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Abstract

Academic research and popular perception suggest that France and the United States

represent opposite approaches to sexual attitudes and gender relationships, in which the

“Puritan” United States is contrasted with the “Gallic” or promiscuous French.  This

contrast is often used to “explain” variations in “markers of gender” like sexual

harassment legislation, rules governing sexual conduct in the army, or feminist politics,

as products of national character.  Do views about sexuality conform to these models of

national character, in France and the United States, or can attitudinal differences be

traced to differences in other cultural or social structural mechanisms?  Five attitudinal

questions from the 1981 and 1990 World Values Survey are examined: tolerance of 1)

marital infidelity, 2) sex under the legal age of consent, 3) homosexuality,  4)

prostitution, and 5) “complete sexual freedom.”  The results suggest that the French are

significantly more tolerant on each attitude variable than the Americans.1  However,

average scores for both countries indicate widespread intolerance.  Moreover, controlling

for class and religiosity significantly reduces country differences for all sexual attitudes.

Country-specific regression results suggest that religion, class, sex, and age effect sexual

tolerance in similar ways in the two countries.  Only the positive effect of age is

significantly larger in France.  Reasons for this unexpected finding are explored.
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INTRODUCTION

If presidents stand as symbols of their nations, it is useful to contrast the portrait

of former French President François Mitterand’s family life with that of United States

President Bill Clinton.  Before Mitterand died in January 1996, he made meticulous plans

for his death and funeral.  Upon his wishes, his “two families” were present: his legal

wife Danielle Mitterand with their two sons, and his mistress Anne Pingeot with their

twenty-one year-old daughter.  While some may have disapproved of the gesture, the

French press reported the event either neutrally or approvingly.  Danielle Mitterand

defended her husband’s liaison.  In an interview with L'Express magazine (quoted in The

Fresno Bee, March 1), she said simply: “So yes, I was married to a seducer.  I had to

make do.  That's part of life. What woman can say, ‘I’ve never been cheated on,’ or that

she never cheated in her own love life?” In contrast, when American President Bill

Clinton was accused of having a  mistress – Gennifer Flowers, Bill and Hillary Clinton

tried to pre-empt campaign controversy in a television interview where they presented

themselves as an empathetic couple working together on their problems.  This strategy

consisted of seeking pardon and forgiveness for behavior that is widely condemned.

American columnists commented on the Mitterand funeral as emblematic of the

fact that “France has never considered violation of the Seventh Commandment (‘Thou

shalt not commit adultery’) very serious for its leading statesmen” (Washington Times,

March 5, 1996).  The French press, on the other hand, has frequently mocked American

“Puritanism” that renders Clinton’s escapades so taboo (e.g. Le Monde 25 December

1993), makes sexual harassment such an important issue (e.g. Evenement de Jeudi 30
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April- 6 May 1992), or more generally fosters “sexual correctness” (e.g. Globe Hebdo 17-

23 November 1993).

 “National character” explanations (e.g. Inkeles 1979; Lipset 1963) are frequently

employed by both the media and academic work to account for France/U.S. contrast in

social phenomena such as strength of women’s movements, the use of the concept

“gender,” sexual harassment law, or rules of conduct regarding sexuality in the military.

Strict U.S. regulation and public awareness regarding issues of feminism, gender

discrimination and sexual violence are typically dismissed by French critics as products

of “American Puritanism” (Badinter 1991; Julliard 1997; Ozouf 1993).  On the other

hand, American observers attribute France’s apparent insensitivity to these issues; as

reflected by a weak women’s movement, academics’ reluctance to use the concept

“gender,” and a comparatively narrow sexual harassment law; to the Gallic nature of the

French (DeJean 1993).  However, such explanations are insufficient for several reasons.

For one, reasoning is often circular.  French “Gallic” nature or American “Puritanism” is

simultaneously demonstrated by reference to, say, extensive U.S. and restrictive French

sexual harassment law and is used to explain the disparity of these same national legal

definitions (Badinter 1991; DeJean 1993).  These arguments thereby reinforce

perceptions of cultural difference rather than document or explain them.  This paper aims

to rectify this problem by assessing: 1) the extent to which the Puritan/Promiscuous

contrast is, in fact, reflected in a variety of French and American sexual attitudes, and 2)

whether or not such cultural disparities can be accounted for by differences in class and

religion.
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In order to avoid what Fassin (1997:3) calls a specular fallacy: or being “trapped

in a mirror game, when a discourse on Americanness is accounted for in terms of its

Frenchness,” I attempt to ground analysis of French and American sexual attitudes in a

more empirical base.  I evaluate whether one can, to paraphrase Przeworski and Teune

(1970), replace the names of France and the United States with the names of variables (in

this case, class and religion), in explanations about sexual morality.

Stated differently, are American and French journalists tapping a basic national

difference in attitudes towards marital infidelity that may be reflective of a general

pattern of more conservative attitudes about sexual freedom and sexual tolerance on the

part of Americans compared to the French?  Alternatively, if there are differences in

sexual attitudes, they may be attributable to more general social structural and cultural

mechanisms.  Using data from the 1981 and 1990 World Value Survey, this paper

examines this question by comparing French and American attitudes towards marital

infidelity, sex under the legal age of consent, homosexuality, prostitution, and “complete

sexual freedom,” controlling for the effects of class, religion, and demographic

characteristics.

In what follows, I review the theoretical framework, provide some background

information, describe the data, explain the analysis techniques, and present some results.

SEXUAL ATTITUDES IN FRANCE AND THE UNITED STATES

The sexual tolerance of the French compared to Americans is widely supported by

public opinion research.  Survey research finds sexual attitudes most permissive in

France and most conservative in the United States, among Western democratic nations

(Dalton 1988), and finds France to be the most “morally permissive” country among nine
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European nations surveyed2 (Stoetzel 1983).  Historical and qualitative work has also

documented the high value the French have accorded to the expression of sexuality and

seduction in social life (Ozouf 1995; Picq 1993; Smith [Saguy] 1992).  In the following

excerpts from interviews (quoted in Smith [Saguy] 1992), French women, active in the

women’s movement of the 1970’s describe how they value public expression of sexuality

as pleasurable and as typically “French”:

It’s very Latin.  I think its very French, that when you go out into the street there’s
the gaze of the Other, and somehow that’s very reassuring.  It’s something very
important and I’d like it to stay that way.  What I don’t want is that in the name of
sexual equality we become nothing, [neither man nor woman].

In France, the image we have of liberated women is that of very fashionable and
sexy women.  They work out...  When they don't put on a bra, they make sure to
have a very pretty transparent blouse, so that we can see well!  ...There’s a sexual
tone but it doesn’t have to lead to anything sexual.  Its just a way of presenting
oneself, a form of communication.

One would expect that this greater emphasis on public displays of sexuality and seduction

would make the French more tolerant than Americans of sexuality outside of the private

confines of marriage 3  The French might also be more sexually tolerant than Americans

because they are less judgmental of other people’s sexual preferences, or less likely to

refer to sexual behavior as a standard for assessing morality (Lamont 1992: 27).  Much of

the work that documents these national differences, however, assume intrinsic national

differences that are not attributable to other causes.

Instead of relying on national character explanations, this paper seeks to locate the

social structural mechanisms driving different sexual attitudes.  Class and religiosity are

evaluated because both of these variables have been shown in previous work to have an

impact on sexual attitudes and there is evidence that the distribution of each variable is

different in each country.
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The effect of class on sexual attitudes has been shown to be inconsistent, varying

on the particular attitude variable studied (Klassen, Williams &Levitt 1989).  Tolerance

of homosexuality has proven especially influenced by the class position of the

respondent, with higher class being associated with greater tolerance (Laumann et al.

