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ealousy has long been recognized as a central preoccupation
of Shakespearean drama, especially in such plays as Much Ado
About Nothing, The Merry Wives of Windsor, Cymbeline, and The

Winter’s Tale. Nowhere, however, is the presence of this theme
more obvious or more obviously central than in Ozbello, which uses
the word “jealousy” (ot its variations) more frequently than any
other Shakespearean work."! Shakespeare goes out of his way to
emphasize the complex permutations of jealousy in this play, not
only by making Othello jealous of Cassio, but also by making both
Roderigo and Iago jealous of both Cassio and Othello; by making
Bianca jealous of Cassio’s alleged “newer friend” (3.4.181); and
even (atguably) by making Brabantio jealous of his new son-in-
law?

Given the obvious importance of jealousy in human relations,
it comes as something of a surprisc to lcarn that until recently the
topic was relatively neglected by modern sociologists and
psychologists. Writers who often agree on little else seem to concur
that only in the last several decades has jealousy received much
sustained and vigorous attention as a topic of study and especially
of empirical investigation. Bram P. Buunk, for instance, claims in
an essay from 1991 that “theotetical and empirical work within
social psychology on this phenomenon was virtually nonexistent
until recently,” and he further argues that it was not until the 1970s
and 1980s that “jealousy became a legitimate and flourishing area
of research.”® Similarly, Gary L. Hansen argued that the 1980s
saw “unprecedented advances in the study of jealousy,” although
Gregory L. White, writing at around the same time, still lamented
the lack of “systems-oriented research on jealousy,” and Jeff B.
Bryson likewise regretted the unfortunate lack of sophistication
of the then-available tests for measuring jealous responses.® Writing
in the mid-1970s, Jessie Bernard asserted that jealousy in marriage



Jealousy in Othello 37

had been largely ignored by social scientists for four decades,” and
another article published at the same time declared that “romantic
love, as well as its intimate associate, sexual jealousy, largely remain
. empirical puzzles”® In the intervening twenty-five years,
however, jealousy has increasingly become the focus of intense
theoretical speculation and detailed empirical research.

Much of this theorizing and research is reviewed in one of
the most comprehensive and provocative of recent books on the
topic, a volume by David M. Buss entitled The Dangerous Passion:
Why Jealousy is as Necessary as Love and Sex’ As his title implies,
Buss argues that while extreme jealousy can be enormously
destructive, jealousy in moderation can serve various useful social
functions. The latter assumption is not nearly as controversial as
it sounds. Indeed, sociologists and psychologists of vatious stripes
have come to view controlled jealousy as a potentially benign
emotion. Thus a recent article on the topic in a standard social-
psychological encyclopedia concludes that although jealousy was
sometimes “previously depicted as a sort of personal weakness,
current conceptualizations of jealousy describe it as a protective
reaction, one geared toward maintaining intimate relationships.
Certainly, jealousy can, at relatively low levels of intensity, stimulate
communication about the boundaries of a relationship, revive
passion, and bring two partners closer together.”’® It would not
be difficult to compile a list of similar quotatons from other recent
sources.!!

Buss, then, is controversial not for arguing that some moderate
degree of jealousy is probably “necessaty,” inevitable, and even
somewhat beneficial, but rather for claiming that an innate tendency
to be jealous may be rooted in our genes, having evolved in humans
over many eons through the process of Darwinian natural selection.
Most humans, he thinks, come hard-wired to be jealous; as he
provocatively puts it, “[n]on-jealous men and women . . . are not
our ancestors, having been left in the evolutionary dust by rivals
with different passionate sensibilities. We come from a long lineage
of ancestors who possessed the dangerous passion.”'? As he later
explains,

Jealousy, according to this perspective, is not a sign of
immaturity, but rather a supremely important passion that
helped our ancestors, and most likely continues to help us
today, to cope with a host of real reproductive threats.
Jealousy, for example, motivates us to ward off rivals with
verbal threats and cold primate stares. It drives us to keep
partners from straying with tactics such as escalating
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vigilance or showering a partner with affection. And it
communicates commitment to a partner who may be
wavering, serving an important purpose in the maintenance
of love. Sexual jealousy is often a successful, although
sometimes explosive, solution to persistent predicaments
that each one of our ancestors was forced to confront.”

