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Not long ago, psychologists commonly regarded emotions as disruptions of organized and rational 

thought and action (Leeper 1948). A functionalist approach, fostered by an adaptationist 

conception of evolution by natural selection, has in the past few decades led to a very different 

consensus. Other things being equal, our more enduring capacities must be good for something— 

though not necessarily for someone: some genes, perhaps, of which organisms are but vehicles 

(Dawkins 1976); or perhaps for a population or a species as a whole (Gould 2002). That consensus 

is not, however, committed to the uniformity or universality of our emotional repertoire. The 

extent to which our emotional potential is malleable remains an open question.  

I  A McDonald Emotion? 

The desirability of such emotional malleability is attested by a corollary of the 

adaptationist approach: namely that we should expect to encounter a number of what we might call 

McDonald emotions. Our innate taste for fats, sugar, salt, and protein doubtless proved essential to 

our survival during periods of evolutionary adaptation in which these nutrients required some 

effort to procure. In current advanced societies, these tastes do not encourage healthy diets. 

Similarly, emotions that were once adaptive may now be worse than useless. As examples, we 

might cite the emotional and temperamental dispositions, mostly affecting males, that explain the 

fact that homicide, regardless of its frequency in any given culture, are committed by men around 

95% of the time (Daly and Wilson 1988). Whatever adaptive function was served by a disposition 

to murderous behaviour is now more often maladaptive. Such an emotional disposition is 
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particularly undesirable for the individuals involved when it takes the form of road rage or war 

crimes. Similar considerations apply to many of the other ‘negative emotions’: racism, 

xenophobia, disgust at unfamiliar sexual practices or gender identities, envy and jealousy. 

In this essay, I shall focus narrowly on sexual jealousy. The ‘green-eyed monster’ has 

undoubtedly been regarded as a ‘negative’ emotion. But what does that mean?  

Several philosophers have pointed out that “negative emotions” do not form a clear or 

coherent category (Kristjánsson 2003; Solomon and Stone 2006). But jealousy seems to be a clear 

case in that it exhibits three clearly undesirable features. First, it is painful for the subject 

experiencing it. Second, it is painful and potentially harmful for those whom it targets—both the 

direct target and the 'co-respondent' because of whom it is felt. Third, the actions motivated by 

jealousy – and to a lesser extent its mere expression and even the suspicious attitudes that 

unexpressed jealousy may foster, are frequently counter-productive: while jealousy is often said to 

aim at preserving a loving relationship, it is likely to have the opposite effect.  

These features of jealousy should suffice to motivate a desire to eliminate it, or at least to 

eliminate those negative aspects. In what follows, I will briefly argue, against some recent 

champions of jealousy, that certain forms of jealousy would be best eliminated. But I will mostly 

be concerned to explore how such elimination might be possible. More specifically I will argue 

that jealousy can be stripped of its negative character, by being converted into a kind of mirror 

image of itself. The resulting positive emotion is defined as applying to precisely those situations 

that give rise to at least some paradigmatic forms of jealousy, but differs from it in that its valence 

is positive. The painful emotion associated with witnessing the pleasure that my beloved takes 

with another, I shall suggest, is sometimes capable of being transformed into compersion, which is 

pleasure taken in precisely the same circumstances. 
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2. The Biological Function Defense of Jealousy 

Jealousy has provided a juicy opportunity for adaptationist evolutionary psychologists to 

speculate on the advantages it might have afforded our primitive ancestors. This holds particularly 

for males. One of the very few incontrovertible differences between males and females is that the 

former can never be quite certain of their paternal status. From that fact, it takes only a few logical 

leaps to infer that males must be hard-wired for jealousy. That would naturally result from the 

successful perpetuation of hypothetical genes for desiring to sequester one’s mates, and protecting 

them from any other males who might want to protect them. It is well known that among some 

species such as lions, genes fostering an impulse to kill previous offspring of a new mate seem to 

be well entrenched. In the same vein, David Buss has not only argued that jealousy is an innate 

emotional disposition, but also claimed to find a gender difference in the character of that emotion. 