1994: 523).  This may be because intolerance of homosexuality is perceived as a form of

bigotry or discrimination and higher class has consistently been shown to be associated

with lower rates of racist sentiment.  Alternatively this may be tapping political

liberalism, which is also correlated with higher class (Almond & Verba 1963; Lipset

1981).  The World Value Survey data suggest that a greater proportion of the French than

Americans are represented in the middle and upper classes, while more Americans fall

under the category of manual labor.  Such country variation in class structure combined

with the possible correlation between class and some sexual attitudes could cause the

country gap on sexual tolerance to close once class in controlled for.

More than class, however, I expect religiosity to be driving the country difference,

for two reasons.  First, religiosity is more consistently negatively associated with sexual

tolerance (DeLamater & MacCorquodale 1979; Hendrick & Hendrick 1987; Hertel &

Hughes 1987; Laumann et al. 1994; McCabe & Collins 1983) and second, the French are

much less religious than Americans (Dalton 1988; Inglehart 1990; Lipset 1963:141;

Tocqueville 1969: 291; Weber 1958).

Since most religions teach heterosexual monogamy in the context of producing

children, it is not surprising that religious people would tend to be less tolerant of

extramarital and non-procreative sex.  This is expected to be true in both countries but to

have a greater effect in the United States, since it is one of the most religious countries in
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the Christian world (Lipset 1963:150), and the religious zeal of its citizens the object of

commentary for over a century (Tocqueville 1969: 291; Weber 1958).  In contrast, while

81% of the French consider themselves culturally Catholic, few of them attend church or

consider themselves religious (Michelat 1990).  According to Inglehart (1990:191), 53

percent of French call themselves religious, the lowest figure among all countries

surveyed after Japan, while 83 percent of Americans considered themselves religious, a

proportion that is only beaten by one percentage point by Italy.

This paper also explores how gender, age, class, and religiosity influence sexual

attitudes in the two countries.  These variables are expected to have similar effects in

each country. Women are expected to be less sexually tolerant than men, as has been

shown in previous studies (Carroll, Volk & Hyde1985; Hendrick et al. 1985; Hendrick &

Hendrick 1987; Klassen, Williams &Levitt 1989; Laumann et al. 1994; McCabe 1987;

Mercer & Kohn 1979; Roche 1986; Rubinson & de Rubertis 1991; Spira 1993).  Despite

strong evidence of gender difference in sexual attitudes, Lawson and Samson (1988)

argue that the gender gap in sexual attitudes may be narrowing so that the gender effects

may be smaller than in previous studies.

Younger cohorts are expected to be more tolerant than older ones in both

countries because of the trend towards more permissive sexual attitudes in both the

United States and Europe (Mossuz-Lavau 1991; Noelle-Neumann & Piel 1984, cited in

Inglehart 1990; NORC 1987, cited in Inglehart 1990; Laumann et al.: 522; Rubin 1976;

Rubin 1990) and because people tend to become less sexually tolerant as they grow older

(Inglehart 1990, Laumann et al. 1994:522).
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METHODOLOGY

This study uses data on France and the United States from the first and second

waves of the World Value Survey (Inglehart 1994), carried out in 1981 and 1990 under

the aegis of the European Values Systems Study Group, an independent foundation

established in 1977. In 1981, 1,200 French and 2325 Americans were asked questions

covering a wide range of personal and social concerns.   In 1990-1991, 1002 French and

1839 American respondents from the 1981 were asked the same questions.  The bulk of

the analysis draws on the 1990 data.  A sensitivity analysis was performed using the

earlier wave to test the robustness of the 1990 results.  This cross-validation yielded

essentially the same results in the two waves, confirming the reliability of the 1990

results.  Throughout the text, I focus on the 1990 results and refer intermittently to

similarities or differences with the 1981 replication to bring out substantive points.

Dependent Variables

The means of all the dependent variables used in the analyses are reported in

Table 1.  Five indicators of sexual tolerance or freedom were utilized.  These include four

questions about the extent to which the respondent condemns or defends specific sexual

behavior.  To measure attitudes, respondents were told: “Please tell me for each of the

following statements whether you think it can always be justified, never justified, or

something in between.”  The statements included: “Married Men/Women Having an

Affair,” “Sex Under the Legal Age of Consent,” “Homosexuality,” and “Prostitution.”

They were coded from 1 to 10, with 1 indicating “Never” and 10 indicating “Always.”

The fifth indicator consisted of a question that asked if the respondent agreed that people

should be allowed to enjoy “complete sexual freedom without being restricted.”  This
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variable was treated as continuous from 1 to 3, with 1 indicating “strongly disagree” and

3 indicating “strongly agree.”

Table 1 about here

Marital Infidelity. There are some weaknesses with this way of measuring

extramarital sexual permissiveness.  First, the question is gender-neutral, in that it does

not distinguish whether a husband or a wife is having an affair.  In a double standard

culture, such as that of contemporary United States and France, attitudes and behaviors

vary by gender (Glass & Wright 1977; Kinsey et al. 1953; Laumann et. al. 1994; Reiss

1967, 1988).  Kinsey and his collaborators (Kinsey et al. 1953:436) found that twice as

many husbands as wives felt their mate’s extramarital affairs were destructive to the

marriage.  Recent research continues to demonstrate that husbands are more likely to

engage in extramarital affairs and that wives are more likely than husbands to tolerate

their spouse’s infidelities (Blumstein & Schwartz 1984; Laumann et al. 1994).   Second,

previous research also indicates that people’s judgment of marital infidelity varies

according to the secrecy involved (Reiss & Lee 1988), so that a more nuanced battery of

questions on marital infidelity, specifying whether or not the extramarital liaison is

acceptable to both spouses, would have been desirable.  However, these reservations are

expected to apply equally to both France and the United States, so that they should not

systematically bias this crude measure of people’s judgment of marital infidelity.

The French and United States mean scores on tolerance of marital infidelity are

3.69 and 1.90, respectively.  This suggests that marital infidelity is condemned in both

countries but that the French are considerably more tolerant of this behavior; almost two

points on a 10-point scale separate the two nations.  Note also that Americans tolerate
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marital infidelity least of all other sexual behaviors, whereas the French are more tolerant

of marital infidelity than they are of prostitution.

Sex Under the Legal Age of Consent. As in the case of marital infidelity, this

question does not include several types of information that would be expected to

influence responses, such as: age of the youth, age of their partners, and the type of social

tie involved.  Most people would feel differently about sexual contact between, say, a

five-year-old boy and his 30 year-old uncle than they would about sexual relations

between a 17 year-old girl and her 20 year-old boyfriend.  However, while the question is

not as subtle as it could be, these failings do not constitute systematic bias, since they are

expected to apply equally to France and the United States.

A possible source of bias is national differences in the legal age of consent.  In

France, it is 15 years (Mossuz-Lavau 1991), whereas in many states of the United States

it is as high as 18 years (Rubin 1993:20).  This could create more disapproval of “sex

under the legal age of consent” in France, because there, this would mean sex for those

14 years or younger, whereas in the United States, “sex under the legal age of consent”

could refer to sexuality of a 17 year-old.  Alternatively, one could argue that the fact that

the legal age of consent is lower in France than in the United States reflects greater

societal tolerance of sexuality of youth in France.  This greater tolerance would, in turn,

be expected to be reflected in the survey data.