Buss’s book merits close attention, especially from intelligent
skeptics, for a variety of reasons. In the first place, Buss amasses
a wealth of information about jealousy that should be of interest
to anyone concerned with the topic—even to those who may
strongly disagree with Buss’s own interpretations of the data.
Secondly, Buss’s book epitomizes (and Buss himself is significantly
responsible for) the growing emphasis on Darwinian “evolutionaty
psychology” in the contemporary social sciences—an emphasis
that seems to have been largely ignored by students of
Shakespeare.'* While more and more social scientists turn to
Darwin for help in understanding human behavior, Shakespeare
scholarship still often relies on Freudian (or updated Lacanian)
models of human conduct that are increasingly seen as unreliable
by professionals in the relevant fields.'> The almost total absence
of Darwinian thinking from discussions of Shakespeare seems
odd, to say the least, especially when Shakespeare has been discussed
in detail from nearly every other imaginable perspective. The
scarcity of reflection on the possible relevance of Darwin to
Shakespeare seems particulatly puzzling in view of the current
boom of interest in Darwin in other fields. Finally, Buss’s book—
and the Darwinian approach it typifies—raises many interesting
questions, not only about the pitfalls and possibilities of
“evolutionary psychology,” but also about some of the most
fundamental issues in any serious approach to literary study.

Among such questions are the following: Do literary texts
reflect an undetlying “human nature” (a “nature” that has been
relatively constant during recorded human history), or are the
cultural and historical differences between various human groups
and eras far mote important than any similarities? Is it legitimate
to interpret past texts from later perspectives, and is it reasonable
to assume that those later perspectives may be more “objective”
than the ones available when an eatlier text was first written? Are
there important similarities between the ways we presently respond
to earlier texts and the responses of the people for whom they
were written? These are just a few of the issues implicit in
considering a Darwinian approach to literature.
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In the following pages, then, I hope to use Shakespeare’s Othello
as a touchstone for testing the usefulness of recent social-
psychological writings about sexual jealousy. In particular I hope
to consider the possible usefulness (and possible limitations) of
current Darwinian thinking on the subject—thinking represented
by Buss’s book, The Dangerous Passion. 1 hope to explore whether
Darwinian ideas may contribute to a fuller understanding of
Shakespeare’s play (and, by implication, of other literary texts),
but I also hope to explore some reasons why many literary scholars
are likely to find Buss’s Darwinian approach less than fully
convincing,

I

Buss’s study of jealousy will seem especially significant if one
is willing to assume that most humans living in Tudot-Stuart
England did not fundamentally differ, in their basic psychological
responses, from most humans alive today. This is, of coutse, a
highly debatable assumption, and the controversy it can generate
is a matter to which I shall return later and at greater length. Yet
the assumption that humans today fundamentally resemble people
who lived four hundred years ago is made all the time in many
(and probably most) studies of Shakespeare’s work, especially in
those which offer modern psychological readings of Shakespeare’s
characters and plays. If it is legitimate to assume (and this is a
large “if”’) that classical Freudian, updated Lacanian, or traditional
Jungian approaches (to name just a few) have anything significant
to tell us about Shakespeare, then the same may be true of current
Darwinian thinking, Indeed, if it is legitimate to assume that
modern “common sense” assumptions about human thought and
behavior can help us comprehend Shakespeare’s works, then the
same may also be true of scientific Darwinism. For the moment |
will proceed as if Buss’s Darwinian arguments may be just as
potentially worthy of consideration as those of Jacques Lacan,
Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, or the typical modern academic.

Buss’s basic assumptions are laid out clearly in the early pages
of his book:

From an ancestral man’s perspective, the single most
damaging form of infidelity his partner could commit, in
the currency of reproduction, would have been a sexual
infidelity. A woman’s sexual infidelity jeopardizes a man’s
confidence that he is the genetic father of her children. A
cuckolded man risks investing years, ot even decades, in
another man’s children. Lost would be all the effort he
expended in selecting and attracting his partner. Moreover,
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he would lose his partner’s labors, now channeled to a rival’s
children rather than his own.

Women, on the other hand, have always been 100 percent
sure that they are the mothers of their children.... Our
ancestral mothers confronted a different problem, the loss
of a partnet’s commitment to a rival and her children.
Because emotional involvement is the most reliable signal
of this disastrous loss, women key in on cues to a partner’s
feelings for other women. A husband’s one-night sexual
stand is agonizing, of course, but most women want to
know: “Do you love her?” Most women find a singular
lapse in fidelity without emotional involvement easier to
forgive than the nightmare of another woman capturing
her [sic] partnet’s tenderness, time, and affection. We
evolved from ancestral mothers whose jealousy erupted at
signals of the loss of love, mothers who acted to ensure
the man’s commitment.'s

Buss argues, then (and many empirical data seem to support his
case), that men tend to be more jealous of sexual infidelity while
women tend to be more jealous of emotional betrayal.

