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Abstract
The Madonna-Whore Dichotomy (MWD) denotes polarized perceptions of women in general as either Bgood,^ chaste, and pure
Madonnas or as Bbad,^ promiscuous, and seductive whores. Whereas prior theories focused on unresolved sexual complexes or
evolved psychological tendencies, feminist theory suggests the MWD stems from a desire to reinforce patriarchy. Surveying 108
heterosexual Israeli men revealed a positive association between MWD endorsement and patriarchy-enhancing ideology as
assessed by Social Dominance Orientation (preference for hierarchical social structures), Gender-Specific System Justification
(desire to maintain the existing gender system), and sexist attitudes (Benevolent and Hostile Sexism, Sexual Objectification of
Women, and Sexual Double Standards). In addition, MWD endorsement negatively predicted men’s romantic relationship
satisfaction. These findings support the feminist notion that patriarchal arrangements have negative implications for the wellbeing of men as well as women. Specifically, the MWD not only links to attitudes that restrict women’s autonomy, but also
impairs men’s most intimate relationships with women. Increased awareness of motives underlying the MWD and its psychological costs can help practice professionals (e.g., couple therapists), as well as the general public, to foster more satisfying
heterosexual relationships.
Keywords Madonna-whore dichotomy . Sexism . Social dominance orientation . Gender-specific system justification . Gender
attitudes . Relationship satisfaction
In Camerino’s (c. 1400) painting, The Madonna of Humility
with the Temptation of Eve, the Virgin Mary—representing
chastity and purity—holds the infant Jesus, while below Eve
lies naked with a serpent and fur around her hips and legs,
representing sexual lust and temptation (Dunlop 2002).
Polarized representations of women in general as either
Bgood^ (chaste and pure) Madonnas or Bbad^ (promiscuous
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and seductive) whores can be traced from the ancient Greeks
(Pomeroy 1975) through later Western literature (Delany
2007; Gottschall et al. 2006), art (Haxell 2000), as well as
contemporary films (Erb 1993; Paul 2013) and television series (Tropp 2006). Still prevalent in the West (Faludi 2009;
Macdonald 1995; Munford 2007), this dichotomy also occurs
in non-Western cultures—in Latin and South America
(Stevens 1973) and in the Middle East and East Asia (Sev'er
and Yurdakul 2001; Wright 2010)—where female chastity is
integral to family honor. In the present study we assessed
Israeli men’s endorsement of the Madonna-Whore
Dichotomy (MWD; Tanzer 1985), and we tested its relationship to (a) motivation to reinforce patriarchy and (b) relationship satisfaction with heterosexual partners.
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Theoretical Perspectives on the MWD
Freud originally coined the Madonna-whore complex (1905,
1912), theorizing that it inhibited heterosexual men’s ability to
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view the Btender^ and Bsensual^ dimensions of women’s sexuality as united, rather than opposing (Hartmann 2009). Men
suffering from this complex can become aroused only when
they degrade a partner, reducing her to a sex object, because a
respected partner cannot be fully desired. Freud located the
Madonna-whore complex’s roots in men’s unresolved sensual
feelings toward their mothers, leading to sexual (Hartmann
2009; Kaplan 1988) and relationship (Josephs 2006;
Silverstein 1998) dysfunctions. Critics have argued that viewing these attitudes as a psychopathology ignores how culture
and social structure shape men’s beliefs about women
(Welldon 1992). Further, the psychoanalytic view rests on
case studies (Hoffman 2009) rather than on more rigorous
research methods (Chodoff 1966; Gottschall et al. 2006; but
cf. Bornstein 2005).
By contrast, evolutionary psychologists (e.g., Buss and
Schmitt 1993; Symons 1979; Wright 2010) view the MWD
as reflecting adaptations to men’s reproductive role. MWD
attitudes allegedly evolved to address paternity uncertainty
(doubt about whether children by female partners are their
own by focusing on cues to women’s sexual promiscuity versus faithfulness; Buss and Schmitt 1993). To avoid investing
in others’ offspring, men view only faithful women as potential long-term mates, with promiscuous women representing
short-term mating opportunities (with no investment in any
offspring). Men therefore objectify promiscuous women to
avoid emotional attachment, treating them with contempt.
By contrast, emotional attachment to faithful, long-term mates
creates a pair bond for cooperative child-rearing. Supporting
this reasoning, promiscuity cues (e.g., past sexual experience)
increased heterosexual men’s attraction to women as shortterm mates, but decreased attraction to women as long-term
mates (Buss and Schmitt 1993). Critics fault this evolutionary
account for ignoring cultural variations and how power structures affect attitudes about sexuality (Campbell 2006; FaustoSterling et al. 1997).
Consistent with feminist theories, we test a third approach,
viewing the MWD as an ideology designed to reinforce
patriarchy. Building on Tavris and Wade (1984), we conceptualize the MWD as encompassing two inter-related beliefs:
(a) polarized views that women fit into one of two mutually
exclusive types, Madonnas or Whores (e.g., women are either
sexually attractive or suited to being wives/mothers), and (b)
an implicit personality theory associating sexual women with
negative traits (e.g., manipulativeness) and chaste women
with positive traits (e.g., nurturance).
Feminist scholars (Conrad 2006; De Beauvoir 1949;
Forbes 1996; Tanenbaum 2000; Wolf 1997; Young 1993)
have argued that the MWD reinforces unequal gender
roles, limiting women’s self-expression, agency, and freedom by defining their sexual identities as fitting one of two
rigid social scripts. Sexual script theory (Gagnon and
Simon 1973) proposes that internalized cultural messages