In fact, the French and Americans average 3.75 and 2.23, respectively, when

asked if sex under the legal age of consent ever justified.  Note that the French mean may

have been even higher if the legal age of consent was set at 18 years of age.  It seems



11

likely that the under age sex laws already take into account national differences in

attitudes about youth’s sexuality.

Homosexuality.  Unfortunately, this question does not distinguish between male

or female homosexuality.  It is likely that most respondents interpreted the question to

refer to male homosexuality because female sexuality has historically been more hidden

(Moeller 1994; Trumbach 1991).   Another drawback of this question is that it does not

specify the degree of love or exclusivity involved in the relationship, information which

colors people’s opinions of homosexual relations (Klassen 1989; Rubin 1993).  However,

these failings are not expected to lead to systematic bias, since they should effect the

French and American results in the same way and to the same extent.  The average

French and American responses on this attitude are 3.92 and 3.09, respectively.  Notice

that, on average, Americans are more tolerant of homosexuality than they are of  any of

the other specific sexual behavior but they remain less tolerant of homosexuality than are

the French.  Nonetheless, the country gap on this attitude is more narrow than that of the

previous two attitudes – less than one point on a ten-point scale.

Prostitution. On tolerance of prostitution, the French mean was 3.22 and the

United States mean was 2.42.  This country gap was also more narrow than that of

tolerance of marital infidelity or sex under the legal age of consent.  Four fifths of a point

separated the two means.  The French are less tolerant of prostitution than they are of

either marital infidelity, sex under the legal age of consent, or homosexuality4.   On the

other hand, Americans are more tolerant of prostitution than they are of either marital

infidelity or sex under the legal age of consent.
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“Complete Sexual Freedom.” In the question about overall sexual freedom,

respondents were asked: “If someone said that individuals should have the chance to

enjoy complete sexual freedom without being restricted, would you tend to agree or

disagree?  Respondents could reply “agree,” “disagree,”  “neither/it depends,” or “don’t

know.”  Agreement was scored as a 1, disagreement 3, and “it depends” 2.  The scale was

reversed in all analyses, so that greater tolerance was signified by a larger number,

consistent with the other variables.  In the regressions, this was treated as a continuous

variable from 1 to 3.  On this new scale, the French average was 1.90, or near the “it

depends” category whereas the United States average was a slightly lower 1.63, also

rounding up to “it depends.”   The distribution of this variable contrasts with that of the

other four.  For the others, opinion clustered at the low end of the spectrum and was then

relatively evenly distributed among the higher levels of approval.  In contrast, almost two

fifths of  the French disagreed that people should be allowed “complete sexual freedom,”

about one third agreed and one quarter were undecided. American opinion was more

clustered at the extremes: two thirds disagreed with the statement, one quarter agreed and

less than one tenth were undecided.  Seven percent of the French and three percent of

Americans said they did not know the answer to the question5.  In other words,

Americans were almost as likely as the French to approve of “complete sexual freedom”

but were about fifty percent more likely to disapprove of this behavior.

The question on sexual freedom is more ambiguous than the other four questions.

Depending on what the respondent means by “complete sexual freedom” she or he may

respond quite differently.   There is little reason to expect consistency among the

different interpretations of sexual freedom since the evidence indicates that many sexual
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attitudes fail to conform to a unidimensional model (Klassen, Williams & Levitt 1989;

Laumann et al. 1994).  Nevertheless, this question represents the best measure in the

survey of overall sexual permissiveness.

Independent Variables

The means or frequencies of all the independent variables used in the analyses are

reported in Table 2.

Religious Service Attendance.  In the survey, a question asks: “Apart from

weddings, funerals, and christenings, about how often do you attend religious services

these days?”  An eight point scale is provided, in which 1 signifies “more than once a

week,” 2 “once a week,” 3 “once a month,” 4 “Christmas/Easter,” 5 “on other specific

holidays,” 6 “once a year,” 7 “less often,” and 8 “never, practically never.”  In the

analyses, I combined the “Christmas/Easter” and “other specific holidays” categories to

create a continuous variable on a scale of 1 to 7.  I reversed the scale, so that greater

attendance was represented by a higher number.  On this new scale, French attendance

averaged 2.5 and the mean of United States attendance was 4.4.  Note that the median

attendance in the United States is monthly, whereas in France, over fifty percent of the

population never attend religious services.

Table 2 about here

Self-Defined Religiosity.   Respondents were asked: “Independently of whether

you go to church or not, would you say you are 1 “religious,” 2 “non-religious,” 3

“convinced atheist” or 9 “don’t know.” 6  In the OLS regressions, I used two dummy

variables, “non-religious” and “atheist,” where “religious” was the omitted category.   I

included those who responded “don’t know” with the “non-religious” groups, reasoning
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that being religious or atheist requires a certain conviction whereas the non-religious

group consists of those that do not fall into the other two groups. Those who are

undecided would logically fall into the non-religious category by default.  Slightly more

than half of the French consider themselves to be religious while over four fifths of

Americans proclaim themselves to be religious.  Almost two fifths of the French consider

themselves non-religious, compared to only less than one fifth of Americans.  Over one

tenth of the French call themselves “convinced atheists.”  The corresponding rate in the

United States is a mere one percent.  Finally, five and three percent of French and

Americans, respectively, report that they “don’t know” how to define their religiosity.

Class.  Class is measured categorically as either upper/upper-middle class, middle

class (non-manual workers), skilled manual workers, or unskilled manual workers.  This

was coded by the survey interviewer based on the response among thirteen possible

occupational categories of self and/or “chief wage earner.”  About one quarter of the

French and about one sixth of Americans fall in the upper/upper-middle class category.

Over half of  the French and one third of Americans are grouped as middle class.  Skilled

manual workers represent about one fifth of the French and over two thirds of the United

States population.  Unskilled manual workers were the most underrepresented group in

both countries, with rates less than one tenth, although this group was about three times

as numerous in the United States than in France.  Three class dummy variables were

constructed for use in the regression models, where upper/upper-middle class was the

omitted category.7

Country.  In the pooled OLS regression models, a dummy variable was

constructed for country, in which France was coded as 1 and the United States as 0.  If, as
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expected, the French are more tolerant of sexual “deviance,” the value of the coefficient

for this dummy will be positive.

Gender.  A dummy for gender was included in all analyses, in which female was

coded as 1 and male as 0.  Slightly over half of the French and a little under half of the

United States population were comprised of women.

Age.  Age is measured as a continuous variable from 18 years of age.  The mean

age was about 42 years of age in both France and the United States.

Missing Variables. The only missing data in the French sample was on the

religious service attendance variable, for which some respondents did not provide

answers.  In the United States sample, some respondents did answer questions about their

religious services attendance, gender, age, and class.  Missing data was recoded to the

mean on model category.

RESULTS

Separate regressions were estimated for each indicator of sexual attitudes.  The

first model estimates the difference between French and United States attitudes,

controlling for age and gender.  This tests the hypothesis that French respondents have

more tolerant attitudes than United States respondents.    The second model controls for

class.  This model tests the hypothesis that differences in sexual attitudes in France and

the United States are a product of differences in class structure.  If this hypothesis were

correct, one would expect the inclusion of class in the model to decrease the size of the

country coefficient.  Finally, the third model controls for religious service attendance and

self-defined religiosity.  This model tests the hypothesis that national differences in

sexual attitudes are mere reflections of different levels of religiosity in the two countries.
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If this hypothesis were correct, adding the religious variables to the model would reduce

the coefficient of the country variable.

