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1 What Is Jealousy?


Nearly everyone experiences jealousy at times. It happens to all types of people—men as well as women, the very young and very old as well as people in between. It happens to heterosexuals as well as gays, to members of all racial and cultural groups, and to those who are basically stable and emotionally healthy as well as to those who are mentally disturbed.

We first become aware of jealous feelings when we sense the possibility of losing someone or something to a rival. It most often occurs when someone we love seems unusually interested in another person. Yet there are many other situations where it also occurs. It may happen when one’s employer is impressed with a fellow employee, when a best friend starts spending more time with another person, when a teacher gives more recognition or higher grades to a classmate, when a minority group member gets less opportunity for social acceptance or advancement than is available to others, or when a parent gives more attention or privileges to a sibling.

Most people don’t consider jealousy to be a serious problem or a debilitating disease. Some individuals even think of it as a positive emotion, something to encourage as a demonstration of love. It is so common it isn’t usually thought of as an abnormality.

Nevertheless, jealousy can cause much pain and suffering. Social researchers find that it is related significantly to divorce, spouse abuse, and even murder. No one can estimate how much it has contributed to such elusive phenomena as unhappiness, the loss of productivity, and lowered aspirations.1

How can jealousy be considered at once a common and harmless human trait and a source of misery for so many? How can it evoke amusement in most people but also be seen as a monstrous affliction? It was Shakespeare who called it “the green-ey’d monster” the emotion that drove Othello to murder his innocent wife. Nevertheless, Shakespeare also used jealousy as a humorous theme in many of his other plays. It is the multifaceted nature of jealousy that accounts for this—the fact that it comes in many forms and disguises, has a wide range of intensities, and affects people in varied ways.2

Jealousy may be seen as existing on a continuum. On one end is apathy. On the other are intense anxiety and overwhelming suspicion. Only the middle range of this continuum contains what could be called “normal jealousy.” This is the kind that most people occasionally experience. When it is in this middle range, it is usually identified as a slightly bothersome but basically harmless human trait, the kind people think of when they find jealousy to be amusing and rather insignificant.

Normal jealousy feels like a mild form of anxiety and fear. People experience it by worrying a little about something they possess, want to possess, or imagine possessing. They think about the possibility that someone or something is going to take their possession from them or prevent its acquisition.

Most often this “possession” is a loved one—a spouse, intimate friend, or close relative. However, the possession can also be an important object, such as a desired job, promotion, money, or property. Or it may be something more abstract or symbolic, such as the respect of one’s peers, fame, or prestige. Those with normal jealousy worry that there is only a limited supply of this respect, prestige, or love and that whenever any goes to someone else, there is that much less available for themselves. The great fear is that the desired object will be lost to someone who appears to be more deserving. When or if this happens, the individual feels less deserving and thus less adequate.3

Fortunately, people with normal jealousy get over this uncomfortable feeling fairly rapidly and easily. They soon realize that their fears are groundless and that they are in no danger of losing what is important to them. They may learn, on their own or with the help of others, that there is an ample supply of what they want and that they will get their share. People with normal jealousy can readily understand that they didn’t have any special rights to the possession in the first place and will have to work all the harder to get it later. Or perhaps they have enough self-confidence to believe that they can hold their own against potential rivals.

When the jealousy is not normal, the people afflicted with it aren’t so fortunate. For them, jealousy is intensely and endlessly painful. Typically, they become obsessed with the idea that someone is going to take away the person or object they believe they need so desperately. Guarded and suspicious, they look for signs that what they fear the most—the loss of what they want—is about to happen. They find it difficult to concentrate on anything else. Consequently, their work suffers, and they are less effective in meeting their responsibilities. Many of the people who are closest to them becoming increasingly annoyed by their behavior and begin trying to avoid them.

For those who experience abnormal jealousy, the emotion sets up a self-fulfilling prophecy. As their associates try to avoid them, their worst fears of losing love and respect are realized. Rather than improving in the behavior that led to their rejection, they become even more vigilant, more distrustful. They strive harder to gather evidence to confirm their suspicions in the hope that this will prevent the loss. Yet, they remain highly vulnerable to the loss of everything they most desire—lovers, spouse, family, job, friends, and, especially, self-esteem.