Given the problem of uncertain paternity, he has argued, male jealousy should focus specifically 

on sexual relations. Females, by contrast, should be expected to feel jealousy in situations that 

appear to threaten the emotional bond tying a partner to the common venture of raising a child 

(Buss 1994). While these expectations of a gender asymmetry appear to be confirmed in North 

America, however, they seem to fade in Northern European countries characterized by lower 

levels of gender inequality (Hupka and Bank 1996; Harris 2004). That suggests that this particular 

gender difference, like most of those allegedly discovered by social science is largely driven by 

ideology. By ideology, I understand a system of normative expectations the justification of which 

appeals to a conventional—and changeable—conception of ‘immutable human nature” 

(Jordan-Young 2010; Fine 2011). I shall argue that it is just such an ideology that accounts for the 

perceived ‘naturalness’ of jealousy. At the same time, the fact that ideologies are built on mythical 

rather than real features of human nature, together with the existence of cultural diversity, should 
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encourage some degree of optimism about the possibility of cultivating emotional dispositions 

more conducive to individual contentment and social harmony. 

3.  The Social Constructionist Perspective 

In contrast with evolutionary psychologists, many other scholars regard our emotional 

repertoire as largely determined by social convention (Averill 1985; Mesquita et al. 2016). An 

even more radical view is that the social construction of emotions is built on the basis of a very 

limited range of dispositions to ‘core affect’, the inherent range of which is limited to the 

dimensions of intensity and valence (Russell 2005; Barrett 2013). I need take no position here on 

the question of whether there are basic, modular evolved emotions. If there are not, it might seem 

reasonable to expect that some changes to social arrangements might conceivably lead to 

psychological adjustments conducive to individual emotional thriving in the world of complex, 

technologically sophisticated, culturally diverse urban societies. But even if our emotional 

repertoire is rooted in a small number of relatively autonomous ‘basic’ emotions, we may hope 

that, just as many of us have developed gastronomical tastes that place McDonald’s foods rather 

low on our scale of preference, we may also develop more sophisticated emotional repertoires. 

Consider, for example, the emotional configuration characteristic of those cultures that favour 

“honour killing” of girls who have been raped (Nordland 2014). Even those of us who are 

concerned to avoid ethnocentric bias would agree that this is one cultural tradition there is 

sufficient reason to deplore, and which other cultures find it easy to renounce. The same goes for 

racist or xenophobic hatred. And for jealousy. 

What is jealousy? A very general definition is offered by Daniel Farrell, who distinguishes 

it from envy in that it targets not just one other person but two: ‘jealousy is an essentially 

three-party emotion in which one person—the jealous person—is in some way bothered by the fact 
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that, as he believes, someone else whom he wants to favor him in some way, and who he believes 

has thus favored him for a time, currently favors (or is likely to begin to favor) someone else in that 

way instead.’ (Farrell 1997,166).  

4 The Moral Defense: Jealousy as Virtue 

As it stands, this definition can apply to a number of circumstances, from professional to 

sexual. The same is true of some other recent treatments, such as those of Peter Toohey (2014) and 

Kristján Kristjánsson (2002). I want to narrow down the topic somewhat to the specific case of 

sexual jealousy. I thus leave aside professional jealousy, as well as the grey area of overlap 

between jealousy and envy (a two-party emotion). Instead, I shall focus on only those cases that 

arise in the context of affectionate sexual relationships.  

Farrell’s definition leaves out an important component of jealousy that is particularly 

though not exclusively pertinent to the sexual kind. This is the conviction that one not only wants a 

certain sort of favour—namely, in the range of cases I am concerned with, attention and sexual 

favours—but regards oneself as entitled to them. 

The addition of a condition of entitlement is actually somewhat paradoxical, since, as 

Kristján Kristjánsson has pointed out, it involves ‘the belief that a person has treated you 

undeservedly through failing to love you romantically as much as another person.... an apparently 

unreasonable belief ... because... romantic love has by its very nature nothing to do with deserts.’ 