about sexuality, such as the MWD, determine sexual
choices and behaviors (Frith and Kitzinger 2001; Jones
and Hostler 2002; Simon and Gagnon 1986). The MWD
meshes conventional scripts that men should act as sexual
initiators and women as careful gatekeepers (Frith 2009),
limiting women’s sexual agency (Frith and Kitzinger
2001). The MWD pressures women to follow the chaste
path or be seen as unsuitable wives and mothers (Fassinger
and Arseneau 2008). Welles (2005) found that women’s
concerns about getting a Bbad^ sexual reputation (risking
their perceived morality and men’s protection) predicted
shame about their sexual desires. Shame about sexual desire reduces women’s sexual agency and puts women’s
mental, physical, and sexual health at risk (Tolman and
Tolman 2009).
Assertive female sexuality represents a potential source
of power over men: As gatekeepers to heterosexual activity
(Kane and Schippers 1996) men fear women’s ability to
use sexual allure as a manipulative tactic to Bunman^ them
(Glick and Fiske 1996; Segal 2007). Hence, by discouraging female sexual agency, the MWD mitigates a perceived
threat. In fact, men penalize women who assert sexual
agency (Infanger et al. 2014) just as they do women who
assert power in other ways (e.g., agentic female leaders;
Rudman et al. 2012). Research supports that these penalties reflect dominance motives: Men high in social dominance orientation (i.e., who prefer a hierarchical social
structure; Pratto et al. 1994) are especially likely to punish
sexually agentic women (Fowers and Fowers 2010).
If the MWD reflects motivation to perpetuate patriarchy,
MWD endorsement should correlate with established
hierarchy-enhancing and patriarchy-justifying beliefs. Social
dominance orientation (Pratto et al. 1994) represents the
broader motivation to preserve hierarchy between groups.
More particularly, gender-specific system justification beliefs
(Jost and Kay 2005) rationalize and support existing gender
arrangements. Thus, we expected MWD endorsement to correlate positively with both men’s social dominance orientation
(Pratto et al. 1994) and their gender-specific system justification beliefs (Jost and Kay 2005) (Hypothesis 1).
Gender inequality is also reinforced through sexist attitudes
about women. Most relevant to the MWD, ambivalent sexism
theory posits that sexist attitudes encompass a similar polarization between Bgood^ and Bbad^ women (Glick and Fiske
1996) based on two complementary ideologies: benevolent
and hostile sexism. Benevolent sexism targets women viewed
as warm and supportive, who therefore deserve men’s protection and provision, whereas hostile sexism targets women
viewed as competitors who seek to gain dominance and control over men. These ideologies positively correlate (Glick
et al. 2000), suggesting a coordinated Bcarrot and stick^ approach to maintaining patriarchal arrangements by rewarding
women who embrace conventional gender roles and hierarchy
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and punishing women who challenge them (Glick and Fiske
2001; see also Jackman 1994).
Although ambivalent sexism theory, like the MWD, proposes polarized perceptions of women, we view the MWD as
a distinct (though related) construct. Unlike the MWD, ambivalent sexism theory and its measurement have not directly
focused on women’s sexuality. Rather, the Benevolent and
Hostile Sexism subscales of the Ambivalent Sexism
Inventory (Glick and Fiske 1996), highlight perceived gender
complementary (e.g., "Every man ought to have a woman
whom he adores") versus competition (e.g., "Women seek to
gain power by getting control over men"). Although the
Benevolent Sexism subscale includes one item suggesting that
women have a Bpurity^ men do not possess, the item does not
refer specifically to sexuality. Only one Hostile Sexism item
directly addresses women’s sexuality, suggesting that women
tease men with the prospect of sex, later denied, to control
them. However, even this item differs from the MWD, which
alleges promiscuity rather than false promises of sex. Thus,
although we view the MWD and Ambivalent Sexism
Inventory as related (because both reflect polarized images
of conventionally Bgood^ versus Bbad^ women), we view
them as separate constructs.
Across nations, both Benevolent and Hostile Sexism
correlate with structural gender inequality, in line with the
theoretical claim that they both reflect and perpetuate the
existing gender system (Glick et al. 2000, 2004). Further,
Sibley and Wilson (2004) showed that male participants
expressed increased Hostile Sexism and decreased
Benevolent Sexism toward a female character depicted as
promiscuous, with the reverse occurring toward a female
character depicted as chaste. Thus, we expected that
MWD endorsement will positively correlate with both
Benevolent and Hostile Sexism, but not so strongly as to
suggest they are the same constructs (Hypothesis 2). As
noted in the following (see Hypothesis 5), to further demonstrate the discriminant validity of the MWD, we assess
whether its association with the variables of interest persists
after controlling for Ambivalent Sexism scores.
Sexual objectification represents another related construct;
the MWD serves to justify which women (i.e., the Bwhores^)
Bdeserve^ to be objectified. Sexual objectification refers to
focusing on women’s bodies, valuing women for sexual pleasure alone, and reducing women to interchangeable instruments who exist to fulfill men’s desires (Bartky 1990;
Nussbaum 1999). According to feminist theory, sexual objectification serves as a means to (re)assert men’s dominance and
perpetuate women’s inferiority (Dworkin 1981; Jeffreys 2005;
MacKinnon 1987). Research supports that men exposed to
sexually objectified (versus non-objectified) women show
more sexually harassing behaviors (Aubrey et al. 2011;
Rudman and Borgida 1995), acceptance of interpersonal violence against women in sexual relationships (Aubrey et al.