This was true in the case of Vincent, a brilliant and articulate young lawyer whose professional competence concealed a high degree of personal insecurity and self-doubt. Because of his outstanding performance in law school, he was able to get a position with his city’s most prestigious firm. Within months he had established a reputation in the firm as an excellent professional, and soon he was being considered for promotion. His future seemed assured and his hidden insecurities diminished.

Then the firm hired another recent law school graduate with an equally impressive background. Marian was a young black woman who demonstrated rapidly that she, too, deserved to be considered for promotion. Vincent noted that she started getting as much attention and respect as he alone had been receiving before her arrival. Now he had to share the firm’s admiration with Marian.

Vincent found himself studying her intently, waiting for her to make mistakes or errors of judgment. He started acting more nervously around her, and seemed less confident in meetings they attended together. As his preoccupation with her increased, his concentration on his own work diminished commensurately. Older lawyers in the firm told him they had recently noted a decline in his performance. This caused Vincent’s insecurity to grow, making him even more self-conscious and less effective. But, because he could only think about his rival’s work, it didn’t cause him to think about improving his own. He called the other lawyers’ attention to her few deficiencies. He implied to them that he felt victimized by reverse racial and sexual discrimination. He became convinced that Marian would get the promotion he coveted and felt he deserved. When the promotions were announced, he was not surprised that she got one and he didn’t. What did surprise him, however, was learning that he would have been promoted, too, except for his poor recent performance. It was his own work, not hers, that led to his failure.

The condition that leads to such troubled behavior is known as “pathological” or “morbid” jealousy. The most important difference between pathological and normal jealousy lies in their degrees of intensity. The symptoms of pathological jealousy are stronger and appear much more frequently. These symptoms usually include serious insecurity, strong feelings of inadequacy, and often considerable suspiciousness or paranoid thoughts. Severe anxiety and depression are also often observed. Pathologically jealous people seem very rigid and stubborn and tend to be zealous about people’s adherence to rules. They are overly concerned with such seeming superficialities as their own and other people’s appearance and possessions. They often lack the ability to empathize or see things from the viewpoints of others. They are more inclined to imagine that threats exist when they don’t. Finally, they often have difficulty controlling their anger and can be violent and destructive.4

Pathological jealousy can be an incurable, even fatal condition. Through suicide or self-destructive behavior, many die from its consequences. Others don’t die but are in such emotional pain that they wish they could. For many it is a lifetime malady that saps them of their energy, drains them of their spirit, and keeps them from reaching their potential. It is no wonder that the Bible (Song of Sol. 8:6) says that jealousy is as “cruel as the grave.”5

Although jealousy has been studied, discussed, and explained at least since the beginning of recorded history, humans have not reached much consensus in defining it. At various times and in different cultures, the term has been equated with envy, covetousness, zeal, passionate ambition, paranoia, selfishness, and even love.

When the ancient Greeks referred to this concept, they used the word zelos, which meant both “jealous” and “zealous.” “Jealousy” was considered to be synonymous with “zeal,” or passionate ardor in pursuit of something. As their mythology shows, the Greeks were fascinated by zelos. Almost all their gods were incessantly embroiled in conflict based on jealousy. Zeus, the chief god, is a philanderer. His wife, Hera, is the prototype of he jealous spouse. Obsessed by his affairs, she accuses him, follows him, and tries to trap him in his indiscretions. Nevertheless, her efforts have no effect in making him change his ways. The countless jealous spouses who have emulated Hera through the centuries have almost always obtained the same results.6

The Romans used the word zelosus, but it meant more than “zealousness” also referring to competition for a love object. Much of the existing Roman literature and history read like soap opera, with countless anecdotes centering around one person’s efforts to arouse feelings of jealousy in another. Such episodes are commonplace even in Roman mythology, as when Cupid, the Roman god of love, is smitten by the charms of Psyche, the goddess of the mind. Cupid’s mother, Venus, who has more than a maternal interest in her son, is consumed by jealousy and does everything she can to thwart the affair, without much success.

The Old Testament reveals that the ancient Hebrews often equated jealousy with envy and covetousness. (As such, it was a violation of the Tenth Commandment.) In its earliest pages, it tells how jealousy destroyed Cain and Abel, the firstborn sons of Adam and Eve. Cain is a hardworking farmer who offers the best of his harvest to God, but God prefers the sheep that Abel has contributed. Cain is bitterly disappointed and jealous of his younger brother. In his bitterness he kills Abel and denies his misdeed to God. God marks Cain’s immorality for all to see, thereby making unbridled jealousy a sin against God and man.