Perhaps the portion of Buss’s book that seems most relevant
to Othello is the section in which he describes the often murderous
violence jealousy can cause. Indeed, he argues that “there may be
no passion in humans that rivals jealousy in the outpouring of
violence it creates,”" and later he reports on numerous studies
“suggesting that sexual jealousy lies at the root of spousal battering
and may exceed all other causes combined.””® Such reports indicate
that jcalousy may contributc to anywhere from 52% to 91% of
reported cases of violence.'” Buss quotes one report that concluded
that in “every study in which a respondent had a chance to check
ot list jealousy as a cause [of violence], it is the most frequently
mentioned reason.”® Also relevant to Shakespeare’s play—and
particularly to the staging of Desdemona’s murder—is the finding
that “although women sometimes attack out of jealousy, more often
it [i.e., women’s violence] is in defense against a husband who is
attacking them out of jealousy.”’* Elsewhere Buss reports that

women’s violence is typically prompted by self-defense
against a husband who is about to beat them, who is in the
process of beating them, or who has had a long history of
beating them. Women rately initiate the battering, but do
defend themselves when attacked. Most women are not
passive victims of violence. They fight back when they
can.?
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Whether this would also have been true in early modern
England is, of course, an intriguing question, but if Buss’s basic
assumption is correct (the assumption that humans are in large
part genetically “wired” to react as they do), then there may be
some good cause for thinking that Desdemona should not be
ptesented as a merely passive sactifice on the altar of Othello’s
jealousy.

Other data on violence in Buss’s book also seem relevant to
Shakespeate’s Othello. Thus he notes that in one study of spousal
homicides, “76 percent of the killers issued threats to the victims
on the day of the killing, and 47 percent stated that their quarrels
at the time of the homicide centered on sexual refusals or
extramarital affairs.”> These statistics help explain Othello’s blunt
language to Desdemona just before he kills her. It would have
been easy enough, after all, for him to stab her immediately and
silently when he finds her sleeping; instead, he tells her exactly
what he intends to do. Buss suggests, in fact, that the number of
killings resulting from jealousy is probably under-reported, “since
in many cases a large percentage of killings are attributed [in official
records] merely to ‘drunken arguments,” with the real issue of
contention left unspecified.”*

Moreover, Buss disputes the contention that many spousal
mutrders caused by jealousy result from accidents or mistakes—
from brinkmanship pushed too far: “If spousal murders are really
just slip-ups in a dangerous game of coercive threats and control,”
he asks, “why do many spousal homicides seem planned and
premeditated?” His gruesome answer is that “men have evolved a
mate-killing module, a psychological mechanism whose function
is not threat or deterrence, but rather the literal death of a mate.”?
One reason for the possible evolution of this “module,” he
suggests, is that in some cultures a cuckold stands to lose less in
his social standing (and thus in his later reproductive success) by
killing than by not killing a straying spouse. Another reason for
deliberate spousal murder—and a reason especially relevant in the
era before effective birth control (an era that comprises all but the
last several decades of human history)—is that a cuckold who
failed to kill his wife ran the strong risk of supporting another
man’s child. Indeed, Buss contends that even during the current
era of relatively accessible birth control, DNA studies have
repeatedly suggested that “roughly 9 percent of children have
genetic fathers who are different than those who believe that they
are the father.”” Another study, similarly based on DNA
fingerprinting, put the estimate at about 10%.” If Buss is at all
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correct in assuming that males may have evolved a “mate-killing
module,” his argument would help explain the swiftness, passion,
and sense of righteousness with which Othello decides that killing
Desdemona is not only acceptable but positively virtuous. Buss’s
assumption would also offer at least one possible explanation for
the sickening frequency, in many places and eras, of wife-killings
and other violence perpetrated by jealous husbands.

Buss controversially claims, in fact, that “jealous violence is
not merely an American phenomenon, nor can it be attributed to
Western culture, media images, or capitalism. Spousal battering
occurs in every culture for which we have relevant data.”?®
According to Buss, “Explanations limited to American culture,
local socialization practices, or Western patriarchy fail to explain
the universality of jealous violence. A deeper explanation is needed,
one that traces violence back over human history”® He finds that
deeper explanation, of course, in human genetics, and some of
the empirical data he uses to support his claim are truly sobering,
He cites one study, for instance, that reports that “most people
have had the thought of killing someone else at one point or
another in their lives” and that “[h]omicidal thoughts are thousands
of times more common than actual killings.”® These findings, if
accurate, would thus make it far more difficult for most people to
distance themselves comfortably from Othello and Iago than we
might normally hope or assume. Shakespeare, by depicting a
violently jealous husband, may have been exploring emotions that
were, unfortunately, not uncommon in his own audience and that
ate 1ot unconunon anong later auditons and teaders as well.

