  

	TABLE 4: HUSBAND/LOVER RELATIONSHIP

	
	1950s & 1960s
	1970s
	1980s
	1990s
	2000s
	Total

	WHERE THE AFFAIR TOOK PLACE
	Husband’s Apt.2/2 (100%)
	Lover’s Apt.1/2 (50%)

Hotel 1/2 (50%)
	Lover’s Apt.2/4 (50%)

Hotel 2/4 (50%)


	Lover’s Apt.2/2 (100%)
	Lover’s Apt.1/2 (50%)

Hotel 1/2 (50%)
	Lover’s Apt.6/12 (50%)

Hotel 4/12 (33%)

Husband’s Apt.2/12 (17%) 

	FORM OF COMMUNICATION BTW. HUSBAND AND LOVER
	Meeting Places 2/2 (100%)
	Both 1/2 (50%)

Telephone 1/2 (50%)
	Telephone 3/4 (75%)

Meeting Places 1/4 (25%)
	Both 1/2 (50%)

Meeting Places 1/2 (50%)
	Both 2/2 (100%)


	Both 4/12 (33%)

Meeting Places 4/12 (33%)

Telephone 4/12 (33%)

	HOW HUSBAND MET HIS LOVER
	Neighbors 2/2 (100%)
	Nightclub/Bar 1/2 (50%)

Away on Business 1/2 (50%)
	Work 2/4 (50%)

Nightclub 1/4 (25%)

Away on Business 1/2 (25%)

Called for Hooker 1/4 (25%)
	Nightclub/Bar 1/2 (50%)

Neighbors 1/2 (50%)
	Work 1/2 (50%)

Family 1/2 (50%)
	Nightclub/Bar 4/12 (33%)

Work 3/12 (25%)

Away on Business 2/12 (17%)

Neighbors 2/12 (17%)

Family 1/12 (8%)  

Called for Hooker 1/12 (8%)


Table 5 shows how the films constructed the motives for having extramarital affairs and the consequences of being caught. There were six noticeable motives for engaging in an affair.  The most common motive in film for having an affair was initial attraction to the lover (92%).  The second most common motive was marital deprivation (50%), indicating a discontentment or boredom in the marital/sexual relationship.  (42%) of the films illustrated pressure by the extramarital partner, (25%) displayed a need for sexual variety, and (8%) for revenge and sexual circumstances that simply went that far.  These statistics compare quite closely to a study conducted in 1984 which included interviews with actual men who have cheated on their wives.  

Buunk (1984) found that (93%) mention attraction to lover, (43%) for marital deprivation, (63%) mentioned pressure from lover, (70%) a need for sexual variety, and (8%) for revenge.  These statistics are fairly close to the data found in Hollywood films portraying extramarital affairs. 

The consequences of being caught displayed in the films were based on seven categories.  In half of the films (50%), there were no consequences shown.  In two of the films (17%), husbands were threatened by their lover to tell his wife about the affair and were bribed (17%) into paying the lover money in order to keep their secret.  In the film Matchpoint (2005) his lover became psychotic and threatened to tell his wife so he killed his lover to keep her from destroying his marriage.  Also, (17%) of their wives decided to take revenge and have affairs with other men after discovering their husband’s infidelity, and (17%) of the lovers tried to kill the husbands after ignoring them after an affair.  In Fatal Attraction (1987), his lover attacked his wife, and ended up getting killed (8%).  In only one film (8%), the wife decided to stay with their husband after learning of his affair. 

	TABLE 5: MOTIVE AND CONSEQUENCE OF AFFAIR

	
	1950s & 1960s
	1970s
	1980s
	1990s
	2000s
	Total

	MOTIVE
	Attraction 2/2 (100%)
	Attraction 2/2 (100%)


	Attraction 3/4 (75%)

Marital Deprivation 4/4 (100%)

Pressure 2/4 (50%)

Sexual Circumstances 1/4 (25%)

Sexual Variety 1/4 (25%)

Revenge 1/4 (25%)
	Attraction 2/2 (100%)

Marital Deprivation 1/2 (50%)

Sexual Variety 1/2 (50%)

Pressure 2/2 (100%)
	Attraction 2/2 (100%)

Marital Deprivation 1/2 (50%)

Sexual Variety 1/2 (50%)

Pressure 1/2 (50%)
	Attraction 11/12 (92%)

Marital Deprivation 6/12 (50%)

Pressure 5/12 (42%)

Sexual Variety 3/12 (25%)

Sexual Circumstances 1/12 (8%)

Revenge (8%)

	CONSEQUENCE
	Nothing 2/2 (100%)
	Nothing 2/2 (100%)
	Nothing 2/4 (50%)

Death of Lover 1/4 (25%)

Lover Attempts to Kill Husband 1/4 (25%)

Revenge 1/4 (25%)

Bribery 1/4 (25%)
	Wife Stays 1/2 (50%)

Revenge 1/2 (50%)

Lover Attempts to Kill Husband 1/2 (50%)
	Death of Lover 1/2 (50%)

Threatened to Tell Wife 1/2 (50%)

Bribery 1/2 (50%)
	Nothing 6/12 (50%)

Revenge 2/12 (17%)

Threatened to Tell Wife 2/12 (17%)

Bribery 2/12 (17%)

Death of Lover 2/12 (17%)

Lover Attempts to Kill Husband 2/12 (17%)

Wife Stays 1/12 (8%) 



Table 6 illustrates the wives reaction and role in their husbands’ affairs.  Five (42%) of the wives in the films found out about their husbands affair, (25%) of the men admitted to their infidelity, and only two (17%) of the wives never did find out about the affair.  Two films (17%) were not applicable for this category.  

