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The Evolution of Jealousy:  A Reply to Buller

David M. Buss and Martie Haselton

Two decades ago, mainstream psychologists explained jealousy as a pathology, social construction, or byproduct of capitalist society, manifested identically in men and women [1].  Evolutionary psychologists, in contrast, hypothesized that jealousy is an evolved adaptation, activated by threats to a valuable relationship, functioning to protect it from partial or total loss [2-4].  Because the reproductive consequences of infidelity and partner loss are parallel in some respects, and asymmetric in others, the sexes were predicted to have similar psychologies in some respects, and different psychologies where their adaptive problems recurrently diverged.  This program initially focused on a few core design features of jealousy, but has since expanded to study many more.
Sexual similarities include the following.  Jealousy (1) is an emotion designed to alert an individual to threats to a valued relationship, (2) is activated by the presence of interested and more desirable intrasexual rivals, and (3) functions, in part, as a motivational mechanism with behavioral output designed to deter “the dual specters of infidelity and abandonment" [1, p. 35].   (4) “[B]oth sexes are hypothesized to become distressed over sexual and emotional infidelity” because each provide important cues to the loss of reproductively-valuable resources [4, p. 251]. When there is a discrepancy in mate value, (5) the lower-value partner will experience more intense jealousy [1].
There are at least 13 distinct hypothesized sex-differentiated design features, and 13/13 have been confirmed.  Men and women differ psychologically in the weighting given to sexual and emotional cues that trigger jealousy, such that (6) men more than women become upset at signals of sexual infidelity, which portend both paternity uncertainty and loss of reproductive resources to a rival; and (7) women more than men become upset at signals of a partner’s emotional infidelity, which threaten a loss of commitment and resources to a rival [1, 5].

 When jealousy is activated by interlopers, (8) women become especially distressed by threats from physically attractive rivals, whereas (9) men become especially distressed by rivals with more resources [6].  Within committed mateships (10) men mated with physically attractive women exhibit elevated jealous mate guarding, whereas (11) women with more resource-laden men exhibit more jealous mate guarding [7].  Near ovulation, the critical window in which a man’s paternity probability is compromised by a partner’s sexual infidelity, (12) men increase jealous mate guarding [8]. 
Cognitively, relative to women, men (13) preferentially process, and (14) show greater memorial recall of cues to sexual infidelity [9].  (15) Relative to men, women preferentially process, and (16) show greater memorial recall of, cues to emotional infidelity [9].  Upon discovery of infidelity, men, relative to women (17) will find it more difficult to forgive a sexual infidelity than an emotional infidelity, and (18) will be more likely to terminate a current relationship following a partner’s sexual infidelity than an emotional infidelity [10].
Both in his article and book, with 45 pages on jealousy, Buller ignores 11 of the 13 hypothesized sex-differentiated design features.  He rejects the hypothesis that jealousy is an adaptation with sex-differentiated design features by attempting to discredit two of them (6 and 7).  Egregiously, he misrepresents even these.  He claims that the theory predicts that men “respond primarily to cues of sexual infidelity” and women “primarily to cues of emotional involvement.”   Unfaithfulness is linked, of course, to a variety of fitness consequences, including paternity uncertainty (for men) and the total loss of a valuable partner.  Whether these consequences follow depends on many factors.  Thus, Buss et al. [4,5] were careful to state the prediction not in terms of absolute levels of jealousy, which are affected by many factors external to the hypothesis, but rather in sex differences in sensitivities to different forms of infidelity [4, 5].  All the cross-cultural evidence Buller cites actually supports the properly-framed original sex differences hypotheses, although not Buller’s mischaracterized versions.  

A scientific evaluation of evolutionary hypotheses about jealousy requires an accurate characterization of the many hypothesized design features and a proper review of the large body of empirical findings pertinent to each.  Buller’s article and book fail on both counts.  Buller’s distorted depictions of other’s hypotheses, and his failure to inform readers about numerous studies that contradict his claims, do not advance the science of the mind.
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