Ambiguity and confusion about jealousy are deeply rooted in Western consciousness and are reflected in numerous biblical passages. For example, the Creator declares, “I the Lord thy God am a jealous God” (Exodus 20:5). Later, according to the New Testament, “God is love” (1 John 4:8), but then it says that “love is not jealous or boastful” (1 Cor. 13:4).

In contemporary times, the ambiguity and confusion remain. Everyone seems to have a unique interpretation of jealousy, and often the same person will offer two or more contradictory definitions. In one recent study, a group of 175 graduate students was asked to define “jealousy.” Half of them thought it was synonymous with “envy,” and a quarter thought it was a form of suspiciousness. Others had widely disparate descriptions, ranging from a sick possessiveness to a healthy indication of love and from a learned pattern of behavior to an instinctive human trait. As the students compared their ideas, their definitions continued to change. One finally ended the discussion by applying the late Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart’s famous line about pornography to jealousy: “I may not know how to define it, but I sure know it when I see it.”7

The definition that will be implicit hereafter seems simple at first but contains several elements. Jealousy is defined as a group of uncomfortable emotional reactions to the perceived threat of losing a possession. However, this definition needs further elaboration in order to clarify and understand a complex pattern of feelings and behaviors.

The first thing to remember is that jealousy is not a single feeling or emotion but a combination of emotional reactions. It is not included on the familiar lists of single emotions, such as anger, joy, fear, or sorrow. These feelings are the ingredients, the bricks that are laid to make up the whole structure called jealousy. Jealousy is better included among the more complex conditions, or combinations of emotions, such as love, hate, ambition, and insecurity.

To love someone is to experience many different single emotions. It is the combination of these emotions that comprises the totality called love. The ingredients that make up each individual’s love keep changing. If Mark is in love with Cathy, his love may consist of three parts joy, five parts pride, one of greed, and so on. Later, after Mark learns more about Cathy or sees her behave differently, his love for her changes. It now consists of three parts pride, five of greed, ten of lust, one of joy, and so on. Of course, the single emotions may number in the hundreds. The relative influence of each emotion keeps changing as Mark’s needs and experiences change. What is important to him at this moment may not be so important in a different context or at a different time. Whatever its ingredients, it all adds up to love. This is why each person’s love is unique.

It is this way with jealousy, too. Each jealous person has a unique combination of feelings that constantly fluctuates. The ingredients that make up one person’s jealousy will probably differ from those that make up jealousy in another. Two people may be considered equally jealous; they may feel it and show it identically. But the components of each person’s jealousy are unique. Mark’s jealousy may be made up of ten units of fear, five of anger, two of lust, and so on. Cathy’s jealousy, on the other hand, may consist of five units of fear, six of anger, six of lust, and so on. The numbers of different feeling components may be in the hundreds, but they add up to the totality we call jealousy. And the ingredients that constitute each person’s unique jealousy keep changing with the experiences, values, and circumstances of that person’s life.

In its normal as well as its pathological form, jealousy can be uncomfortable. Usually, the more severe the jealousy, the greater the discomfort. Even when jealousy is only momentary and mild, the individual is less happy, stable, and healthy. The jealous person immediately strives to correct the uncomfortable feeling and get back to the prejealous state, whether in a constructive way or not. Every flash of jealousy is accompanied by feelings of anxiety, fear, and anger, even if only mildly felt. If the jealousy is a little more intense, the person may also feel nauseous, dizzy, enraged, and mobilized for conflict. If there is no respite from these feelings, the incessant stress eventually contributes to other physical and mental disturbances.

Looking at many jealous people, it is hard to imagine that they are uncomfortable. In fact, they sometimes seem to enjoy their jealousy. At least they seem more invigorated and in command of their faculties. Moreover, they don’t seem to want to avoid the feeling. Because most people usually try to avoid anything that causes discomfort, this is confusing. However, some pathologically jealous people actually seem to go out of their way to activate it. They look for the threats; they store up the grievances; and they appear to want to perpetuate the jealous feelings.