	TABLE 6

	WIFE’S REACTION
	WIFE’S ROLE

	Wife Found Out 5/12 (42%)

Husband Admitted 3/12 (25%)

Wife Never Found Out 2/12 (17%)

N/A 2/12 (17%)
	Wife Stayed in the End 8/12 (67%)

Questioned Husband 6/12 (50%)

Wife Outraged and Left 3/12 (25%)

Wife Took Revenge 2/12 (17%)

Wife Had No Knowledge 2/12 (17%)


The most intriguing finding was that (67%) of the women ended up staying with their husbands in the end.  In the film, Goodfellas (1990), the wife stated that she could never leave him because she was so attracted to him.  He would also spoil her with gifts, diamonds, and money to keep her around.  In Terms of Endearment (1983) his wife was angry, but stayed with him because she was diagnosed with cancer and needed him to be there for her.  Half (50%) of the women were suspicious and questioned their husbands if they were having an affair.  In three of the films (25%), the wives were outraged, left their husbands, and took the children in some cases.  After the wife learned of her husband’s affair, there were two films (17%) that showed the wife taking revenge and having an affair with another man.  In The Ice Storm (1997) the married couple participated in a key party where the husband ended up getting too drunk and passing out.  During this time, his wife left with another man and had an affair.  In Urban Cowboy (1980) the motive for having an affair was jealousy and to make his wife angry.  His wife began sleeping with another man after seeing her husband out with his lover.  


There were two films analyzed (17%) where the wife had no knowledge about their husband’s affairs.  In Matchpoint (2005) his wife was very naïve and oblivious to all the signs of her unfaithful husband.  In The Seven Year Itch (1955), the wife was not scene in the film at all, but was talked about much.  The husband was very paranoid and nervous that if his wife found out, she would divorce him.  It was never mentioned in the film whether or not she actually did find out.

As far as the amount of shame shown by the man after an affair, the films were evenly split.  Half of the movies (50%) showed men having no shame or regrets whatsoever, while (50%) showed the men being depressed, upset, stressed, nervous, and having panic attacks.     


One noticeable difference over the decades was the amount of nudity exposed in films.  In the 1950s, 60s, and 70s, there was no nudity shown.  However, throughout the 80s and until 2005, there was a moderate to an extreme amount of nudity and sexuality shown.  If the film did not explicitly show the man and his lover having sexual intercourse in bed, then it was implied by showing the woman in her undergarments and the man with no shirt on.  Data here shows that sexuality in Hollywood films has been more open and socially acceptable on the screen since the 80s.    

DISCUSSION

As the findings indicate, the typical adulterous male in a Hollywood film is a white, 37 year old heterosexual business man, married with children.  The average age of a husband engaging in an affair in each decade has gotten younger over the decades.  Thus, the phrase “midlife” crisis is no longer pertinent to adulterous men in movies.  Today’s films indicate that it is socially acceptable for men to cheat on their wives sooner after they get married than in films of the past.  

Having children with your marital partner does not necessarily mean your marriage is more stable.  Perhaps having children, taking away a man’s youth and excitement in life, is what drives a man for a need for variety in life, which leads to engaging in extramarital affairs in Hollywood films.  

The majority of men who commit adultery in Hollywood films are having affairs with women who are single.  According to Richardson (1988), these relationships are considered to be “power-imbalanced.”  This was evident in the films analyzed.  Men succumb to single women much quicker because they love the thought of having complete control, where as not having that same “privilege” with their wives.  

Businessmen are more likely to cheat on their wives than men in other occupations.  This could be due to the high-demanding, long hours, and associated stress of their careers.  The constant strain and working late every night could be the grounds to beginning thoughts of a need for variety in a man’s life, which leads to lying, going out for drinks, and meeting potential lovers.  

Today we have more easily accessible and available forms of communicating with one another.  The technological explosion of cell phones and the internet, including online dating is a pivotal factor in the simple, yet confidential ways of contacting people.  This could be a factor for the future of fidelity in the institution of marriage.  The advancement of technology creates exposure and easy access for men to succumb to the temptation of cheating.  

Between the 1970s and 1980s, a dramatical change occurred in the data.  Before the 80s, women either had no knowledge about their husbands’ affairs or they knew about it but did nothing about it to defend the marriage.  Today, women react in a much different manner.  Some women in the films went to the extent of taking revenge, going psychotic, leaving their husbands, and expressing a great deal of anger.  It wasn’t “lady-like” to act like that in the 1950s and 1960s.  The difference may be due to the impact of the feminist movement, which had an enormous impact on women’s viewpoints, including more employment opportunities for women at more reasonable wages, the right to initiate divorce proceedings, and the new policy of “no fault” divorce.  Women also gained the right to obtain contraception and safe abortions.

However, these films indicate that even though women have more power and opportunities today, this does not stop husbands from having affairs.  Over half of the women analyzed in the films ended up staying with their adulterous husbands.  According to the results of this study, masculinity is being constructed in particular ways that normalize extramarital affairs, and therefore, continue to reinforce the traditional hegemonic form of masculinity.
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