Perhaps part of the power of Shakespeare’s play derives, in
fact, from our sense of suspense: as we watch or read the play for
the first time, pethaps we wonder whether Othello will merely fee/
violently jealous, or whether he will ultimately act on his violently
jealous emotions. Part of his tragedy is that he actually performs
a murderous deed that many others might only have imagined,
and part of his even greater tragedy is that he punishes a wife
whom we know to be petfectly innocent. Ironically, if Desdemona
were not innocent—if she truly were involved in an extramarital
affair with Cassio—her death (if Buss’s views are correct) would
strike most persons (or at least most males) as less truly tragic.
Buss cites the historical tendency, in many systems of law, to treat
the killers of actually adulterous wives with far more leniency than
would otherwise be the case.”® From this perspective, then,
Desdemona’s death is a tragedy less because she dies than because
she dies actually innocent of the “crime” of adultery. What kind
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of reactions would her death provoke, both in Othello and in on-
stage and off-stage spectators, if Desdemona really had been having
a sexual liaison with Cassio? The possible answers to this question
may be even more uncomfortable than the present play itself.

II

As distanced and somewhat helpless spectators, of course, we
know that Desdemona /s innocent, and we ate astonished at how
quickly and easily Othello allows himself to believe in her guilt.
Indeed, the question of why Othello proves so ready to accept the
charges against her has always been one of the most troubling
aspects of the play. Here again, though, Buss’s book offers a wealth
of useful information that can help us comprehend—even if we
can never accept—Othello’s thinking. Buss’s book can help us
understand w4y Othello thinks and acts as he does, and, once again,
the insights Buss provides can help us realize that Othello’s thinking
and actions are unfortunately less abnormal and aberrational than
we might like to assume. Once more, then, Buss’s conclusions
may force us to erase part of the comfortable distance that we
may like to think separates us from Othello.*

One rational explanation for Othello’s suspicions may lie in
the possibility that adultery is, unfortunately, not as rare as may
wish to assume. Buss contends, for instance, that at least in
contemporary American culture, extramarital affairs are not
uncommon: one estimate suggests that

approximately 20 to 40 percent of American women and
30 to 50 percent of American men have at least one affair
over the course of the marriage. Even these figures,
however, underestimate the likelihood that at least one partner
in the marriage will be unfaithful. Another study suggests
that the probability that either the husband or wife will have
an affair (the affair rate for the couple) may be as high as
76 percent.

Although the figures for men and women cheating at least
once are fairly close, men break their marital vows of fidelity
more frequently. . . . [One study showed that} 26 percent
of the men, but only five percent of the women, had affairs
with three or more partners. A full 64 percent of women
who have affairs have them with only one partner, whereas
only 43 petrcent of the men who have affairs restrict
themselves to a single partner.®

These figures seem astonishingly high, even by contemporary
standards, and even if they were true for modern Ametican society
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they still might be highly irrelevant to Othello’s culture. We would
need hard evidence of the actual rates of adultery (or at least of
adulterous thoughts) in sixteenth-century Italy and England before
we could even begin to determine whether Buss’s figures have much
bearing on Shakespeare’s play. However, if figures for actual
adultery or adulterous thoughts in Shakespeare’s time were only a
fraction of those Buss reports for contemporary society, Othello’s
suspicions of Desdemona might still seem less completely irrational
and paranoid than they sometimes appear.

This would be especially true if Othello assumed, as he seems
to do, that Desdemona has no lover besides Cassio and that she
has actually fallen in love with Cassio and is not merely motivated
by random sexual desire. Both assumptions would jibe with Buss’s
arguments about the typical differences between male and female
sexual psychology. According to Buss’s perspective, it would make
more statistical sense for Othello to suspect Desdemona of having
an affair with just one other man (which is what he indeed suspects)
than for him to suspect her of multiple infidelities with multiple
partners. Although he famously accuses her of being a “whore,”
he apparently never setiously suspects that she is involved with
anyone other than Cassio.