But jealous people aren’t doing this for enjoyment. Rather, it is because jealousy seems to them to be a less unpleasant feeling than something else. They believe that jealousy, painful as it may be, will protect them from some greater pain or unpleasantness. It is a price the jealous person feels must be paid to avoid an even greater hurt, such as rejection, abandonment, or humiliation.

In the example of the young lawyer, Vincent was in great pain as he sensed that Marian was usurping his place in the law firm. He knew that his jealous feelings were not going to help his cause and were not going to give him the ability to fight back. But he couldn’t get rid of them because of his growing fear that he would be humiliated. His failure to get the promotion would expose him as inadequate. His jealousy made him seem more alert and effective, but in fact he was distracted, ineffective, and discomforted.

The discomfort felt through jealousy comes from the sense of being threatened. To feel threatened is to sense danger, to fear that you will be harmed. If a very attractive and popular person proclaims a desire for the person you love, you may feel at risk. You fear that your lover could be taken from you. You do not feel threatened, however, if you are confident in your mutual love and attraction.8

Perceived threats come in many forms. What you might consider to be threatening may seem innocuous to someone else. You could feel threatened by the potential loss of prestige or control over others as well as by the possible loss of a loved one. For example, when a man finds that his date at a party is spending an inordinate amount of time with his rival, the perceived threat may not be over the potential loss of the woman. Instead, the man could feel threatened not so much by the loss of the date as by the fear that others will think him less attractive or capable than his competitor. It is his reputation that appears jeopardized, not his relationship.9

Many studies show that women tend to feel jealously threatened for different reasons than do men, at least in our culture. They attach greater significance to physical attractiveness in other women, feel more threatened by it, and look for flaws in other women. Men tend to be less threatened by outward appearances and more by the demonstrated capabilities of other men. Both experience challenges to their own nature and abilities but tend to be aroused by different stimuli.10

A person can feel threatened, and thus jealous, even when no true danger exists or no apparent change of circumstance has occurred. For example, a woman may feel very secure about her husband’s love for her. One day they take a pleasant stroll through their neighborhood. Even though her husband has said or done nothing unusual, her feelings suddenly change. Inexplicably, she feels jealously suspicious of him. She soon realizes why. She notices that they are walking in the same place where she was once rejected by her former fiancé.

Because people perceive threats from so many different sources, it is difficult to predict what will trigger a specific person’s jealous reaction. And it is equally difficult to predict what the reaction will be, even after the jealousy has been set off.

Jealousy is manifested as a defensive reaction to a perceived threat. This reaction may appear in many forms of overt or unobservable behavior. It may be seen in verbal accusations, overprotectiveness, attention-getting activities, and even violence. Reactions may also include responses that are not detectable by outside observers or perhaps even by the individual himself. The jealous person may respond only with clenched teeth, an increased flow of adrenalin, or private thoughts or fantasies that some danger is imminent.

Each person’s jealousy reactions are unique. This is because all people learn through their own early experiences how to behave in specific circumstances. Even if jealousy is eventually proved to be an instinctive trait, the behavioral responses that come from it are the result of socialization and teaching. We are taught what to like and dislike, what to be concerned about, and what to value or disregard. If a man is raised in a household where everyone screams and fights whenever there is a risk of losing something, he is taught that screaming and fighting is “natural,” or appropriate, behavior. If another man is raised in a household where everyone calmly discusses and negotiates about who owns something, he is taught a different version of “appropriate” behavior. Later, when these two men are exposed to identical circumstances, one behaves differently from the other.

Many people in our culture who share similar upbringings express their jealousy reactions in similar socially acceptable ways. Normal jealousy is often expressed so subtly that it is not noticed by others or possibly even recognized by the individual who feels it. Typically, the person with a mild jealousy attack will attribute those feelings to something other than jealousy and thus not even recognize it for what it is. When normal jealousy becomes more overt, it is commonly seen in rather innocuous behaviors. These might include
  	Pouting when you are given less attention than your rival
 	Gossiping about or revealing your rival’s faults
 	Manipulating others into paying you compliments
 	Dressing or behaving to get more attention than your rival
 	Developing your skills or abilities so you can overcome your competition
 	Repeatedly asking your loved one such questions as, “Am I still the only one in your life?”
 	Becoming more watchful and vigilant about the activities of your loved one
 