(Kristjánsson 2002, 166). That observation suggests an additional reason for the aversiveness of 

jealousy: namely that it involves an inherent measure of cognitive dissonance, in so far as it is both 

a claim to entitlement and an acknowledgement of radical contingency. Unsurprisingly, therefore, 

jealousy is frequently buttressed in its claim to entitlement by a promise of ‘fidelity’, interpreted as 

a commitment to sexual exclusivity. In that situation, the granting of ‘favours’ to another can 
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clearly be regarded as breaking that promise. But the offense taken in cases of ‘sexual infidelity’ 

seems disproportionate to the mere breaking of a promise. Rather than focusing on the hurt 

attributable to the breaking of the promise, then, we might ask why it should be thought to be a 

good idea to make such a promise in the first place. For an undertaking of sexual exclusiveness is 

more frequently grounded in the hope of avoiding jealousy, rather than the other way around.  

 Most of what follows will concern the possibility of reversing the aversive character of 

jealousy without necessarily modifying its cognitive content, in the sense that it is occasioned by 

the very situation type that is generally taken both to motivate and to justify a lover’s falling into 

the grip of the green-eyed monster1 

Both the desirability and the feasibility of overcoming sexual jealousy have been denied. 

Jerome Neu has claimed that despite the best efforts of the 60's experiments in ‘free love’, jealousy 

remains 'ineliminable no matter what the social arrangements’ (Neu 2000, 43). And Kristján 

Kritjánsson (2002) has argued that jealousy, in the right amount, might actually be regarded as an 

Aristotelian virtue:  

Jealousy qua virtue… would then constitute a mean between two vices: too much 

sensitivity to undeserved treatment which overshadows other appropriate responses, such 

as forgivingness, benevolence, etc., and too little sensitivity to such treatment which is the 

sign of excessive magnanimity toward others or servile sheepishness. (Kristjánsson 2002, 

163). 

                                                            
1  Note that if, as Farrell's definition implies, aversiveness is part of the definition of jealousy, it 
cannot be the same emotion once its valence has been reversed. In so far as its cognitive content is 
the same—the contemplation of an affectionate or sexual relation of one's loved one with others—, 
however, one might regard compersion as the same emotion as jealousy, but with inverted valence. 
This will not matter for the purposes of my argument here. 
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If we try to apply this formulation to sexual jealousy, it immediately raises the question of what 

constitutes ‘undeserved treatment’ for which forgiveness might be an option. As we have seen, the 

feeling of betrayal often identified as jealousy does not always depend on the entitlement 

warranted by a promise. Kristjánsson claims that this is justified. His reason is that ‘exclusive 

affiliation is typically valued from the very start of a loving relationship; and indications of 

complete indifference in this matter are likely to be considered morally defective.’ Hence, ‘those 

who have high-mindedly overcome the tendency to become jealous’, far from being entitled to 

‘moral superiority’, are ‘seriously misguided.’ (Kristjánsson, 2002, 158,163). 

This rather blatantly begs the question of the rationale for promising or for wanting sexual 

exclusiveness in the first place. The reason for his assertion seems to amount to no more than an 

appeal to “typical” attitudes. And that is precisely what polyamorist reject (Jenkins 2017).   

In modern liberal societies, sexual relations are doubly disconnected from procreation 

—by the existence of contraception on the one hand, and by the fact that only a tiny proportion of 

sexual encounters are linked to a wish for procreation on the other. The imperative taken for 

granted in the evolutionary psychologists’ perspective has no correlative in conscious desire. 

Moreover, the distinction between lust and romantic love is assumed both by the attitude of those 

who disapprove of lust and by those who regard its exercise as a merely pleasurable diversion. 

That makes it puzzling that the indulgence of lust outside the bounds of a relationship of romantic 

love should be regarded as a threat to such relationships. All the more so if one thinks of love as 

compounded of affection and lust: for neither lust nor affection in themselves make any claim of 

exclusiveness.  