The drop in size of the coefficient should be both statistically significant and

socially meaningful.  To test statistical significance between the coefficients of two

models, I used a statistical test developed by Clifford Clogg and his colleagues (Clogg,

Petkova & Haritou 1995).  There is no such mathematical test for social relevance, but

this criteria should also be born in mind.  If the country difference drops by only one

percent when class is controlled for, for example, one can say that the country effect

remains essentially unchanged, even if the one percent difference is statistically

significant.  The coefficients from the pooled sample are reported in Tables 3-7.

A final OLS regression model was estimated for each country separately to

determine if the effects of gender, age, class, religious service attendance and self-defined

religiosity on sexual tolerance are different across countries.  The coefficients from this

model are displayed in Table 8.

Marital Infidelity

According to Model 1, the French are more tolerant than Americans of marital

infidelity by almost two points on a ten-point scale.  This is a considerable gap but not

one so large as to place France and the United States at two polar extremes.  Age is

negatively related to tolerance of marital infidelity.

Table 3 about here

As expected, women are less tolerant than men of marital infidelity, by almost

one third of a point on a ten-point scale. The greater sexual tolerance of men may be a

product of the double standard, in which women are taught that to be respected as “good
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girls,” they should repress their sexuality more than men (Rubin 1976).  The double

standard has become less salient than it was in the past but is still a reality for even the

youngest generations.  For example, as Rubin (1990) demonstrates with in-depth

interview data, premarital sexuality has become acceptable for women and teenage girls

but females are still more strongly condemned than their male counterparts for having

multiple partners concurrently or engaging in sex without love.

There are other more structural reasons why women would be more likely to

oppose marital infidelity.  Being traditionally more economically dependent on marriage,

women have more to lose by behavior that would threaten their family status and power.

Furthermore, if a man falls in love with his mistress, he might shower her with lavish

gifts or even divorce his wife and remarry his mistress, leaving his ex-wife and children

in poverty (see Garfinkle & McLanahan 1986, for a discussion of how divorce leads to

the feminization of poverty).  In other words, women may be more jealous of their

spouses because they are usually more dependent upon them (Blumstein & Schwartz

1983).

Model 2 was constructed to test if differences in class structure can account for

some of  the difference in tolerance of marital infidelity in France and the United States.

This hypothesis receives no support.  Controlling for class does statistically significantly

reduce the size of the France coefficient, but by less than one twentieth of a point on a ten

point scale – a substantively meaningless amount.  This suggests that class differences do

not account for cross-national differences in attitudes about marital infidelity.  It appears

that controlling for class does not substantially diminish the country difference because

class has an inconsistent effect on tolerance of marital infidelity.  Only skilled manual
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workers have statistically significantly different views about marital infidelity than the

upper/upper-middle class.

Model 3 was designed to test the hypothesis that part of the reason why the

French are more tolerant of marital infidelity is that they are less religious than

Americans, a hypothesis which receives some support.  Adding religious service

attendance and self-defined religiosity to the equation reduces the France coefficient by

almost one third, a difference which is statistically significant.  Still, the French are more

tolerant than Americans of marital infidelity by over one full point on a ten point scale,

even after controlling for religiosity. Controlling for religion reduces the country

difference because religious people are less tolerant of marital infidelity and more

Americans than French are religious. The coefficient in Model 3 tells us that a person

who goes to church on Christmas and Easter will be one half point less tolerant on a ten-

point scale than someone who never goes to church but over one half point more tolerant

than someone who goes to church more than once a week.  These coefficients measure

the effect of religious practice net of religious identity, which produces very conservative

estimates of the total effect of church affiliation.  Religious identity has a large and

significant effect on tolerance of marital infidelity.  Those who consider themselves non-

religious score over one third point higher while convinced atheists are over one and one

third point more tolerant of marital infidelity than the religious people.

Model 3 suggests that some of the female effect is due to religion.  Controlling for

religious observance and identity reduces the female coefficient from one third to only

one fifth of a point, because women tend to be more religious (Laumann et al. 1994:519;

see Vaus & McAllister 1987 for a statistical analysis why women are more religious) and
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religiosity is associated with conservative sexual attitudes (Lamont et al. 1996; Laumann

et al. 1994: 518-529).  The size of the age coefficient also declines in Model 3 because

older people are more religious than the young.

Sex Under the Legal Age of Consent

Model 1 tests the hypothesis that the French are more tolerant than Americans of

sex under the legal age of consent. The French are almost one and a half point on a ten-

point scale more tolerant of sex under the legal age of consent than Americans. The

negative age coefficient is statistically significant, suggesting that older people are less

tolerant that the young.  Concretely,  a thirty year-old will score one and one fifth point

higher on the ten-point scale than a sixty year old, other things being equal.  Considering

how common teenage and even pre-teenage sexuality has become (Rubin 1990), it is not

surprising that the younger cohorts should be so much more tolerant than the older ones

of sex under the legal age of consent.  A generation effect could also be at work here, so

that younger people are more likely to approve of their own youthful sexuality than older

people are to support sexual activity of their children or grandchildren.  The negative

female coefficient is statistically significant, supporting the hypothesis that women are

less tolerant than men of sex under the legal age of consent.

Table 4 about here

In Model 2, the country coefficient decreases by less than one tenth of a point.

Although the difference between coefficients is statistically significant, it is socially

irrelevant, which suggests that differences in class structure do not account for divergent

attitudes towards sex under the legal age of consent in France and the United States.

Once again, this seems to be because the effect of class on attitudes towards sex under the
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legal age of consent is inconsistent.  Skilled manual workers are most intolerant of sex

under the legal age of consent, followed by the middle class.

In contrast, Model 3 lends support to the hypothesis that a great deal of the

country effect is due to the greater religiosity of Americans.  Adding religious service

attendance and identity to the model causes a statistically significant drop in the country

effect by almost one third.  This is because Church attendance and religious identity are

associated with lower tolerance of sex under the legal age of consent and Americans both

attend religious services more often and are more likely to consider themselves religious.

In Model 3, the person who attends services on Christmas and Easter is over one third

point less tolerant than someone who never goes to church but almost one third more

tolerant than someone who goes to church more than once a week.  The non-religious are

over one third point and atheists are almost one and a half point more tolerant than those

who consider themselves to be religious.

Homosexuality

Model 1 tests the France effect on attitudes towards homosexuality.  While

Americans are more tolerant of homosexuality than they are of any other sexual behavior,

they are still less tolerant than the French, by about three quarters of a point on a ten-

point scale.  Younger generations are more tolerant of homosexuality than older ones; a

thirty year-old will score one and one fifth points higher than a sixty year-old, all other

things being equal.

Table 5 about here

Women are significantly more tolerant of homosexuality by about one half a

point, a gender effect that is larger than that of any of the other sexual attitudes and
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contradicts the hypothesis that women are less sexually tolerant than men.   Why is

homosexuality such an exception?  This effect could be attributed to one or a

combination of three possible dynamics: 1) men are less tolerant of male homosexuality

than women of male homosexuality, 2) women accept female homosexuality more

readily than men accept male homosexuality, 3) women are more tolerant of female

homosexuality than men of female homosexuality, or 4) women accept male

homosexuality more easily than men accept female homosexuality.