If the jealousy, however, has gone beyond the normal range, either temporarily or permanently, the reactions may be anything but innocuous. They may include
  	Accusations made in a loud and hostile way
 	Confrontations and threats made to the real, suspected, or potential rival
 	Secretive attempts to uncover evidence that the relevant other is slipping out of the commitment
 	Activities designed to control, intimidate, or occupy the relevant other to eliminate the possibility of losing that person
 	Physical abuse or coercion
 

Because jealousy derives from fear of losing someone or something considered to be personal property, if no one had any sense of ownership, there would be no jealousy. But virtually everyone feels possessive about some things, no matter how little is owned or how communal is one’s philosophy.

Although possessiveness is universal, each person is taught what kinds of things must be shared and what things are private property. Some societies teach their citizens that the money they earn is theirs, while others that it is to be shared. In certain less developed cultures, the people cannot understand the idea of having exclusive ownership of a piece of land, and the notion of having sole possession of a sexual partner might be incomprehensible. Some tribes have taught their members to share space and people. In some cultures, families consider it normal for the children to sleep in the parents’ bed. For other families this is unthinkable. A young child may be taught that this teddy bear or this toothbrush or this coat belongs to no one else. At the same time the child learns that the contents of the refrigerator and the television set, and the attention from mother must be divided among many people. For most people, sharing some things and not others becomes taken for granted at a very early age. A child soon learns to accept being deprived of mother’s undivided attention but is still permitted to be outraged if an older sibling removes the teddy bear from the crib.

Because each culture teaches its members what is to be owned exclusively and what is to be shared, what will cause one person to feel jealous may have no impact whatsoever on others. For example, Jake pays a visit to his old friend Hank and Hank’s wife, Mabel, for a few days. One day, when Hank comes home early from work, he finds Jake and Mabel making love. Hank is probably appalled. He has been taught all his life that such activity is a bad thing. It is a risk to his happy home, a violation of his moral values and exclusive marital rights. On learning of this event, Hank’s friends might scorn Mabel, comfort Hank, and cheer his efforts to fight back against his former friend, Jake, the cuckolder. This would be a fairly typical reaction in our culture.11

But if this scenario took place in an Eskimo village, where wife lending had been a common part of the culture, a different reaction might be expected. Hank would gladly offer Mabel to Jake. To do otherwise would be considered in poor taste. Hank would be proud if his offering went well and Jake was pleased with Mabel. Hank would only be angry at Mabel if she refused to cooperate or didn’t please Jake. “How could you do this to me?” Hank might ask her. “Now everyone will think I am selfish and inhospitable.”

One of the most important things we are taught to possess in our culture is the object of our affection or love. When we are in love, we want and expect exclusivity. Sharing certain intimacies is unacceptable. But this view is something that other cultures do not always teach their members. For example, in polygamous cultures—those that accept one man having several wives or one woman having several husbands—jealousy is unusual between the spouses who must share. They are taught to believe that this type of sharing is acceptable and not a threat to preserving one’s possessions. Sharing a spouse with other wives or husbands may be no more of a jealousy producer in such cultures than sharing food from the family dinner table would be in ours. Some of us may want the biggest portion, but we accept sharing as the norm.

In polygamous cultures wives have been known to encourage their husbands to acquire additional wives. Doing so tends to add to the first wife’s prestige. It divides the work load and childbearing and -rearing responsibilities. Not many years ago, a woman in one such culture took her husband to court because he had not yet taken any other wives. She was dissatisfied because this meant she had to perform all the domestic chores without assistance. The court ruled in her favor, and her husband was ordered to obtain a second wife within six months.

Jealousy problems may exist in every culture but are probably not expressed so conspicuously in cultures that encourage sexual sharing. Sociologist Kingsley Davis compared those that stress sexual fidelity and monogamy and those that do not. He found significantly fewer examples of jealousy problems in societies that endorsed wife trading. A tradition in some cultures has been the jus primae noctis, or “right of the first night,” to which few, if any, jealousy problems attach. In these cultures, when a young woman marries, someone other than her new husband takes her virginity. Often this man is the tribal chief, village priest, or some other esteemed person. Neither the bride nor the groom seems jealous or troubled by the tradition. They expect it, are gratified by it, and are honored. It is not a threat because there is no risk that the new spouse will be lost to the other person.12

While jealousy doesn’t occur without possessiveness, the object we seek to possess can be anything. A lover is only one kind of “possession” and perhaps not even the one that is most often associated with the jealousy response. A more likely candidate is one’s sense of self-worth, security, prestige, or “face.” To lose face and the love and respect that accompany it may be the greatest threat of all.