2011), and endorsement of men’s superior social status
(Wright and Tokunaga 2013). Thus, both the MWD and sexual objectification explicitly derogate at least some women to
maintain male dominance.
Sexual double standards favor sexual activity for men but
not women (Reiss 1960; see Crawford and Popp 2003, for a
review). Feminist theorizing (Rubin 1975; Travis and White
2000) suggests that sexism (the desire to maintain patriarchy)
motivates men to endorse sexual double standards.
Specifically, Hostile Sexism mediates men’s (compared to
women’s) stronger endorsement of sexual double standards
(Rudman et al. 2013). Furthermore, women’s endorsement
of sexual double standards diminishes willingness to acknowledge their sexual desires (Muehlenhard and McCoy 1991) or
to engage in sexual communication and activities with partners (Greene and Faulkner 2005). Thus, similar to the MWD,
sexual double standards control, regulate, and restrict
women’s sexuality and sexual expression. Consistent with
feminist theories that sexual objectification (Dworkin 1981;
MacKinnon 1987) and sexual double standards (Rubin 1975;
Travis and White 2000) exist to reinforce male dominance, we
expected men’s MWD endorsement to correlate positively
with attitudes that sexually objectify women and support for
sexual double standards (Hypothesis 3).
Finally, although our conceptualization stresses MWD as a
social ideology rather than individual pathology, we agree
with the psychoanalytic perspective that the MWD likely diminishes men’s sexual and relationship satisfaction.
Specifically, MWD beliefs should make it harder for men to
be sexually attracted to women they love, or to love the women to whom they are sexually attracted.
Research supports more generally that endorsing traditional gender roles negatively affects sexual satisfaction for both
men and women. Specifically, Sanchez et al. (2005) found that
heterosexual men and women who embrace gender role conformity (i.e., desire to live up to gender ideals) had lower
sexual satisfaction, in part due to reduced sexual autonomy.
Relatedly, contrary to the perception that feminism inhibits
romance, men’s feminism predicts more stable and sexually
satisfying heterosexual romantic relationships (Rudman and
Phelan 2007). At the societal level, greater gender equality
predicts higher sexual satisfaction across cultures, perhaps because egalitarian societies place greater importance on achieving sexual pleasure and enhancing closeness through sex
(Laumann et al. 2006). Thus, we expected men’s MWD endorsement to correlate positively with diminished sexual and,
consequently, relationship satisfaction (see Butzer and
Campbell 2008; Byers 2005; Heiman et al. 2011; Sprecher
2002; Sprecher and Cate 2004, for the link between sexual
and relationship satisfaction) (Hypothesis 4).
Further, we expected that MWD will account for unique
variance in men’s sexual and relationship satisfaction after controlling for Benevolent and Hostile Sexism (Hypothesis 5).

Sex Roles

Although ambivalently sexist beliefs suggest polarized views of
women, unlike the MWD these beliefs do not imply that sexual
pleasure and love are incompatible. MWD beliefs should therefore uniquely predict sexual and relationship dissatisfaction
once ambivalently sexist beliefs are partialled out.

The Current Research
We measured MWD using a self-report questionnaire and
tested Hypotheses 1–5 among heterosexual Israeli men of
diverse ages. Although the hypotheses were based on
findings obtained primarily among North American and
West European participants, we argue that similar processes are relevant to Israeli men. First, Israeli women’s legal
and socio-economic status relative to men is similar to
North American and West European societies. Israel
scores similarly to West European and North American
countries (and differently from non-Western countries,
such as nearby African and Arab states) on the United
Nations’ Human Development Report’s (2016) gender development and inequality indices. Second, prior research
has found similar results in Israel as compared to North
America and West Europe for social dominance orientation (Levin and Sidanius 1999; Shnabel et al. 2016b),
system justification (Jost et al. 2005), benevolent and hostile sexism (Shnabel et al. 2016a), sexual objectification
(Moor 2010), sexual double standards (Berdychevsky
et al. 2013), and sexual satisfaction (Laumann et al.
2006).

Method
Participants
A convenience sample of 111 Israeli heterosexual male
volunteers were recruited via social media groups at a
large Israeli university and off campus for an online questionnaire. A power analysis using the G*Power calculator
(Faul et al. 2009) revealed that a sample size of 67 was
sufficient for detecting medium effect sizes (ρ = .300;
Cohen 1988) with a 5% significance level and power of
80%. We aimed to exceed the minimal sample size.
Three participants were excluded from analysis: one for
failing a manipulation check and two for extreme responses
on boxplot graphs (McClelland 2002). This left 108 participants; 52 (48%) students and the rest employed in various
occupations (e.g., engineers, musicians, waiters), Mage =
28.04, SD = 8.06, range = 18–63 years-old. Specifically, 84
participants (77%) were under 30 (one participant younger
than 20 and the rest in their 20s), 17 participants (16%) were
in their 30s, and seven participants (7%) were 40 years or

older. For relationship status, 60 participants (55%) were single, 28 participants (26%) were in a relationship, 18 participants (17%) were married, and two participants (2%) were
divorced. Of the single participants, 39 (65%) reported having
a serious relationship (typically a 1–3 years) in the past.
Religiously, 70 participants (65%) were secular, 19 (18%)
were atheist/other, 10 (9%) were religious, and nine participants (8%) did not report level of religiosity. Finally, 91 participants (84%) were born in Israel and 94 participants (87%)
reported Hebrew as their native tongue.

Procedure and Measures
Participants took an online survey on Battitudes regarding various social issues.^ After providing demographic information,
participants completed the following measures (in Hebrew) in
a randomized order (The full English research protocol is
available as Online Supplement 1). All the measures (except
those that were translated in previous research) were translated
into Hebrew by the authors, who decided together which
translation was the most accurate in the case of discrepancies.
The measures were then back-translated into English by a
bilingual researcher of social psychology. Comparisons were
made between the original and back-translated versions, and
where discrepancies existed, the authors worked with the bilingual researcher to resolve them.