Why, however, should Othello ever assume that Desdemona
might want to have an affair with Cassio in the first place? Buss’s
book provides many intriguing possible answers to this question.
He argues that men have evolved a well-substantiated yearning for
multiple sexual partners (a point to which I shall later return), but
he also notes that “men could not possibly have evolved a desire
for sexual variety without women who were willing”**—a claim
that helps explain both Bianca and Emilia in Shakespeare’s play.
However, as Buss later puts it, “If men’s desires require willing
women, willing women require benefits. . . . Natural selection
could not have forged a female psychology of infidelity if it failed
to carry substantial advantages.”® Buss argues that women have
evolved an innate tendency to favor sexual partners (whether as
husbands or as casual lovers) who ate healthy, strong, powerful,
and dependable,* and that women are motivated to have affairs
partly as a form of “mate insurance”: “Cultivating a backup mate
provides security in the event that the regular mate gets injured or
killed, infected with some disease, loses status within the group,
fails to provide food, becomes abusive, mistreats the children, or
defects from the relationship.””’

I will discuss later all the reasons why Cassio might strike
Othello as a suitably threatening “backup mate” for Desdemona,
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and I will also discuss later all the reasons why Desdemona in
particular might seem (at least to Othello) a likely candidate for
engaging in an affair. For the moment, however, the important
point is simply to emphasize Buss’s findings that women have many
solid, practical reasons for considering affairs in the first place.
Buss concludes that “a host of citcumstances could cause a woman
to want to ‘trade up’ in the mating market, and affairs can be used
to evaluate potential husbands.”*® He therefore suggests that
“selection may have fashioned a female psychology of mate
switching”” Emilia seems familiar with this psychology (4.3.70-
102), and perhaps Othello is not entirely unreasonable in assuming
that Desdemona may also understand its logic. Buss would argue
that feminine infidelity is not as uncommon as jealous males might
wish, and that indeed the existence of such infidelity is one reason
that male jealousy evolved in the first place.

Of course, unfaithful women could not exist if there were
not plenty of men quite willing to engage in casual sex, and Buss’s
book is full of data documenting the existence of such willingness.
From an evolutionary perspective it makes great sense, after all,
for males to wish to copulate as frequently as possible, while it
also makes sense for women to be far more literally selective. Buss
cites one study in which men and women were approached by
attractive strangers who asked the following questions: ““Would
you go out on a date with me tonight?* “Would you go back to my
apartment with me?” “Would you have sex with me?”” Of the
women approached,

... 50 percent agreed to go out on a date with the man; 6
percent agreed to go back to his apartment; and 0 percent
agreed to have sex with him. Most women thought it bizarre
for a man to approach them out of the blue and ask for sex.
Men differed. Of the men apptoached by the attractive
female, 50 percent agreed to go out on a date with her; 69
percent agreed to go back to her apartment; and 75 percent
agreed to have sex with het! The men who refused were
typically apologetic, citing a previous engagement with parents
or a fiancée. Some asked for a rain check. This is one of
many studies that reveal fundamental differences between the
sexes in the desire for a variety of sex partners.”’

One objection to this study might be to suggest that a woman
would naturally fear to accompany a petfect stranger to his
apartment, let alone have sex with him, lest she be overpowered
and raped. To determine the possible importance of this “fear
factor,” a related study altered the parameters of the first one:
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Men and women participants were contacted by a close
personal friend who testified about the integrity and
character of the stranger. The participants were assured
by their friends that the other person was warm, sincere,
trustworthy, and attractive. ‘The participants were then
asked one of two questions: “Would you be willing to go
on 2 date?” or “Would you be willing to go to bed?” After
being debriefed, participants were asked for the reasons
for theit decision.

The overwhelming majority of both sexes agreed to date:
91 percent of the women and 96 percent of the men. As
for the sex, however, a big difference emerged: 50 percent
of the men, but only 5 percent of the women agreed. Not
a single woman indicated concern for safety.*!

These, however, are hardly the only differences between typical
male and female sexual responses that emerge in Buss’s book. Thus
he reports one study showing that “48 percent of American men,
but only 5 percent of American women, expressed a desire to
engage in extramarital sex.”? An earlier study showed that of
nearly 1600 men and women surveyed, 72 percent of the men, but
only 27 percent of the women, admitted that they sometimes desire
sex with someone outside their matriage.”* Other studies have
reached similar conclusions, and Buss, of course, has one ready
explanation: “The insatiable desire for a variety of sex partners
evolved as a powerful passion in men, expressing itself in a host
of behaviors ranging from patronizing prostitutes to indulging in
infidelity”’* Othello has very good reason to assume that Cassio
patronizes a prostitute (Bianca); he may also feel that it would not
be unnatural or uncommon for Cassio (or most men) to be willing
to have sex with another man’s wife.