We know this is true when we see how very jealous people behave with their loved ones. If love were the sole motivator, one would expect the jealous person to be more concerned about the other person’s happiness and fulfillment and do everything possible to help achieve them. Yet, the opposite is more often the case. Very jealous people cannot tolerate it when their lovers want to grow, learn, or become more successful. They often react with displeasure when their lovers want to go to school, try to get new jobs, receive promotions, or do anything that establishes more independence. Instead of being happy about such developments, very jealous people typically distrust their companions and make accusations and issue ultimatums. This may be followed by interrogations, threats, and violent abuse. They often have their partners followed, try to trap them, and look for signs of deceit or indications of dishonorable intentions.

What are they trying to accomplish with such behavior? Clearly, it is not to achieve greater love or happiness in the relationship. The answer is apparent when asking jealous people why they treat their lovers this way. The answer is almost always the same: “Because I don’t want to look like a fool.” When this is the motive, the possession they hope to retain is not love but their own self-esteem.

Feelings of personal worth and integrity are very much at the core of jealousy problems. People who feel good about themselves, who have self-confidence and emotional security, are rarely, if ever, troubled by pathological jealousy. There is more consensus about this among social scientists and mental health professionals than about any other aspect of jealousy. In one survey of psychiatrists, 90 percent of them believed that jealous people had low self-esteem. It is exceedingly rare to find that proportion of psychiatrists agreeing about anything.13

Conversely, people who suffer from feelings of inadequacy or inferiority are most vulnerable to experiencing jealousy problems. Some scholars say this is the major or only cause of serious jealousy. It is not a new idea; more than 250 years ago, Benjamin Franklin wrote in Poor Richard’s Almanac that jealousy was caused by a person’s inability to feel competent or adequate.

It is the feeling of inadequacy that is ultimately behind the fear of losing a possession to someone else. The dominating fear is that the rival is more deserving or more capable of acquiring the valued object. The inadequate person can’t obtain or retain the valued object through intrinsic merit. It has to be done through manipulation or intimidation. This person thinks, “I may not be able to keep your love, but if I continue to guard you, I can keep you from having the opportunity to leave me.”

Those who feel inadequate tend to seek reassurance by gaining superficial approval from others. To get it, they often observe what others seem to like and then behave accordingly. They make disparaging remarks about their rivals while extolling their own virtues. They are concerned with material possessions and personal appearance in the belief that this will gain them the admiration of others. They try to be loved or respected for what they have, because they doubt that they can be loved or respected for what they are.

People suffering feelings of inadequacy are at the mercy of others. They have so little sense of self-worth that they seek it in recognition from others. Though they are frequently devastated when the others withhold it, this only makes them try harder to get it. They get more possessions or belittle their rivals or improve their appearance even more.

The jealousy problem occurs when people who feel inadequate sense that others are gaining the love and approval for which they have worked so hard. They compare themselves to these others and fear that they don’t really measure up. Their only recourse is to hold onto whatever it is they already have. They feel they can only do so through manipulation, coercion, vigilance, or abuse. But the jealousy doesn’t end when control is achieved or when people say they approve. It ends only when the jealous person achieves an inner sense of self-worth and doesn’t have to rely on others for it.

This is what happened with the young lawyer who failed to get promoted. After Marian was advanced, Vincent became very depressed and ineffective in his work. Eventually his employers recommended psychotherapy. Vincent concurred and worked in therapy for over a year, concentrating primarily on changing his low self-esteem. When he accomplished this goal, he was once again able to do highly skilled legal work. When a new group of capable young law graduates was hired, he found he could help them rather than feel threatened by them. He eventually received his promotion and is now a senior partner in the firm. He has a well-deserved reputation for being able to help his colleagues and rivals for the good of the organization.