It is likely that the phrasing of the question, which does not specify male or

female homosexuality, would be interpreted by most respondents to refer to male

homosexuality, because female homosexuality has historically been more hidden

(Moeller 1994; Trumbach 1991).  Given this interpretation, the positive female effect

could reflect less tolerance of male homosexuality by men than by women.  Previous

work on sexuality suggests that many men do indeed have a great aversion to male

homosexuality, which stems partially from the fear that carnal love between other men

somehow undermines their own “masculinity” or “virility” (Jeffrey-Poulter 1991; see

Trumbach 1991 for a discussion of the development of male fear of homosexuality in the

late 1700s; see Connell 1992 for a discussion of how gay men negotiate their

masculinity).  Men are socialized at an early age to deny their feminine side in order to

gain power and prestige (Chodorow 1978) and have a stake in defending binary and

hierarchical distinctions between men and women.  Heterosexual symbolism plays an

important role in this process, defining men as predominantly dominant and aggressive

and women as submissive (MacKinnon 1982).  Many men may perceive male
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homosexuality as challenging conventional gender roles thereby undermining male

domination.  This could make men particularly intolerant of male homosexuality.

It is also plausible that respondents interpreted the question in reference to

themselves, so that women would have thought of female homosexuality while men

pondered male homosexuality.  In this case, women might still score higher on tolerance

of homosexuality.  Unlike boys, girls learn at a young age that they can have a great deal

of intimacy and indulge in physical displays of affection with other women (Chodorow

1978; Smith-Rosenburg 1985).  It is likely that this safer atmosphere does not foster the

same type of fear of female homosexuality that is felt by men in regards to male

homosexuality.

Another reason why men might score less tolerant of homosexuality than women

is that, unlike marital infidelity, sex under the legal age of consent, or prostitution, which

usually works in favor of men and to the detriment of women in both countries,8 (male or

female) homosexuality does not offer men social leverage over women.  Male

homosexuality does not provide heterosexual men with surplus partners or power over

women, while female homosexuality may be perceived as depriving them of both.9

Women’s higher score on tolerance of homosexuality may reflect the awareness of

heterosexual women that neither male nor female homosexuality undermines their social-

sexual leverage over men.

However, these are only possible explanations of a phenomenon that remains

unclear.  Previous studies have arrived at conflicting conclusions about gender

differences in attitudes towards homosexuality.  For instance, Bouton et al. (1987) found

men to be more homophobic than women, whereas Klassen and colleagues (Klassen,



23

Williams & Levitt 1989) discovered the opposite trend.  When these models were

replicated on the 1981 wave of the WVS, the positive effect of being female on tolerance

of homosexuality was only significant once class and religion were controlled for.  Even

then, the female coefficient was one third of the size of the same coefficient in the 1990s

data.  This should be interpreted within the context that mean tolerance of homosexuality

was over one half point on a ten-point scale lower in 1981 in both countries.  This

suggests that, while tolerance of homosexuality increased during this decade, it increased

more rapidly among women.  Future work is needed in this area.

The class hypothesis receives support from Model 2; controlling for class

significantly reduces the effect of country by almost one third.   This is because the

higher classes are more tolerant of homosexuality and a greater proportion of French than

Americans are represented in the two higher classes.  Compared to tolerance of other

forms of sexual behavior, the effects of class are greatest on tolerance of homosexuality,

with the higher classes being more tolerant than the lower.  The middle class is two fifth

point less tolerant, the skilled manual workers one full point less tolerant and the

unskilled manual workers almost one and one third point less tolerant of homosexuality

than the upper/upper-middle class.  This may be because respondents associate

intolerance of homosexuality with discrimination against gays and bigotry, so that, as

measured by surveys, higher classes are less anti-gay like they are less racist.

Alternatively, this may be tapping political liberalism.  This interpretation receives

support from the cross-validation on the 1981 data.  Compared ot 1990, in 1981, before

homosexual freedom was the heated issue among political liberals that it became in the
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1980s, the gap between tolerance of homosexuality among unskilled manual workers and

upper/upper-middle class was one half as large.

The hypothesis, tested in Model 3, that national differences in attitudes about

homosexuality can be accounted for by controlling for religious observance and identity,

receives strong support.  In Model 3, the effect of country reverses signs and is no longer

significant.  In other words, all other things being equal, French and Americans of the

same class, religious observance, and religious identity, condemn homosexuality to the

same extent.  The strong impact of controlling for religiosity can be attributed to the

combined facts that religious people are less tolerant of homosexuality and Americans are

more religious.  A person who attends church at Christmas and Easter is four fifths of a

point less tolerant than someone who never goes to church but four fifths of a point more

tolerant than someone who attends church more than once/week.  The non-religious are

one half point and the atheists are one and one fifth point less tolerant than the religious.

Controlling for religiosity decreases the negative age effect, because older people are

more religious.

Prostitution

The hypothesis that the French are more tolerant than Americans of prostitution,

tested in Model 1, is supported; the French are four fifths of a point more tolerant.

Younger cohorts are more tolerant of prostitution, so that, all other things being equal, a

thirty year-old would score nine tenths of a point more tolerant of prostitution, than a

sixty year-old.

Table 6 about here
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Women are one third of a point, on a ten-point scale, less tolerant of prostitution

than men. This seems to make intuitive sense.  Like marital infidelity, men’s use of

female prostitution (the bulk of prostitution) provide men sexual access to a woman other

than their wives.  In traditional marriages, economic and political power is usually

heavily skewed in favor of men; one of a wife’s few weapons is often her sexuality

(Blumstein & Schwartz 1983; Rubin 1976; Rubin 1990; Schwartz 1994).   Wives

sometimes withhold sexuality to punish their spouses and grant sexual favors to reward

them.  If their husbands can turn elsewhere for sex, this power is undermined, which may

partly explain women’s greater opposition towards prostitution.

Model 2 tests the hypothesis that differences in class structure in France and the

United States account for some of the cross-national divergence in attitudes about

prostitution.  This hypothesis receives some weak support. Controlling for reduces the

France coefficient by a statistically significant but substantially small amount – less than

one fifth of the coefficient or one tenth of a point on a ten point scale.  This is because the

effect of class on tolerance of prostitution is small.  There is no statistically significant

difference between the upper/upper-middle class and the middle class attitudes about

prostitution.  However, the skilled manual workers are two fifths of a point and the

unskilled manual workers are two thirds of a point less tolerant than the highest class.

One reason that might account for the class discrepancy is that the lower classes draw

more rigid boundaries against prostitution out of their greater apprehension that they,

their daughters, or their sisters will “fall into” prostitution, a fear that is engendered by

economic insecurity.   Related to this explanation is another: rejecting prostitution allows

“respectable poor” women to define their morality in contrast to prostitutes (Peiss 1983).



26

Model 3 lends support to the hypothesis that a great deal of the France effect is a

product of higher level religiosity on the part of Americans.  Controlling for religious

observance and identity results in a statistically significant drop in the size of the country

coefficient by over four fifths and renders the country effect statistically insignificant.

This is because Americans are more likely than the French to be religious and religiosity

is associated with lower tolerance of prostitution.  A person who goes to church on

Christmas and Easter is about three fifths of a point less tolerant than a person who never

goes to church and about three fifths of a point more tolerant than someone who attends

church more than once a week.  A non-religious person is about one half point and a

convinced atheist is about three quarters of a point more tolerant of prostitution than a

religious person.

“Complete Sexual Freedom”

Model 1 tested the hypothesis that the French are more likely to support

“complete sexual freedom” than Americans.  This is supported; when asked if they think

people should have the right to enjoy “complete sexual freedom,” French respondents are

one fifth of a point, on a 3-point scale, more tolerant than Americans. Consistent with

expectations, younger generations are more supportive of “complete sexual freedom”

than older ones.  A thirty year-old will score one third point higher than a sixty year-old,

other things being equal.  As expected, women are less likely to support “complete sexual

freedom.”

Table 7 about here

 Model 2 tests the hypothesis that the greater support in France of “complete

sexual freedom” is a product of differences in class structure.  This theory receives little
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support; controlling for class does not significantly reduce the France coefficient.  This

can be attributed to the fact that the effect of class on support of “complete sexual

freedom” is inconsistent.