MWD
We generated 12 items based on themes in prior conceptualizations about the MWD (e.g., Hartmann 2009; Tavris and
Wade 1984): (a) perceptions that women’s sexuality is either
very strong or very weak ("Women are typically either very
liberal or very conservative sexually, but not in the middle"),
(b) women’s nurturance and sexuality as mutually exclusive
(e.g., "A sexy woman is usually not a good mother"), and (c)
viewing sexual women has having negative, and chaste women as having positive, traits (e.g., "Women who are very interested in and liberal about sex are often problematic in terms
of their personality"; "A sexually modest woman is usually a
woman with good values"). As detailed in the Results section,
three items were later excluded based on exploratory factor
analysis (EFA); thus the final MWD scale had nine items (see
Online Supplement 2 for the Hebrew version of the MWD
scale). Participants rated each item on a 7-point scale ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Items were
averaged such that higher scores indicated stronger MWD
beliefs. The measure had good internal consistency reliability
(α = .80). Evidence for discriminant validity of the MWD is
reported in the Results section.
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Social Dominance Orientation
Using a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree), participants completed a 6-item Social
Dominance Orientation scale (SDO; Pratto et al. 1994;
translated by Levin and Sidanius 1999), which assesses desire
for social dominance and hierarchal social structures (e.g., "It's
probably a good thing that certain groups are at the top and
other groups are at the bottom"). Items were averaged such
that higher scores indicated stronger SDO. The SDO scale has
good reliability (e.g., α = .92 in a U.S. student sample, using a
16-item version; Shook et al. 2016; α = .82 in an Italian student sample, using a 10-item version; Passini and Morselli
2016). Internal consistency reliability obtained in the current
study was acceptable (α = .70). The discriminant validity of
the SDO scale from other attitudinal measures that predict
prejudice (e.g., Right-Wing Authoritarianism), as well as its
predictive validity of prejudice, have been established extensively (Pratto et al. 1994).
Gender-Specific System Justification
Using a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to
7 (strongly agree), participants completed a 5-item GenderSpecific System Justification questionnaire (translated by
the authors from Jost and Kay 2005), which assesses legitimization of current gender relations and gender role divisions (e.g., "In general, relations between men and women
are fair"). Items were averaged such that higher scores indicated stronger Gender-Specific System Justification.
Internal consistency reliability obtained in the present study
was good (α = .86), and similar to recent studies using U.S.
community and student samples (α = .85 using an 8-item
version; Calogero 2013; α = .87 using a 12-item version;
Chapleau and Oswald 2014). The Gender-Specific System
Justification scale represents a gender-focused rewording
of the System Justification scale, which has shown convergent validity with conceptually related measures (e.g., belief in a just world) (Kay and Jost 2003).
Ambivalent Sexism Inventory
Using a 6-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6
(strongly agree), participants completed a 10-item version of
the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (Glick and Fiske 2001;
translated by Shnabel et al. 2016a). The Ambivalent Sexism
Inventory has been validated across cultures, showing consistent factor structure (distinct but correlated Hostile and
Benevolent Sexism factors), good reliability, and predictive
validity (e.g., national sample scores predict structural
inequality indices; Glick et al. 2000). Although the original
scale uses 22 items, shorter versions of the scale have shown
similar predictive validity to the full scale and good reliability

(e.g., α = .80 for a 6-item Benevolent Sexism scale and
α = .85 for a 6-item Hostile Sexism scale in an Italian community sample; Rollero et al. 2014; α = .85 for a 7-item
Benevolent Sexism scale and α = .81 for 7-item Hostile
Sexism scale in Israeli student samples; Shnabel et al.
2016a). We used the short version of the Benevolent Sexism
subscale (Rollero et al. 2014), which represents content from
the full scale’s three subfactors—protective paternalism (e.g.,
"In a disaster, women ought to be rescued before men"), heterosexual intimacy (e.g., "Every man ought to have a woman
whom he adores"), and gender differentiation (e.g., "Women,
compared to men, tend to have superior moral sensibility").
Items were averaged such that higher scores indicated stronger
Benevolent Sexism. The scale showed acceptable reliability in
the present study (α = .78).
Hostile Sexism has a one-factor structure (Glick and
Fiske 1996) and assesses a competitive view of gender
relations in which women are viewed as trying to usurp
male power (e.g., "Feminists are seeking for women to
have more power than men"). Given its simple factor
structure and to avoid respondents’ fatigue, we used a 4item version in the present study, which still showed acceptable reliability (α = .71). Items were averaged such
that higher scores indicated stronger Hostile Sexism.
Sexual Objectification of Women
Using a 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) scale, participants completed a 13-item Men’s Objectification of
Women measure (translated by the authors from Curran
2004), which included items representing three subfactors:
internalized sexual objectification (e.g., "The first thing I notice about a woman is her body"), commenting about women’s
bodies (e.g., "I frequently give women a rating based on attractiveness"), and looking down on unattractive women (e.g.,
"My friends and I tease each other about unattractive women
with whom we have had romantic encounters"). Items were
averaged such that overall higher scores indicated a stronger
tendency to sexually objectify women. Curran (2004) reported
high internal consistencies in U.S. student samples using both
longer (α = .92 when using a 22-item) and shorter (α = .86
when using a 12-item) versions of the scale and good 2week test-retest reliability (r = .88). The internal consistency
reliability obtained in the present study was good (α = .82).
Although convergent and predictive validity of this scale have
not been established, research has demonstrated discriminant
validity from sexual harassment measures (Curran 2004).
Sexual Double Standards
Participants completed the Premarital Sexual Double
Standards subscale (translated by the authors from Sprecher
and Hatfield 1996) of the Premarital Sexual Permissiveness
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scale (Sprecher et al. 1988), which is a new version of the
Reiss (1964) Premarital Sexual Permissiveness scale.
Because premarital sex is widely accepted nowadays for
Western women (Bordini and Sperb 2013), we assessed the
acceptability of sexual intercourse only at two early dating
stages for which double standards still exist (Crawford and
Popp 2003; Sprecher and Hatfield 1996). Using a 6-point
scale ranging from 1 (utterly unacceptable) to 6 (utterly
acceptable), participants indicated their agreement with the
following four items: "I believe that sexual intercourse is acceptable for a [woman/man] on a first date" and "I believe that
sexual intercourse is acceptable for a [woman/man] when casually dating someone (for less than one month)." To reduce
social desirability bias, items referring to male and female
targets appeared separately (at the beginning and the end of
the study). The male-target items correlated strongly in the
present study (r = .68, p < .001), as did the female-target items
(r = .61, p < .001).
Participants’ Sexual Double Standards score was calculated as the averaged agreement to the two male-target items
minus averaged agreement to the female-target items, such
that higher scores indicated granting more sexual freedom to
men than to women. A prior U.S. study using these items to
measure general premarital sexual permissiveness (without
separately applying them to male and female targets) reported
strong internal consistency reliability of the measure (α = .85
for the 5-item version; Taylor 2005, and r = .85 for the 2-item
version; Sprecher 2013). Construct validity for these items is
supported by correlations with another established sexual permissiveness scale (Sprecher 2011).