Some of the most startling data in Buss’s book concern sexual
fantasies, and particularly the differences in the number and kinds
of fantasies reported by men and by women. Buss summarizes as
follows:

Numbers, variety, and novelty dominate men’s fantasies.
Men focus on body parts and sexual positions stripped of
emotional context. Male sexual fantasies are heavily visual,
focusing on smooth skin, breasts, genitals, thighs, and
buttocks. During sexual fantasy, 81 percent of men but
only 43 percent of women focus on visual images rather
than feelings. Men fantasize about attractive women with
lots of exposed skin who show signs of easy access and no
commitment. . . . Women’s sexual fantasies, like men’s, vary
widely, and no two ate alike, but they are more likely than
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men’s to contain familiar partners. . . . Fifty-nine percent
of American women but only 28 percent of American men
report that their sexual fantasies typically focus on someone
with whom they are already romantically and sexually
involved. . . . [Another study suggests that] 57 percent of
women but only 19 percent of men report that they focus
on feelings as opposed to visual images. ... Men’s fantasies,
in contrast, focus on sexual vatiety, since those men in the
past who were inclined in this direcdon tended to reproduce
more than men not so inclined. . .*

fundamental physiological sex differences led to the
evolution of several psychological sex differences; men view
sex one way, women another. Men evolved a more powerful
desire for sexual variety, which increased their chances of
impregnating women. Men express a desire for more than
four times as many sex partners in their lifetimes, have more
than twice as many sexual fantasies, more often engage in
partner switching during the course of a single fantasy
episode, lower their standards to abysmal levels in casual
sex, let less time elapse before secking casual intercourse
with a new partner, spend more time trying to initiate sex,
and are more willing to consent to sex with a total stranger.*

Let us assume—as Buss certainly does—that these differences
are not peculiar to contemporary America or even to cultures
anywhere of the late twentieth century. Let us assume, instead,
that these findings may in fact be relevant to Shakespeare’s Ozhello
and to the psychology of the play’s characters, particularly to the
psychology of Othello himself. What are some of the possible
implications, for Shakespeare’s drama, of Buss’s findings?

In the first place, they help to explain the sexual cynicism (or
is it, unfortunately, realism?) of both Iago and Othello. Both men
readily assume that Cassio, because he is also a man, would be
quite willing to engage in casual sex, not only with Bianca but with
Desdemona as well. If males are in fact generally more willing to
have sex with women who are not their regular partners, such a
willingness would help to explain why Othello so easily assumes
that Cassio may be having sex with Desdemona at the same time
that he is obviously also involved with Bianca. As professional
soldiers, both Iago and Othello have spent most of their adult
lives around other adult (or adolescent) males—men in the prime
of their sexual lives—and so they could both be expected to be
very familiar with (and therefore suspicious of) “typical’” male sexual
thoughts and behavior. Perhaps Othello, as a black male immersed
in a prejudiced white culture, has had even fewer opportunities for
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romantic and sexual success than most other males his age, and
thus pethaps he has had even more occasion than most men to
fantasize sexually and also to ponder the sexual success of his
(white) competitors.

According to one recent study reported by Buss, “Of more
than 1000 men and women [interviewed], men reported desiring
eight sex pattners over the next three years, whereas women
reported desiring only one or two. In another study, men were
four times more likely than women to say that they imagined having
sex with 1,000 or more partners.”* If these kinds of figures are at
all relevant to attitudes in Shakespeare’s era, they have some bearing
on Othello in at least two ways: they help to explain why Othello is
so immediately and intensely suspicious of Cassio’s intentions, and
perhaps they also suggest that both he and Iago are projecting onto
Desdemona and Emilia (and even Cassio) the sexual appetites and
sexual fantasies they take for granted in many of their fellow males.
Othello and lago may be assuming (incorrectly, at least in
Desdemona’s case) that their wives feel sexual longings that are as
promiscuous as those of many men. Yet Othello’s suspicions are
not entirely irrational, since, as Buss argues, if “ancestral women
were naturally inclined to be flawlessly faithful, men would have
had no evolutionary catalyst for jealousy. . . Affairs are known in
all cultures, including tribal societies, pointing to the universal
prevalence of infidelity. . . . Sexual infidelity causes divorce
worldwide more than any other marital violation, being closely
rivaled only by the infertility of the union. .. Some women refuse
to limit themselves to a singlc partncr despitc men’s attempts to
control them and despite the risk of divorce if discovered.”*®