The hypothesis that national differences in attitudes towards “complete sexual

freedom” are a product of the comparatively high degree of religiosity in the United

States is tested in Model 3.  This hypothesis is strongly supported; controlling for church

attendance and self-defined religiosity makes the country coefficient significantly drop

almost four fifths and become no longer statistically significant.  Respondents who attend

religious services more often are less likely to support the notion of “complete sexual

freedom.”  Concretely, the Christmas/Easter attendee is over almost one sixth or a point

less tolerant than the person who never sets foot in church but is almost one sixth of a

point, on a 3-point scale, more tolerant than the person who attends a  house of prayer

more than once a week.  The non-religious are over one tenth and the atheist are over one

half point more tolerant than the religious folk.

In sum, tables 3-7 suggest that the French are more tolerant than Americans of

marital infidelity, sex under the legal age of consent, homosexuality, prostitution, and

“complete sexual freedom,” but that this is a question of degree rather than a stark

contrast between two extremes.  In Model 1, the France coefficients ranged from four

fifths of a point to almost two points on the ten-point scale for the specific sexual

behaviors.   Controlling for class, in Model 2, reduced the France effect by a statistically

significant and meaningful amount only in the case of homosexuality.  Model 3 tested

whether the different attitudes about sexual tolerance in the two countries were a product

of the different degree of religiosity in the two countries.  This hypothesis received strong
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support.  Adding religious attendance and religious identity statistically significantly

reduced the country coefficient by about one third for marital infidelity and sex under the

legal age of consent and made the country coefficient of the other three attitudes

statistically insignificant.

Are Effects of Independent Variables Similar in Each Country?

The pooled sample assumes that factors like age, sex, class, and religion affect

sexual attitudes in the same way in France and the United States, but is this true?  To test

this, country-specific regression models were constructed, the coefficients of which are

reported in Table 8.  F-tests were used to detect whether the differences between the

coefficients for each country were statistically significant.  Those that were are indicated

with a # sign10.  In fact, most of the coefficients for a particular attitude are of the same

sign in France and in the United States, and few differences in magnitude proved

statistically significant.  This suggests that factors like gender, age, class, and religion,

influence sexual attitudes in similar ways in France and the United States.

Table 8 about here

The only persistent and statistically significant difference was the effect of age,

which proved greater in France for the four specific sexual attitude variables: marital

infidelity, sex under the age of consent, homosexuality, and prostitution. Graphs 1-411

illustrate the effect of age on these sexual tolerance variable, in each country separately,

after adjusting for differences in gender, class, and religiosity.  Notice that, even for the

attitudes where controlling for religiosity completely accounts for the country

differences, the slope of age is visibly steeper in the French model than in the U.S. one.

Graphs 1-4 about here
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This could be interpreted as a life-cycle effect, in which the French are more

likely to become increasingly intolerant as they age, a cohort effect, in which there is a

faster trend towards sexual tolerance in France than in the U.S., or a combination of the

two.  Since, it is impossible to distinguish between the two explanations with the data

used here, both should be considered.

How would American youth be more like their elders in a way that would

influence sexual attitudes?  The most obvious possibility is that American youth tend to

be as religious as their elders, while the French become progressively more religious as

they grow older.  The rates of religiosity are indeed higher for the old than the young and

this gap is greater in France than in the United States (Inglehart 1990).  However, this

trend could be explained by a faster trend towards secularization in France, rather than a

life cycle effect.  In fact, there is little evidence to suggest that the French youth of today

will become as religious as their elders in forty years, and much evidence to suggest that

they will not (Dalton 1988; Inglehart 1990).  Alternatively, there may be other aspects of

aging that vary in France and the United States, which are correlated with sexual

attitudes.

A competing explanation, which is lent support by work in social history

(Inglehart 1990; Mossuz-Lavau 1991; Noelle-Neumann & Piel 1984, cited in Inglehart

1990; NORC 1987, cited in Inglehart; Rubin 1976; Rubin 1990), is that the age effect

reflects a cohort effect.  According to this interpretation, the trend towards sexual

tolerance is faster in France than in the United States.  This could be, in part, a product of

a faster trend towards secularization in France than in the United States, since as we saw,

religiosity is negatively associated with sexual tolerance.  Note, however, that the age gap
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is large and statistically significant even after controlling for religiosity.  According to the

cohort-effect explanation, the large age effect in France would be interpreted as evidence

that sexual attitudes in France were not always as liberal as they are today.  In other

words, French “permissiveness” is not as timeless or essential as some imply.

I replicated all analyses using the early 1981 wave of the WVS in order to weigh

these two competing hypotheses against each other.  The results lent some tentative

support to the generation effect hypothesis.  Age effects were similar in the two waves,

both where mean tolerance has increased over time (i.e. homosexuality, prostitution) and

where it has decreased slightly (i.e. marital infidelity, sex under the legal age of consent).

However, one decade is too short of a time span to provide conclusive answers.  The

country differences in age effects, therefore, remain a puzzle that should be explored

further in future research.

CONCLUSION

This paper tested the following hypotheses: 1) the French are more tolerant than

Americans of four specific sexual behaviors: marital infidelity, sex under the legal age of

consent, homosexuality, prostitution; and that they support in greater proportion people’s

“right to complete sexual freedom;” 2) differences in class structure and religiosity can

account for some of the country differences; and 3) the effects of age, gender, class, and

religiosity on sexual tolerance are similar in the two countries.   The first hypothesis

received some support.  French respondents were more tolerant on each of the five

variables, but in both countries, people were more likely to express condemnation than

approval.  Moreover, controlling for class and religiosity reduced the size and statistical

significance of the country coefficient.  The effect of gender, class, and religiosity on
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sexual attitudes was similar in the two countries, but the age effect was significantly

larger in France than in the United States.

These findings suggest several conclusions.  First, they imply that the opposition

between “Puritan Americans” and “Promiscuous French” belies the fact that French/U.S.

discord is more a question of degree than a qualitative difference.  While French

respondents did score higher on tolerance of all of the five sexual attitudes surveyed, both

French and American leaned heavily towards intolerance.  In other words, French and

American respondents were more likely to condemn rather than approve of marital

infidelity, sex under the age of consent, homosexuality, prostitution, and “complete

sexual freedom.”  Moreover, the regression results from the country specific samples (see

Table 8) suggest that, for the most part, sexual attitudes in France and the United States

are affected similarly by social factors like gender, age, class and religion.  All of the

statistically significant coefficients were of the same sign in the two samples and few

differences in magnitude were statistically significant.  One exception was age, which

was significantly greater in France than in the U.S. for each of the four specific sexual

attitudes.  Two competing hypotheses of cohort and generation effect were considered

but this country effect remains a puzzle.

The analyses support the contention that “names of variables” rather than “names

of countries” can account for much observed national difference (Przenorski & Teune

1970).  Specifically, I have shown that a great deal of the national variation in sexual

tolerance is driven by class structure and patterns of religiosity.  This was especially true

for attitudes regarding homosexuality and prostitution.  Two thirds of the national

difference remained for marital infidelity and sex under the age of consent, even after
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controlling for class and religion.  Future research should explore reasons for this

persistent national difference on these two attitudes.