(α = .76–.83; Birnbaum 2007, and α = .59–.77; Birnbaum and
Gillath 2006) and a 7-item version (α = .75–.78; Birnbaum
and Laser-Brandt 2002). However, the internal consistency
reliability in the present study was not acceptable (α = .50).
Hence, we excluded this measure from our analyses.
Relationship Satisfaction
Using a 6-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 6 (all the time),
participants filled out a 14-item version of the Couple
Satisfaction Inventory (translated by the authors from Funk
and Rogge 2007). Participants currently in a serious relationship (n = 43) were asked about their present relationships (e.g.,
"My relationship with my partner makes me happy").
Participants who reported no current relationship but a serious
relationship in the past (n = 38) were asked about their past
relationships (e.g., "My relationship with my partner made me
happy"). Participants who never had a serious relationship
(n = 21) or who dropped-out of the study before responding
to this measure (n = 6) were not asked about relationship satisfaction. Items were averaged such that higher scores indicated stronger relationship satisfaction. Previous U.S. community samples obtained high internal consistency reliability
(α = .89; Cacioppo et al. 2013, and α = .95; Papp et al.
2012), as did the present study (α = .94). Previous research
demonstrated strong convergent validity of the Couple
Satisfaction Inventory with other measures of satisfaction
and construct validity with anchor scales from the nomological net surrounding satisfaction (Funk and Rogge 2007).

Sexual Satisfaction in Relationships

Results

Using a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very
much), participants filled out a 5-item version of the Israeli
Sexual Behavior Inventory (Kravetz et al. 1999), which assesses sexual satisfaction within romantic relationships.
Participants currently in a serious relationship (n = 41) were
asked about their present relationships (e.g., "In general, how
satisfied are you from your sex life within your current relationship?"). Participants who reported no current relationship
but a serious relationship in the past (n = 38) were asked about
their past relationships (e.g., "In general, how satisfied were
you from your sex life within your previous relationship?").
Participants who never had a serious relationship (n = 21) or
who dropped out from the study before responding to this
measure (n = 8) were not asked about sexual satisfaction.
Items were averaged so that higher scores indicated stronger
sexual satisfaction in relationships. This measure’s construct
validity has been supported through comparisons to a clinical
sample with obvious sexual dysfunction and problems
(Kravetz et al. 1999). Previous studies using Israeli samples
reported acceptable internal consistency for a 13-item version

The data file can be accessed either through the Open
Science Framework (osf.io/d9yfc) or upon email request
from the first author.

Missingness Analysis
Missing values were as follows: MWD (0 participants; 0%),
Social Dominance Orientation (5 participants, 4.6%),
Gender-Specific System Justification (3 participants,
2.8%), Benevolent Sexism (6 participants, 5.6%), Hostile
Sexism (6 participants, 5.6%), Sexual Objectification of
Women (6 participants, 5.6%), and Sexual Double
Standards (9 participants, 8.3%). Among participants who
were currently or previously in a serious relationship and
answered the Couple Satisfaction Inventory, six participants (6.9%) had missing values. Little’s MCAR test statistic (Little 1988) indicated that missing data were randomly
distributed, χ 2 (31) = 31.42, p = .445 (Graham 2009;
Schafer and Graham 2002). Given this result, we could
proceed to testing the research hypotheses.
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Pilot Testing: Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA)
Prior to the present study, we conducted a pilot study using an
independent sample (n = 107 heterosexual Israeli men, Mage =
26.26, SD = 4.76, range = 18–49 years-old) whose purpose
was to assess the MWD factorial structure for the original 12
items (see Method section). Diagnostic tests indicated suitability for conducting EFA: the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin measure of
sampling adequacy was .86 (according to Field 2013, values
between .80 and .90 are acceptable). Bartlet’s test of sphericity, χ2 (66) = 433.51, p < .001, revealed that the correlations
significantly differed from zero.
A preliminary EFA using Principal Axis Factoring (PAF)
suggested a single factor solution (eigenvalue for first factor =
4.85; eigenvalues for subsequent factors all < 1.14). Based on
criteria suggested by Tabachnick and Fidell (2007), three items
were excluded: two with low loadings across factors and one
that displayed cross-loadings. We recomputed the EFA using
nine items (α = .86). The scree plot suggested a unidimensional
construct. The initial factor’s eigenvalue was 4.50 and explained
44.06% of variance (eigenvalues for all subsequent factors were
< .83). All loadings on the first factor were > .45 (see Table 1).