Why are women, from an evolutionary perspective, willing to
take such risks? Why would a woman, having acquired a mate, be
willing to risk losing him (or even risk losing her life) by
subsequently mating with someone else? A desire for sexual
gratification is the reason most often reported by modern women
who have affairs, especially if the relationship is simply a “one-
night stand.” Even in such cases, however, matters quickly become
more complicated, thanks (Buss would claim) to evolutionary logic.
The “sexy” men whom women prefer as partners in casual flings
(like the “sexy” women preferred by men) tend to be younger,
better-looking, healthier, or stronger than their regular partners.
From an evolutionary perspective, women sense that they “can
acquire better genes from higher value extrapair matings [i.e., from
adultery or affairs] than from their regular mates.”” Indeed, studies
suggest that “women who have affairs appear to select men who,
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for genetic reasons, are unusually healthy and whose genes then
make children more healthy and resistant to diseases.” Both
women and men tend to associate health with symmetrical
appearance and vice versa, but Buss reports on one experiment
showing that even smell can reliably indicate healthy symmetry:

In an innovative study, Gangestad and Thornhill asked men
who varied in symmetry to wear the same T-shirts for two
days straight without showering or using deodorants. They
instructed these men not to eat any spicy food . . .. After
two days, they collected the T-shirts, and then brought
women into the laboratory to smell them. The women
rated each shirt on how good or bad it smelled. They were
of course notawate of the purpose of the study in advance,
not did they know the men who had worn the T-shirts,
The fascinating finding was that women judged the T-shirts
that had been worn by the symmetrical men as more
pleasant smelling, but only if they happened to be in the
ovulation phase of their menstrual cycle.”

This final fact is important, because it helps to address what
Buss calls “two potential criticisms” of his evolutionary reasoning.

The first is that modern women often don’t want to have
babies with their lovers, and so might argue that the quality
of their lover’s genes is irrelevant. Women’s sexual
psychology, however, was forged in an evolutionary furnace
lacking birth control. Sex led to babies regardless of a
woman’s conscious desire to reproduce or not. Ancestral
women who had affairs with healthier, more symmetrical
men tended to bear healthier, more symmetrical babies.
Modern women have inherited from their successful
ancestors an attraction to these men. The fact that roughly
10 percent of children today have genetic fathers other
than their putative fathers suggests that these internal
whisperings continue to operate today in the modern world.

A second possible objection is: Why wouldn’t women want
symmetrical mates as husbands as well as affair partners?
The answer, of course, is that they should and do. But the
economics of the mating market means that most women
are able to attract 2 more symmetrical man as an affair
partner than as a husband. Some women, in short, are able
to get the best of both worlds — attracting investrment [of
resources] from one man while obtaining superior genes
from another.*

Even when a woman’s interest in an extramarital lover seems
mainly rooted in sexual desire, then, an underlying cause of her
interest may be genetic or evolutionary. Indeed, one particularly
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fascinating aspect of Buss’s book is its discussion of “sperm
competition,” which “occurs when the sperm from two different
men inhabit a woman’s reproductive tract at the same time,” where
they can remain viable “for up to seven days.” Thus, “if a2 woman
has sex with two different men within the span of one week, then
she sets the stage for the men’s sperm to compete with each other
in the race to her valuable egg’”** Buss contends that

[p]hysiological clues . . . betray a long history of sperm
competition. First, men’ testis size and sperm volume ate
far larger than those of the more monogamous primates
such as gorillas and gibbons. This clue suggests that men
have evolved a larger ejaculate to increase the odds of
successful competition by crowding out the sperm from
competing men. Second, men’s sperm come in several
predictable shapes, not merely the government-issue conical
shape sperm that are designed for swimming speed. . . .
men possess “kamikaze” sperm, coil tailed and terrible at
swimming, that have been observed in laboratory studies
to wrap themselves around competing sperm [i.e., sperm
from other men] and destroy them while simultaneously
self-destructing. Furthermore, these sperm appear designed
to position themselves within the female reproductive tract
to interfere with the progress of their competitors in the
race for the eggs. . . . [In addition, one] of the most startling
findings to emetge from the studies of sperm competition
... centers on women’s sexual orgasm, one of the factors
most closely linked with women’s sexual satisfaction.
Women have more “high sperm retention” orgasms with
their affair partner than with their regular partner, as indexed
by the amount of sperm contained in the “flowback”
collected after intercourse. Furthermore, women seem to
time their orgasms with their affair partners more closely
with when they ovulate. These findings, together with the
theory of sperm competition, may solve the puzzle of why
women place such importance on sexual gratification as a
benefit from extramarital liaisons.”