Among factors that could be driving the national gap on tolerance scores of

adultery and sexuality of minors are cultural myths or scripts.  In-depth interviews could

be used to explore whether French and Americans use different cultural references  in

discussing these issues.  Such qualitative investigation could explore the extent to which

the French invoke benign or indulgent accounts of marital infidelity or under-age sex

from literary or popular media sources, while Americans cite prohibitive versions of

these sexual practices.  Such a finding would suggest that distinct cultural scripts feed

different national attitudes about morality (cf. Bellah et al. 1985; Swidler 1986; Wuthnow

1996).  Different “world-views” regarding sexuality may be fostered through distinct

religious denominations and individual involvement in denominational networks, which

vary cross-nationally.  Studies of religion and sexual attitudes in the United States

suggest that conservative Protestants are less sexually tolerant than other religious

denominations (Gay, Ellison and Powers 1996; Sherkat and Ellison 1997) especially

when they are tightly involved in church social networks (Petersen and Donnewerth

1997).  Since, in France, Protestantism represents a minority faith among a Catholic

majority (Michelat 1990), it is not feasible to test these findings among a French sample.

However, the U.S. findings do suggest that it may not only be the extent of American

religiosity but the prevalence of certain types of denomination (i.e. conservative

Protestantism) that account for the high rate of sexual intolerance as compared to France.

The persistent country difference, even after controlling for religiosity, may reflect a

denominational effect for which the analyses do not control.
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This paper suggests that diverse sexual attitudes do not respond to some uni-

dimensional model.  Rather, factors like class and gender appear to have distinct effects

on different sexual attitudes.  For instance, class had a statistically and socially significant

effect on attitudes towards homosexuality and, to a lesser extent, prostitution but no

meaningful impact on attitudes towards marital infidelity or sex under the age of consent.

This is because class is correlated with attitudes towards homosexuality and prostitution

but not with attitudes towards marital infidelity or sex under the age of consent.  Some

possible mechanisms driving this correlation, such as political liberalism, bigotry, and

moral boundaries, were explored.  Women were less tolerant of all of the sexual

behaviors except homosexuality, which they tolerated more than men.  Some

explanations for this pattern were discussed, which drew on theory of sexual identity,

gender inequality and power.

In conclusion, this paper provides empirical evidence to suggest that national

claims about “American Puritanism” and French sexual promiscuity should be regarded

with caution.  Such rhetorically powerful arguments paint extreme contrasts when realism

would dictate subtle shades.  Their authors rely on assumptions of inevitable, unchanging

“national characters” when, in fact, the cultural variation to which they point is both

temporal and grounded in social factors like class and religion.
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APPENDIX

Table 1.  Means and Frequencies of Sexual Attitudes and Selected Dependent Variables in France
and the United States, 1990.

France United States
Sexual Attitudes
 Q: “Please tell me for each of the following statements whether you think
it can always be justified, never justified, or something in between.” (1=
never, 10 =always)

“Married men/women having an affair” 3.69 1.90
“Sex under the Legal Age of Consent” 3.75 2.23

“Homosexuality” 3.92 3.09
“Prostitution” 3.22 2.42

Q: “If someone said that individuals should have the chance to enjoy
complete sexual freedom without being restricted, would you tend to
agree or disagree?” (1= disagree, 3 = agree)

1.90 1.63
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Table 2.  Means and Frequencies of Sexual Attitudes and Selected Independent Variables in France
and the United States, 1990.

France United States
Age 42.85 42.56
Gender

Women 52.8% 49.2%
Men 47.2% 48.8%

Class
Upper/Upper-Middle Class 23.8% 15.6%

Middle Class 53.3% 36.1%
Skilled Manual Workers 20.8% 37.7%

Unskilled Manual Workers 2.2% 7.2%
Religious Service Attendance 2.5 4.4
Self-Defined Religiosity

Religious 50.7% 80.2%
Non-Religious 38.1% 15.3%

Convinced Atheist 10.6% 1.2%
Don’t Know 5.2% 3.2%
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Table 3. OLS Coefficients for the Regression of Tolerance of Marital Infidelity on Selected
Independent Variables: France, United States, 1990.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
France  1.758*

(.065)
 1.716*

(.068)
1.234*
(.073)

Female - .287*
(.064)

- .290*
(.064)

- .199*
(.062)

Age - .022*
(.002)

- .022*
(.002)

- .016*
(.002)

Unskilled   .080
(.170)

- .024
(.166)

Skilled - .240*
(.094)

- .331*
(.092)

Middle - .019
(.084)

- .150
(.083)

Attend - .155*
(.018)

NonRelig .358*
(.081)

Atheist 1.376*
(.136)

R Squared   .166   .168 .215
Intercept 3.028 3.131 3.500

*p<.05
 Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors.
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Table 4. OLS Coefficients for the Regression of Tolerance of Sex Under the Legal Age of Consent on
Selected Independent Variables: France, United States, 1990.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
France  1.453*

(.069)
 1.390*

(.072)
.962*
(.078)

Female  - .362*
(.068)

- .365*
(.068)

- .278*
(.067)

Age - .043*
(.002)

- .043*
(.002)

- .037*
(.002)

Unskilled - .258
(.184)

.355
(.181)

Skilled - .412*
(.101)

- .494*
(.099)

Middle - .243*
(.090)

- .363*
(.089)

Attend - .127*
(.020)

NonRelig .345*
(.088)

Atheist 1.380*
(.146)

R Squared   .178 .181 .215
Intercept 4.334 4.628 4.893

*p<.05
 Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors.
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Table 5.  OLS Coefficients for the Regression of Tolerance of Homosexuality on Selected
Independent Variables: France, United States, 1990.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
France   .742*

(.082)
.536*
(.085)

- .154
(.091)

Female   .482*
(.081)

.479*
(.080)

.601*
(.078)

Age - .042*
(.002)

- .042*
(.002)

- .033*
(.002)

Unskilled -1.276*
(.214)

-1.434*
(.208)

Skilled -1.090*
(.118)

-1.215*
(.115)

Middle - .412*
(.106)

- .571*
(.103)

Attend - .261*
(.023)

NonRelig .467*
(.102)

Atheist 1.153*
(.171)

R Squared   .097 .117 .171
Intercept 4.710 5.383 6.100

*p<.05
 Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors.
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Table 6. OLS Coefficients for the Regression of Tolerance of Prostitution on Selected Independent
Variables: France, United States, 1990.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
France   .765*

(.071)
.637*
(.074)

.116
(.081)

Female - .303*
(.070)

- .308*
(.070)

- .210*
(.069)

Age - .026*
(.002)

- .026*
(.002)

-.019*
(.002)

Unskilled -.612*
(.188)

- .730*
(.185)

Skilled -.381*
(.104)

- .478*
(.102)

Middle - .025
(.093)

- .144
(.092)

Attend - .196*
(.020)

NonRelig .446*
(.090)

Atheist .745*
(.151)

R Squared   .063 .070 .113
Intercept 3.740 3.961 4.465

*p<.05
 Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors.
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Table 7.  OLS Coefficients for the Regression of Support of “Complete Sexual Freedom” on Selected
Independent Variables: France, United States, 1990.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
France   .245*

(.025)
.233*
(.026)

.051
(.028)

Female - .115*
(.025)

- .117*
(.025)

-.084*
(.024)

Age - .013*
(7.1E-04)

- .013*
(7.1E-04)

- .011*
(7.1E-04)

Unskilled .204*
(.067)

.164*
(.066)

Skilled - .020
(.037)

- .058
(.036)

Middle .084*
(.033)

.032
(.032)

Attend - .055*
(.007)

NonRelig .124*
(.032)

Atheist .542*
(.052)

R Squared   .097 .102 .150
Intercept 2.286 2.253 2.380

*p<.05
 Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors.
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Table 8.   OLS Coefficients for the Regression of Tolerance of Marital Infidelity, Sex Under the Legal
Age of Consent, Homosexuality, Prostitution, and “Complete Sexual Freedom”  on Selected
Independent Variables: France, United States, 1990.