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)
We used CFA to test the MWD’s structure in the present study
(n = 108). The unidimensional model fit the data well (based
on guidelines from Hu and Bentler 1999; Quintana and
Maxwell 1999), χ2(21) = 21.61, p = .422, χ 2/df = 1.03,
Table 1

CFI = .997, GFI = .957, RMSEA = .016 [0, .08]. All factor
loadings, presented in Table 1 were significant at p < .05.
Table 1 also presents the means, standard deviations, and
item-total correlations for all MWD items.

MWD Correlates with Hierarchy-Supporting
Ideologies
Table 2 presents means, standard deviations, and correlations
between all study measures. Consistent with Hypotheses 1–3,
MWD endorsement significantly correlated with Social
Dominance Orientation, Gender-Specific System Justification,
Benevolent Sexism, Hostile Sexism, Sexual Objectification of
Women, and Sexual Double Standards. These results are consistent with feminist theorizing (e.g., Wolf 1997) that the MWD
represents a patriarchy-reinforcing ideology.

MWD and Relationship Satisfaction
Table 2 also shows a negative association between the
MWD and men’s Relationship Satisfaction in their romantic relationships. Thus, in line with Hypothesis 4, men scoring higher on the MWD reported feeling less satisfied in
their romantic relationships. As explained in the Method,
we refrained from using the Israeli Sexual Behavior
Inventory due to its low reliability. Hence, we could not test
the mediation model (specified in Hypothesis 4) in which
MWD negatively predicts sexual satisfaction, which in turn
predicts relationship satisfaction.

Descriptive statistics, correlations, and factor loadings for the items measuring the Madonna-Whore Dichotomy
Pilot Study

Present Study

Item

M (SD)

Item-total
correlations

Factor 1 (EFA)

M (SD)

Item-total
correlations

Factor 1
(CFA)

Women who are interested in and very liberal about sex
are often problematic in terms of their personality.
A sexy woman is usually not a good mother.
Women who indulge their sexual desires are generally
manipulative and out for themselves.
A woman with whom you can establish a long-term
relationship (like marriage) usually does not have
much sexual experience.
Women are typically either very liberal or very conservative
sexually, but not in the middle.
A woman who has been sexually free in the past would
never be faithful in marriage.
A sexually modest woman is usually a woman with good values.
When a man truly loves a woman his sexual passion towards
her fades away.
A woman suitable for a short-term relationship is typically not
suitable for a long-term relationship, and vice versa.

1.65 (.97)

.74

.80

1.86 (1.24)

.51

.53

1.26 (.72)
1.89 (1.33)

.67
.67

.74
.71

1.22 (.75)
1.92 (1.23)

.54
.68

.67
.85

1.40 (.83)

.64

.70

1.31 (.77)

.46

.50

1.60 (1.10)

.57

.63

1.66 (1.12)

.35

.40

2.02 (1.33)

.57

.61

1.93 (1.29)

.59

.72

1.79 (1.26)
1.84 (1.43)

.54
.53

.59
.57

2.41 (1.68)
1.43 (.87)

.51
.25

.48
.21

2.22 (1.51)

.52

.57

2.15 (1.50)

.51

.50

For the pilot study, n = 107. For the present study, n = 108. For the CFA, standardized factor loadings are reported. Hebrew version is available as Online
Supplement 2
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Table 2

Descriptive statistics, correlations, and partial correlations for study variables
Correlations (Partial Correlationsa)

Variables

Range

M (SD)

1

1. Madonna-Whore Dichotomy (MWD)

1.00–4.56

1.76 (.73)

–

2. Social Dominance Orientation

1.00–6.00

3.08 (1.16)

3. Gender-Specific System Justification

1.00–6.80

3.09 (1.29)

4. Benevolent Sexism

1.00–5.33

2.88 (1.02)

5. Hostile Sexism

1.00–5.25

2.74 (.99)

6. Objectification of Women

1.46–4.46

2.84 (.60)

7. Sexual Double Standards

−1.00-4.00

8. Relationship Satisfaction

2.43–6.00

.37** (.24*)
n = 103
.45** (.25*)
n = 105
.41**
n = 102
.51**
n = 102
.34** (.14)
n = 102
.38** (.28**)
n = 99
−.22* (−.26*)
n = 81

.41 (.86)
4.74 (.88)

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

–
.39**
n = 103
.15
n = 101
.35**
n = 101
.27**
n = 100
.21*
n = 99
−.13
n = 80

–
.44**
n = 102
.49**
n = 102
.43**
n = 101
.46**
n = 99
.06
n = 80

–
.47**
n = 102
.18
n = 99
.10
n = 99
.22
n = 79

–
.43**
n = 99
.32**
n = 99
−.13
n = 79

–
.49**
n = 99
−.21
n = 78

–
−.29**
n = 78

–

n = 108. Missing cases were excluded pairwise (ns are presented under each correlation). For the MWD, Social Dominance Orientation, and GenderSpecific System Justification—the scales ranged from 1 to 7. For Benevolent Sexism, Hostile Sexism, and Relationship Satisfaction—the scales ranged
from 1 to 6. For Objectification of Women and Sexual Satisfaction in Relationships—the scales ranged from 1 to 5. For Sexual Double Standards, the
score was calculated as the difference between the means of the two items in the male (M = 4.44) and female (M = 4.03) targets
a