5 The Polyamorist Alternative 
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I surmise that the best explanation for the enduring prejudice in favour of sexual 

exclusiveness lies in its self-confirming character: the ideology of monogamy includes the idea 

that an intense love connection must be accompanied by exclusive desire and sanctioned by 

jealousy. That assumption supports the inference from the fact that a lover has experienced sexual 

pleasure with another to the conclusion that they no longer love their partner.  

Several lines of evidence point to the falsehood of that assumption. In fact, spouses often 

‘cheat’ precisely in order to safeguard their love relationship rather than give up on it. That fact is 

at the basis of the success of businesses like Ashley Madison: in ‘cheating,’ most spouses have no 

intention of dissolving their current loving partnership or marriage. The same holds for the practice 

of ‘swinging’, the somewhat ritualized exchange of sexual partners among married couples. Most 

explicitly, polyamorists and others in ‘open’ relationships are frequently committed to fidelity to 

one or more partners without sexual or emotional exclusiveness (Easton and Hardy 2009).  

Lovers in such open or polyamorous relationships would find it absurd to claim, with 

Kristjánsson, that ‘jealousy is a necessary condition of pridefulness, and hence. . . .acts as an 

important guardian of self-respect’ (Kristjánsson, 158). Why should I take pride in forbidding my 

beloved pleasure unless I am its sole provider? It is a truism that love entails a concern for the 

beloved: if I love her, I am supposed to make her desires my own. Should I then not rather take 

pride in feeling vicarious joy in whatever she enjoys? Kristjánsson notes that it is ‘considered 

proper’ for lovers to make ‘mutual sacrifices’ (Kristjánsson, 163). But why should my beloved 

sacrifice a harmless pleasure? (Answering that her pleasure intrinsically harms me is, of course, 

just more question begging.) The very fact that it is desired, and must be sacrificed, suggests that I 

have already lost the single-minded attention to which I thought myself entitled. Any claim on my 

part to police that single-minded attention is a hubristic attempt to curb the autonomy that lovers 
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should above all prize and respect (Velleman 1999). It is also, in effect, already an admission of 

defeat. The exercise of such a putative right to limit another's freedom is the very mark of 

possession. Possession of persons is frowned upon in general; so it is difficult to see why it is so 

unquestioningly approved of in the context of loving relations. 

6. Anthropological Proofs of Possibility  

Let these few remarks suffice to suggest that in at least some cases it may indeed be 

desirable to do away with sexual jealousy. I now want to make four suggestions intended to 

counter Jerome Neu's conviction that jealousy is ineliminable. The first simply alludes to 

counter-examples gleaned from anthropology. The second stresses an analogy with the dual nature 

of pain, in which a sensory content can be distinguished from its aversive character. The third 

relates to the demonstrated possibility for a condition of physiological arousal to be construed as 

radically different emotional states, depending on the framing context. And the fourth exploits 

certain facts about the multiple conditions that commonly underpin our attribution of emotions 

both to ourselves and to others. Together, these four sets of considerations will support the 

conclusion that much of the aversive character of sexual jealousy is due to an ideology of love that 

remains pervasive in our culture. Recalling that an ideology, in the sense I intend, is a set of beliefs 

in the desirability of certain attitudes or behaviors that are justified by otherwise groundless myths 

about ‘human nature’, one might reasonably strive to cultivate alternative attitudes that will allow 

one to re-gestalt occasions of jealousy as instead worthy of compersion.  

Arguments derived from anthropology are liable to be met with scepticism, if only because 

of the difficulty of securing a reliable translation of the relevant vocabulary. To the very same 

extent that facts of cultural variation undermine confidence in our interpretations of alien cultures, 

however, they confirm us in the assumption that people in other cultures experience life in 
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significantly different ways. We do best to concentrate on evidence derived from behaviour and 

the institutions that sustain it, rather than in translated expressions of attitudes and values.  