In order to understand jealousy better, it is also necessary to analyze and correct some of the most common misconceptions that have persisted about it for many years. Some people believe that showing jealousy indicates how much love there is. Some people believe that envy and jealousy are the same thing. Some believe there is no such thing as jealousy outside sexual competitiveness. Many people think jealousy occurs only among young people or that it is less likely to occur in shy or passive people. Many people believe that jealousy happens mostly to women, and many others believe it happens mostly to men. Many people believe that jealousy is bad or has no redeeming attributes, while others think it is highly beneficial to humanity. All these commonly held views are based on incorrect assumptions or faulty data. They are either wrong or overly simplistic and obscure our understanding of the nature of jealousy.

The greatest misconception about jealousy is that it is an indicator of love. This view is often expressed this way: “I want my lover to be jealous of me. How else can I know if my lover really cares?” Such people try to test their partner’s “love” by provoking jealousy. They might act suspiciously or leave threatening clues—anything to lead the partner to believe they are interested in someone else. Then, when the partner acts jealous, perhaps becoming hurt or even violently angry, they are assured that the love continues. It is an assurance based on a falsehood.14

Somehow, this idea that jealousy indicates the depth of one’s love for another person has persisted for centuries. As long ago as A.D. 400, the philosopher Saint Augustine wrote, “He that is not jealous is not in love.” And, more recently, a poll of thousands of spouses showed that a majority of Americans believe this, even though most behavioral scientists do not.15

Because so many people hold this to be true, they are flattered when their partners behave jealously toward them. They tell their friends who hold the same view and are further encouraged. They derive ego-gratification from their assumption that they are important to and loved and desired by the other person.16

It is surprising that, with so little evidence to support it, this myth has endured for such a long time. In fact, jealousy is no more a sign of being in love than obesity is a sign of being a good cook. Anthropologist Margaret Mead put it another way when she wrote, “Jealousy is not a barometer by which the depth of love can be read, it merely records the degree of the lover’s insecurity.” And psychiatrist Otto Fenichel wrote, “Jealous people are those who are not able to love but who need the feeling of being loved” More recently, one psychotherapist wrote, “It is possible to feel jealousy toward someone you don’t love, whom you don’t like, and even toward someone you heartily dislike.”17

Some studies indicate that there is a negative correlation between the degree of jealousy and the presence of love. In other words, the more jealous a person is, the less is the likelihood of love as we generally know it. Of course, these ideas depend on how one defines “love.” Most people want to think of love as a state of caring and giving to another person. It is wanting and striving for the other person’s happiness and well-being. Jealousy, on the other hand, is self-centered. Jealous people are more concerned with their own happiness and well-being than those of their partners.18

The “love” one sees in jealousy is based on feelings of dependency. It is the kind of love that humanist-psychologist Abraham Maslow called “D-love.” He identified D-love (dependency-based) to distinguish it from “B-love” (being in love), which seeks the happiness and well-being of the other. He concluded that both types generally exist in all of us. We can hardly avoid feelings of dependent attachment, but they are not one of our more noble virtues. Jealousy doesn’t exist in B-love, and it doesn’t fail to exist in D-love. Jealousy doesn’t care about the happiness or well-being of the other; holding onto the person for one’s own sake is the goal. Thus, jealousy comes from depending on the partner, from feeling inadequate to cope without the presence or possession of the other.19

Other scientists have extended Maslow’s theories about love and consider that it contains three components: intimacy, passion, and a decision to commit. Each element can be depicted as one side of a triangle, with each side ideally being of approximately equal length. In a healthy love relationship, both partners’ triangles would be similar and well matched. But if one person has more or less passion than the other, or more or less of the other elements, a distortion occurs. The partners are not well matched and their respective versions of “love” are not synonymous. This results in each partner wanting to give and receive something different in the relationship. In other words, each person may be interpreting “love” from his or her own perspective and it may not be the same as the interpretation given to it by the partner.20

Generally, people who attempt to test their partner’s love by provoking jealousy feelings aren’t testing what they think they are. For example, a man says to his wife, “Wow, I sure saw a beautiful woman on the bus tonight! She sat next to me and we had a good talk.” Then the man studies his wife’s reaction. If she is upset, insecure, or angry, he may feel gratified. Knowing that she is disturbed may suggest to the husband that she loves him because she is threatened by the possibility of losing him. If she weren’t upset, the husband might imagine that she doesn’t care whether she loses him or not. Supposedly, she passed his test.