Control for Benevolent and Hostile Sexism

*p < .05. **p < .01

MWD Correlations Controlling for Ambivalent Sexism
To ensure that the associations between the MWD with Social
Dominance Orientation, Gender-Specific System
Justification, Sexual Objectification of Women, and Sexual
Double Standards do not simply reflect the alreadyestablished associations between Ambivalent Sexism and
these measures (e.g., Sibley et al. 2007), we computed partial
correlations controlling for both Benevolent and Hostile
Sexism. As seen in Table 2, the correlations between the
MWD and these measures persisted, with all partial rs > .24,
ps < .05, with the exception of Sexual Objectification of
Women for which the correlation became non-significant
(r = .14, p = .166). Testing Hypothesis 5, the negative correlation between the (a) MWD and (b) Relationship Satisfaction
persisted when controlling for men’s (c) Benevolent and (d)
Hostile Sexism (the latter is known to predict less relationship
satisfaction; Hammond and Overall 2013), rab,cd = −.26,
p = .025. In sum, the MWD accounts for variance in men’s
endorsement of ideologies that reinforce patriarchal arrangements as well as reduced satisfaction in romantic relationships
that is not accounted for by Ambivalent Sexism.
Taken together, these results help to initially establish the
validity of the MWD scale. First, the correlations between the
MWD and previously validated measures related to sexist and
demeaning beliefs toward women support the MWD’s concurrent validity. More specifically, the MWD’s correlations
with Benevolent and Hostile Sexism (which also assess

polarized perceptions of women who conform versus fail to
conform to conventional gender roles) support convergent validity. Importantly, the correlations between MWD and the
other measures of interest generally persisted after controlling
for Benevolent and Hostile Sexism (with the exception of
sexual objectification), suggesting that the MWD is not redundant with these related constructs and thus supporting discriminant validity.

Additional Analyses
Given that age may covary with relationship status, we computed partial correlations controlling for age and relationship
status (dummy coded such that it had the value 0 for single and
1 for non-single participants). The expected associations between the MWD and all the other measures persisted, partial
rs > |.28|, ps < .05.
Also, because MWD and Sexual Double Standards scores
were positively skewed, whereas Relationship Satisfaction
scores were negatively skewed, we normalized scores using
a log(10)-transformation (Field 2013) and conducted all analyses again (computing appropriate linear transformations prior to applying the log transformations). The expected correlations between the MWD and all the other measures persisted,
rs > |.22|, ps < .05. Because the patterns of results obtained
with or without the transformation were generally consistent,
we report findings using raw scores, which are easier to interpret (Weston and Gore 2006).
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Discussion
The present study supported the hypothesis that the MWD—a
polarized perception of women in general as either chaste or
promiscuous—correlates with ideologies that reinforce gender inequality, objectify women, and restrict their sexuality.
Specifically, Israeli men’s MWD endorsement significantly
correlated with Social Dominance Orientation, GenderSpecific System Justification, Benevolent Sexism, Hostile
Sexism, Sexual Objectification of Women, and Sexual
Double Standards. In addition, men who endorse the MWD
reported feeling less satisfied in their romantic relationships.
Finally, we demonstrated that the MWD accounted for variance in men’s patriarchy-supporting ideologies and (reduced)
relationship satisfaction after controlling for Benevolent and
Hostile Sexism (related constructs that reflect polarized perceptions of women more broadly).
Whereas previous theories highlighted unresolved Oedipal
complexes (e.g., Hartmann 2009) or evolved mating strategies
(e.g., Buss and Schmitt 1993) as antecedents of the MWD, the
present study highlights the sexist, hierarchy-enhancing motives behind this dichotomized perception. As such, we offer a
novel integration between social psychological and feminist
theorizing, consistent with the view that the MWD reinforces
ideologies that police and limit women’s sexual expression to
restrict their influence and power over men (Conrad 2006; De
Beauvoir 1949; Forbes 1996; Tanenbaum 2000; Young 1993)
and reduce female solidarity (e.g., by encouraging engagement in Bslut shaming^; Vaillancourt and Sharma 2011).
That the MWD relates to patriarchy-supporting ideologies
and reduced relationship satisfaction even after controlling
for Ambivalent Sexism scores suggests a theoretical advance.
Whereas ambivalent sexists split women into Bgood^ and
Bbad^ subtypes to perpetuate patriarchal arrangements
(Glick and Fiske 2011), the MWD extends this polarization
to attitudes about women’s sexuality.
The MWD’s unique relationship to less relationship satisfaction among men supports a contention dating back to
Freud: MWD beliefs view sexual pleasure with and love for
a woman as incompatible. These results are consistent with
other empirical findings demonstrating that patriarchyreinforcing beliefs have psychological costs for men. One
such cost is the need to constantly defend their Bmanhood,^
which creates a pervasive sense of threat and anxiety
(Vandello et al. 2008), yet impedes acknowledgment of emotional distress, especially among other men (Cochran and
Rabinowitz 2003). Ironically, although traditionally-minded
men may feel less inhibited about showing vulnerability to
women, MWD beliefs represent another barrier men might
face. Because their relationship quality tends to be lower,
traditionally-minded men, who endorse the MWD, may be
less likely to seek emotional support from female partners.

Although the link between MWD and lower relationship satisfaction was proposed in early psychoanalytic
theory, it had only been investigated using case studies.
The current research used quantitative methods and a relatively large sample to show the negative implications
MWD beliefs have for relationships. We did not directly
test the psychoanalytical view that MWD beliefs reflect
men’s unresolved feelings toward their mothers. However,
by showing the MWD’s relationship to gender-hierarchy
enhancing beliefs, our data provides support for socialcultural views (e.g., Fassinger and Arseneau 2008; Wolf
1997) that polarized attitudes toward women’s sexuality
reflect a motive to reinforce patriarchal arrangements.