Marital            Sex Under     Homosexuality        Prostitution         “Complete
Infidelity          Legal Age         Sexual

     of Consent         Freedom”

France U.S. France U.S. France U.S France U.S. France U.S.

Female - .293*
(.093)

- .101
(.076)

- .470*
(.098)

- .065*
(.085)

  .546*
(.105)

  .594*
(.116)

- .146
(.098)

- .324*
(.095)

- .067*
(.032)

- .107*
(.038)

Age - .023*
(.003)

- .008*#
(.002)

- .049*
(.003)

- .025*#
(.002)

- .047*
(.003)

- .018*#
(.003)

- .025*
(.003)

- .011*#
(.002)

- .012*
(9.9E-04)

- .010*
(.001)

Unskilled - .331
(.324)

  .099
(.171)

- .725*
(.358)

- .304
(.190)

-1.565*
(.366)

-1.406*
(.259)

- .758*
(.344)

- .792*
(.212)

  .112
(.116)

  .159
(.086)

Skilled - .350*
(.138)

- .253*
(.115)

- .549*
(.146)

- .418*
(.128)

-1.074
(.156)

-1.238*
(.174)

- .405*
(.146)

- .553*
(.142)

- .020
(.047)

- .092
(.057)

Middle - .172
(.114)

- .129
(.114)

- .338*
(.121)

- .481*
(.127)

-.727*
(.129)

- .340
(.173)

- .143
(.120)

- .187
(.141)

  .035
(.038)

  .022
(.057)

Attend - .136*
(.030)

- .160*
(.020)

- .091*
(.032)

- .144*
(.022)

- .213*
(.034)

- .283*
(.030)

- .177*
(.032)

- .204*
(.025)

- .043*
(.010)

- .061*#
(.010)

NonRelig   .346*
(.112)

.377*
(.116)

  .375*
(.118)

  .311*
(.129)

  .360*
(.126)

  .746*
(.177)

  .394*
(.118)

  .570*
(.144)

  .083
(.038)

  .229*
(.058)

Atheist  1.302*
(.168)

 1.873*
(.348)

 1.437*
(.176)

  .381
(.393)

 1.121*
(.190)

  .890
(.534)

  .706*
(.176)

  .770
(.438)

  .531*
(.055)

  .544*
(.180)

R Squared    .095   .091   .163   .110   .173   .144   .084   .104   .150   .112
Intercept  5.088  3.067  6.336 4.335  6.575 5.431 4.786 4.256  2.466  2.356

*p<.05   #difference between countries: p<.10
Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors.
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Graph 1: Marital Infidelity
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Graph 2: Sex Under the Age of Consent
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Graph 3: Homosexuality
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Graph 4: Prostitution
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Notes
                                                       
1For lack of a better word, “American” is used in this paper to refer to citizens of the

United States of America.

2 The other countries surveyed included: Ireland, Italy, Belgium, Great Britain, West

Germany, Spain, Denmark, and the Netherlands.

3 It should be stated that this paper addresses sexual attitudes, not sexual behaviors.

Conservative sexual attitudes do not always guarantee restrained behavior.  For example,

Blumstein and Schwartz (1983:285) found that religious people are as non-monogamous

as anyone else.  Consistent with this finding, studies of French sexual behavior (Spira

1993) report rates of infidelity consistent with that of Americans (Laumann et al.1994).

In other words, the national point of comparison is not that the French are more

adulterous than Americans, but that those who engage in extra-marital liaisons are less

stigmatized.  It is the greater social acceptability of marital infidelity in France that would

allow the President of France to be buried in the presence of his wife and mistress, while

a President of the United States must keep secret or make excuses for extramarital affairs.

4That the French condemn prostitution more than they condemn other sexual behaviors

may be linked to the general French attitude that money is impure (Lamont 1992: 66).  In

this case, French respondents would disapprove of prostitution because of  the monetary

transaction involved.

5 These cases were dropped from the analysis.

6 While U.S. studies  on sexual attitudes and religiosity have found denominational

differences in attitudes toward homosexual and extramarital relations (Gay, Ellison

&Powers 1996), towards pornography (Sherkatt & Ellison 1997), and towards premarital

sex (Petersen & Donnenwerth 1997), I do not explore denominational effects here for
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mainly methodological reasons.  Comparing same faith groups in each country, would

entail comparing sub-populations (e.g. Catholics in each country) that were not nationally

representative and would reduce the N to an unreliably small number.

7 This class variable was preferable to the education and income variables because of the

poor quality of the survey questions designed to measure the latter two.  The only

education variable available for France and the United States asked “at what age did you

or will you complete your full time education, either at school or at an institution of

higher education?  Please exclude apprenticeships.”  Responses were then coded in ten

categories, from “completed formal education at 12 years of age or earlier” to “completed

education at 21 years of age or older.”  This particular formulation is highly troublesome

for several reasons, including: 1) age of completion of schooling is an unreliable indicator

of highest degree earned; at 21 years of age, one person could receive a Bachelors of Arts

degree while another person could finally receive a high school equivalent, 2) higher

education pursued part time would not show up under this question, which asks only

about “full time education,” 3) in France, apprenticeships are an integral part of degrees

both in technical high schools and engineering masters programs; by not counting them,

French education would be systematically undercounted.  The income measure was

equally doubtful.  It was scaled in fifteen categories in France, from less than 3,000 F

($500) per month to over 25,000 F ($5000) per month, but in only five categories, with a

more limited range, in the United States, from under $15,000 per year to over $40,000

per year.  Even if I had recoded the French variable into five categories, it still would

have a greater range than the U.S. equivalent.  Moreover, a class variable based on
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occupation, like the one included in the models, is a more sensitive measure of class than

one based purely on income.

8 Men are more likely to engage in marital infidelity than women and have historically

been less socially stigmatized or formally sanctioned when they do (Blumstein and

Schwartz 1984; Laumann et al. 1994:214-215; Silbaugh and Posner 1996).  Older men

are more likely to enjoy sexual access to female minors than older women are from male

minors (Laumann et al. 1994).  The bulk of prostitutes are female while their clients are

men, so that prostitution as an institutions provides men with increased sexual access to

women (Laumann et al. 1994).

9 Studies on the French and U.S. (Picq 1993; Evans 1989) women’s movements suggest

that men felt threatened by both feminist activism and lesbianism, and often conflated the

two with injurious language that suggested that all feminists were lesbians and that

female homosexuality constituted a form of “man-hating.”

10 I assessed statistical significance of coefficient differences by using the pooled sample

to calculate the residual sums of squares and degrees of freedom for: 1) model 1, which

included all of the independent variables and interaction terms with each of the

independent variables except the variable or group of dummies being tested, and 2) model

2, which included all independent variables and all interaction terms. I then computed an

F statistic to test the significance of the difference between the French and U.S.

coefficient.  The statistic, with (df1 - df2) degrees of freedom in the numerator and df2

degrees of freedom in the denominator, is given by:

F =   (RSS1 -RSS2)/ (df1 - df2)
RSS2/df2
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where RSS1 is the residual sum of squares of model 1, df1 is the degrees of freedom of

model 1, RSS2 is the residual sum of squares of model 2, and df2 is the degrees of

freedom of model 2.  I designated significant differences with a # sign after the variable.

For dummy variables, I put the # sign after the first dummy for a given variable.

11 The graphs were created with “Excel” based on the Model 3 of the pooled sample.