 In that perspective, two notable counterexamples stand out to Neu’s assertion of the 

universality of jealousy. The first is afforded by the practices of the Mosuo, an ethnic group living 

in the West of China. Mosuo women do not marry; when they have reached sexual maturity, they 

are free to invite any man to spend the night with them in the bedroom to which they control 

access. If they have children, these are brought up by their brothers as well as their female 

relatives. From the biological point of view, it is clear that such a system would greatly lessen the 

need for males to worry about paternity. Although fathers do still play a significant part in the 

education of children (Mattison, Scelza and Blumenfield 2014), their genes are reliably 

transmitted to the next generation through their sisters. As a consequence they do not experience 

the same pressure to be possessive of their sexual partners, and indeed their language is reported to 

have no word for jealousy (Blumenfield 2009).  

A second example from anthropology is provided by the ‘parti-paternity’ practiced in 

certain Amazonian tribes. In those tribes a woman will have a number of sexual partners, each of 

whom is deemed to have contributed his strengths to her offspring, and all of whom share the 

responsibilities of fatherhood (Beckerman and Valentine 2002). Again, there is in such a system 

very little motivation for jealousy or even rivalry based on the biological imperative of paternity. 

7 The Analogy of Pain 

These reports, and others like them, provide sufficient ‘proof of possibility’ to undermine 

Neu's assertion about the inevitability of jealousy. They provide no support, however, for the 

possibility of inverting jealousy's valence. The analogy of pain may begin to provide some such 

support. 
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The normal experience of pain is compounded of two separable phenomena: a sensory 

component that can be described in terms of its characteristic qualia (jabbing? throbbing? where 

exactly is it felt?) and an aversive affective character, ‘painfulness’, which motivates avoidance 

behavior. Nikola Grahec has summarized evidence that in certain circumstances, it is possible to 

experience ‘pain without painfulness’ (Grahec 2007, 61). Patients suffering from ‘pain 

asymbolia’, in whom the aversive character of pain is absent even though they feel its sensory 

component, sometimes respond to pain by smiling or laughing.  

the main reason pain asymbolia patients laugh at the pain they feel is that they are not 

experiencing or perceiving it as... horrible, frightening, or awful... But pinpricks, 

particularly severe ones, are ‘supposed to’ evoke strongly aversive or frightening 

sensations. . . [so they laugh because] the pain that asymbolics feel on such occasions flies 

in the face of these expectations. (Grahec 2007, 74) 

By analogy, aversive jealousy might also have a cognitive core, analogous though more 

cognitively complex than the sensory component of pain, to which it might be possible to attach 

opposite valences. That would explain the many attitudes possible in the face of the type of 

situation that ‘normally’ induces jealousy. And it might pave the way for a conversion of aversive 

jealousy into joyful compersion.  

There is also a crucial disanalogy between jealousy and pain. When asymbolics miss the 

role of the pain stimulus as a danger signal, their response fails at the level of pain’s biological 

function. It is the function of pain's aversiveness to trigger an avoidance response. In the case of 

jealousy, by contrast, there is no good reason to insist that there is, in the same sense, a correct 

interpretation of the situation and a true sense of the ‘signal’ being conveyed.  
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In sum, the analogy with pain suggests that conversion of aversive jealousy into joyful 

compersion might be possible. The disanalogy just noted further implies that this would have no 

undesirable effects. But by what mechanisms could it be achieved?  

8 The Indeterminacy of Arousal 

This question brings me to the third reason to think the aversive character of jealousy can 

be reversed. A much discussed experiment conducted by Stanley Schachter and Jerome Singer 

showed that physiological arousal caused by purely chemical means—an injection of 

epinephrine—could lead a subject to report experiencing a very different subjective emotional 

states depending on the narrative context in which it was embedded. When a stooge behaved in an 

annoying way in the presence of the subject, the subject became angry. When a stooge was 

amusing and entertaining, by contrast, subjects felt happier (Schachter and Singer 1962). While 

the experiment and its interpretation have been subject to a number of criticisms (Reisenzein 

1983), it remains highly suggestive: the story we tell about any situation we find ourselves in can 

have a determining influence on the emotion we ascribe to ourselves, including its felt valence. 