But, in fact, the husband might have wanted his wife to pass his B-love test, and she only passed the D-love test. It wouldn’t prove she is interested in his well-being or happiness but only that she wanted to preserve her own selfish interests. The husband’s ego is not gratified, and ultimately he is not made to feel more secure. He has thus accomplished very little in his attempt to prove his wife’s love through jealousy. It doesn’t tell the husband that his wife cares about him. It only says she is being selfish.

This kind of thinking is seen more frequently in pathologically jealous people than in those with normal jealousy. As a person’s jealousy intensifies, the inclination to give to the other person diminishes. Jealous people become obsessed with the need for reassurance, seeking guarantees that they will not be abandoned, that they will be forever loved. The giving in the relationship becomes more one sided. A relationship with mutual giving and caring cannot flourish in a jealous atmosphere. It may not even survive.

Another misconception about jealousy is that it is restricted to sexual competitiveness. For many people, jealousy seems to pertain only to male-female relationships. It seems to them that rivalries between members of the same sex for desired members of the opposite sex are the cause of jealousy, or the only cause that really matters. Some writers have even theorized that human jealousy is the result of the same genetic drive that causes animals to compete for their mates. It is pointed out that certain male animals try to outdo other males of their species by preening or fighting rivals to win the attention of and sexual rights with the desired females. The females compete with one another to acquire and retain the best location for attracting the rivals for their attentions. Once the pairing has been established, the animals will often do anything they can to preserve these rights. This view holds that jealousy is the human manifestation of this natural drive to procreate.21

Yet, while male-female sexually oriented possessiveness and competitiveness may be the most important sources of jealousy, they are not the only ones. There are well-documented reports of jealousy that exists in infants, between younger siblings, between older siblings, among young children, and between homosexuals. There are even analyses of mothers and fathers being jealous of their young children. Perhaps it exists between any two people who vie for the same thing.22

Three examples illustrate jealousy without overt sexual competitiveness.

• Clarissa is dining alone in a restaurant, and her waitress is attentive and pleasant. Soon another woman arrives and is seated at a nearby table. The waitress becomes far more attentive, warm, and humorous with the new diner and relatively less interested in Clarissa. The time and attention the waitress devotes to the other party are at Clarissa’s expense, and this causes her a mild and momentary unpleasant sensation. Clarissa later reports that she felt jealous of the other diner, having apparently lost the waitress’s favor to her.

• Harold works in an office with several other employees, all of whom have equal rank, pay, and formal status. The boss, a tight-fisted man who will soon determine which worker will get a pay raise, has seemed to like Harold and has complimented his work. Soon one of the other workers begins to go out of his way to curry favor with the boss. He tells him the latest jokes, brings him newspaper clippings on the boss’s favorite subjects, and gives him tickets to sports events. Harold notices that the boss is spending more time with the other employee and enjoying his company more than anyone else’s. Harold soon recognizes that he is no longer his boss’s favorite. He begins to feel uncomfortable and insecure around the boss and develops hostile feelings toward his colleague.

• For years Sally and Kim have been best friends as well as next door neighbors. Then another young woman moves into the neighborhood, a woman who is warm, outgoing, and charming. Kim begins to spend more time with the other person and less with Sally. When Kim is with Sally, most of the talk is about the new neighbor’s many accomplishments. Sally has never met the other person, but she feels jealous nevertheless. She believes that her friendship is threatened and that the primacy of the relationship no longer exists.

There is no overt sexual connotation in any of these common occurrences. Nevertheless, the feeling of jealousy exists. Someone felt the risk of losing a positive relationship with a waitress, an employer, or a friend. It is not that these people were owned by the jealous ones, but their attention and devotion had been possessed, at least for the moment. When others entered the scene, these possessions were jeopardized.

In many, if not most, jealousy situations, it isn’t overt sexuality but attention that is coveted. This is most readily seen among young children in a family. They are inevitably going to have conflicts over the attention rights to “my mom” or “my dad.” They compete not for total possession of the parents but for their immediate attention, demonstration of affection, or apparent love. If they argue over who gets the most privileges, often they are really trying to decide who is the parents’ favorite. The child’s response when the parents say no is likely to be, “How come you like him best?” And the response when given a privilege is often, “Ha ha, my mom likes me better than you.”23
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