Limitations and Future Research Directions
The present research has several limitations. First, its correlational and cross-sectional design limits causal inference.
Theoretically, social dominance orientation and system justification reflect general (and therefore more distal) motives that
predispose people to hold prejudiced beliefs about specific
target groups (as more proximal motives for behaviors toward
those groups). For example, Sibley et al. (2007) used a longitudinal design to show that social dominance orientation predicted increases in hostile sexism over a 5-month period.
Similarly, we view social dominance orientation and system
justification as antecedents of the MWD. Benevolent and hostile sexism, objectification of women, and endorsement of
sexual double standards, like the MWD, reflect ideologies that
stem from sexist motives and whose function is to derogate
and police women’s sexuality and other behaviors. Hence, all
five constructs (benevolent and hostile sexism, objectification,
double standards, and the MWD) correlate with each other.
Future research, however, should use experiments to
strengthen causal inference. For example, researchers could
expose participants to system threats (e.g., Brescoll et al.
2013) or to threats to male dominance (e.g., Rudman et al.
2012) to test the prediction that these conditions should lead to
increased MWD endorsement. As for the proposed negative
effect of MWD endorsement on men’s relationship satisfaction, causal inference could be strengthened by using longitudinal designs—namely, examine whether earlier MWD endorsement predicts later relationship dissatisfaction.
Another limitation of the present study relates to the measures we used. First, although our MWD measure captures the
various contents composing this construct, and as such may be
viewed as having high face validity, we acknowledge that the
present study offers only an initial test of this measure’s construct validity. Additional research is required to fully establish its reliability and validity by testing its test-retest reliability and further validating the unidimensional factorial structure of the MWD scale in different samples via confirmatory
factor analysis. Second, our measure of sexual satisfaction in
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relationships (i.e., the Israeli Sexual Behavior Inventory;
Kravetz et al. 1999) had low reliability, which led us to exclude it from our analyses. Thus, we could not test Hypothesis
4’s suggested mediation (i.e., that MWD reduces sexual satisfaction and, in turn, relationship satisfaction). To test this hypothesis, future research could use a reliable measure of this
construct such as the full 35-item version of the Israeli Sexual
Behavior Inventory or alternative measures, such as the
Global Measure of Sexual Satisfaction (Lawrance and Byers
1998) or Golombok-Rust Inventory of Sexual Satisfaction
(Rust and Golombok 1985).
A third limitation concerns sample generalizability. First,
although we believe that similar patterns are likely to be observed among men in other Western societies, we acknowledge that the construction of manhood and consequent gender
system in societies characterized by intense conflict, such as
Israeli society, may differ from societies with less conflict.
Specifically, the need to justify violence against an adversarial
outgroup promotes justifications of violence against women
(Enloe 1983; Sharoni 1992). Hence, whether our findings indeed replicate in West European and North American societies
awaits direct empirical examination. Second, our sample comprised a substantial proportion of undergraduates. Thus, results may be different among less educated participants who
typically hold more traditional gender attitudes (Inglehart and
Norris 2003; Winter 2002). Future research should aim to
extend the external validity of our conclusions by examining
the MWD and its correlates in more diverse samples on dimensions of ethnicity, culture, age, and education.

the problems experienced by female clients. Further research
to examine the consequences of MWD endorsement among
women will be needed to pursue this speculation. On a
broader social level, by shedding light on the theoretical debate regarding the MWD, our findings may increase public
awareness of the harmful effects MWD ideology has for men
and possibly for women as well.

Conclusions
The present study provides support for the feminist account of
the MWD, sometimes viewed as alternative to the evolutionary or psychoanalytic accounts, by showing that MWD beliefs
correlate with a variety of sexist and derogatory ideologies.
Hence, in line with the feminist insight that Bthe personal is
political^ (Hanisch 1969), our findings suggest that seemingly
individual-level concerns about promiscuity and chastity are
in fact strongly related to gender power structures. In addition,
that the MWD has negative consequences for men’s wellbeing adds to the feminist understanding (e.g., Dworkin
1981) that reducing gender inequality, and the ideologies that
support it, is good for everyone—men as well as women.
Compliance with Ethical Standards The research was conducted in compliance with APA’s ethical standards in the treatment of human participants, which includes providing informed consent and a full debriefing.
The study was approved by Tel-Aviv University Institutional Review
Board.
Conflict of Interest The authors declare that they have no conflict of
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Practice Implications
Understanding the social psychological motivations underlying the MWD, as well as its harmful relationship implications,
may be valuable for clinicians and couple therapists who treat
men high on MWD endorsement. These men may have difficulties feeling attracted to the women they love, or loving the
women to whom they are sexually attracted, leading to chronic dissatisfaction in their romantic relationships. More specifically, the insights provided by the present study can be integrated in therapy via psycho-educational interventions designed to reduce men’s MWD. These efforts could be modeled
on existing interventions known to reduce sexism (e.g.,
Becker and Swim 2012). Therapists could also target the
MWD’s antecedents, such as social dominance orientation,
by promoting empathy and respect for other groups (e.g.,
Brown 2011), such as women.
The practical implications for therapists are not confined to
male clients. A female client who endorses MWD beliefs or
who has experienced negative reactions from a male partner
due to his MWD beliefs might suffer shame or ambivalence
about her own sexual desires or about her desirability. Thus,
MWD beliefs may be relevant to understanding and treating
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