9 Ascription by Entitlement 

I come finally to the fourth cue that could explain the possibility of reversing the negative 

character of jealousy by showing it to be extraneous to the actual content of its object. This rests on 

the fact that our normal ascriptions of emotion seem to be guided by three partly independent 

factors, or 'semantic attractors', which can sometimes conflict: (a) a ‘dictionary definition’, which 

typically refers to a subjective experience (she feels sad, or scared) and its characteristic outward 

expression; (b) the social norms, or ‘feeling rules’, that regulate both that experience and its 

expression (it's understandable she should feel that way in this situation); and (c) the way in which 

feeling rules, display rules, and the relevant construal of the situation are all anchored in a standard 
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scenario (she failed her driving test, so she is expected to feel sad and look sad). In different 

circumstances, the weight assigned to each attractor in warranting the ascription of an emotion 

(whether to oneself or to another) can vary. In particular, the third attractor (c) is easily overlooked, 

yet it may in some situations be the only real basis for an ascription. We assume that certain 

situations are normally and legitimately met with certain emotional responses. So we infer without 

direct evidence that a response of type (a) has occurred, on the basis solely of (b) and (c).  

Recall that in Farrell's definition of jealousy the experience focuses on the frustrated desire 

to be ‘favored’. This makes sense of its aversive character. That desire is entirely congruent with 

(b). For jealousy will be met with social approbation from many people who, like Kristjánsson, 

would regard its absence as ‘morally defective’. One can, of course, want things that are generally 

disapproved of. I might want recognition for my ability to ride a unicycle, or move my ears; and I 

may resent the low status that others accord to my special talents. But I will likely regard myself as 

entitled only when sanctioned by my peers. And the class of those things I am entitled to is 

identified by the objective facts of the situation, specified in (c), the third attractor. Anyone who 

regards a given situation as a normal trigger for an emotion will assume that the subjective 

experience associated with that emotion ‘must’ ensue. The social conventions that constitute the 

second attractor (b) owe their normative power to the assumption that people will feel what is 

normal in that sort of situation, which again is (c). That assumption needs no evidence about the 

actual quality of the experience. On the contrary, the ascription of a subjective experience— 

typically, a painfully aversive jealousy—is inferred from the presumptive fact that the situation 

warrants it.  

In this way, attractor (c) introduces an element of confabulation into the identification of an 

emotional response. This is likely to affect not merely an observer, but the subject herself. 
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Confabulation on the basis of what is expected, substituting for what is experienced, is a familiar 

phenomenon in several domains. In extreme pathological cases, patients will blithely explain their 

own behaviour in terms of completely fictional motives derived from assumptions about what 

might normally account for behaviour of that type (Hirstein 2005). If an emotion is regarded as 

normal and expected, then it will be ascribed not only to others but even to the subject 

herself—regardless of what she is actually experiencing.  

10  Conclusion 

Insofar as an emotional attitude can be ascribed on the basis of an ideology that defines 

what is deemed to be both normal and justified, a change in that ideology might result in changing 

the character of the emotional response. More specifically, I have argued that the valence of a 

response might be reversed without necessarily modifying the content of the experience. Facts do 

not by themselves determine the attitudes we take to them. If one is sufficiently imbued with the 

desirability of valuing and respecting both the autonomy of one's beloved and their potential for 

pleasure, the contemplation of the very same content of experience (my lover is happily in the arms 

of another, and I want to know every detail of her pleasure) may not motivate anguish or a sense of 

abandonment. Instead, it could give rise to a wholly positive experience of compersion in which I 

can feel I share in my lover's pleasure rather than being excluded from it. 

I conclude that the replacement of a certain form of sexual jealousy by compersion is both 

desirable and feasible. The literature on polyamory and ‘open relationships’ acknowledges that 

such an inversion of valence is not always easy to achieve. That literature is full of concrete advice 

about how best to cultivate desirable alternative attitudes (Easton and Hardy 2009; Deri 2015). I 

have not attempted to add to this literature of self-improvement. I have only sought to advance 

some reasons to think that the attempt is both worth while and not merely utopian. 
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