Since all of this may seem extremely remote from the concerns
of Othello, perhaps it is worth pausing at this point to draw a few
direct connections with the play. One of these connections,
ironically, should have helped reassure Othello that Desdemona
was far /ess likely to commit adultery than many other women he
might have married. The mere fact that Desdemona is white and
that Othello is black would have made it extremely difficult for her
to conceal from him the birth of another man’s child, unless that
other man were also black himself. Cassio, in other words, should
in this sense be one of the /st persons Othello should suspect of
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an affair with his wife, especially in an era preceding effective birth
control. Desdemona would have even more disincentives for
committing adultery (at least with a white man) than most other
women; by freely choosing Othello as her husband, she voluntarily
put a practical limit on her ability to have successfully covert affairs
with non-black partners. On the other hand, Othello presumably
also realizes that if Desdemona did have an affair with a white
man, and that if she did have the white man’s child, her infidelity
would be impossible to disguise or ignote or pretend not to notice.
It would be evident to everyone, and, given the racist attitudes of
Venetian society, Othello may presume (probably correctly) that
many people would sympathize with Desdemona’s infidelity, or at
least understand why she might have been tempted.

Othello knows, moreover, that in many other conventional
respects Cassio would make a highly attractive affair partner for
Desdemona, at least from a Darwinian perspective. Cassio is
younger than Othello, is apparently quite healthy, and is also
seemingly attractive in various other ways. All these traits would
make him a suitable candidate for a one-time liaison, but still other
traits would make him a suitable candidate for an even more serious
affair. Some of these traits, ironically, include the very qualities
that cause Othello to promote Cassio (and thereby provoke Iago’s
wrath). Othello apparently considers Cassio a natural leader: he
not only chooses him as his lieutenant but also appoints him to
lead the watch in Cyprus. The leaders of Venice, moreover, seem
to concur: when they decide that Othello should be transferred
from Cyprus, they appoint Cassio to take his place, and it hardly
seems surprising that Othello’s jealousy first erupts into violence
when this promotion is announced and when Desdemona seems
to approve of Cassio’s elevation. Women, according to Buss, tend
to prefer mates (whether as husbands or as long-term affair
partners) who possess

the ability to secure resources as well as the qualities that
tend to lead to resources such as status, ambition,
industriousness, and maturity. Women universally desire
men with good financial prospects. This preference does
not diminish when women gain personal access to financial
resources, nor when women achieve high socioeconomic
status, nor even when women reside in cultures of relatively
high economic equality between the sexes. Furthermore,
since violence has been a recurrent problem women face
at the hands of men, women place a greater premium on
qualities that signal a man’s ability to protect her, such as
physical strength and athletic prowess. The ability to secure
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economic resources and possess athletic prowess, in short,
are more central to men’s than to women’s overall value on
the mating market. . . . Since women desire professionally
successful men, . . . men’s jealousy should have evolved in
tandem to be activated by a rival who excels professionally. >

These comments seem applicable to Ozbello in various ways.
They help to explain, for instance, why Desdemona may have been
attracted to Othello in the first place: he is a man of obvious
professional accomplishment who has earned his stature, and his
status, largely through his physical prowess. He has earned so
much respect from the Venetians that Desdemona’s own father
regularly invited Othello to his home, and when Desdemona’s secret
liaison with the Moot is discovered, Othello’s status among the
Venetian prevents the father from undoing the match.
Desdemona’s choice of Othello, in spite of the presumptive
disapproval of most of her fellow Venetians, should, in one sense,
give Othello confidence in her fidelity, but both he and she realize
that many of her fellow citizens would normally consider him a
less suitable match for her than a young, attractive, intelligent,
motivated, mature, up-and-coming white candidate such as Cassio.

From an evolutionary perspective, in fact, Desdemona would
probably strike many of her fellow Venetians as by far a more
desirable partner than Othello. To them she would seem the partner
with the better prospects not only as a mate but also of finding
and keeping a mate. While many men in Venice would have desired
Desdemona as a wife, far fewer Venetian women would probably
have been attracted to Othello, if only because of cultural prejudice.
Othello’s recognition of Desdemona’s considerable attractiveness
probably, in fact, intensifies his jealousy, fot, as Buss writes, it is
usually a “divergence between spouses in desirability that triggers
jealousy.””” Indeed, Desdemona possesses many of the qualities
that men, according to Buss, typically look for in a woman. Whereas
women tend to look for indications of success in a mate (including
strength, dependability, and especially material resources), men (he
suggests) tend to “place a greater premium on qualities linked with
fertility, such as a woman’s youth, health, and physical appearance—
clear skin, smooth skin, bright eyes, full lips, symmetrical features,
and a slim waist.”®® These ate the features of Desdemona that
Othello often mentions—and this is especially true (ironically) as
he is about to kill her (5.2.3-5). Othello has obeyed evolutionary
logic in choosing a young, attractive wife, but he may also feel that
he has stepped into a common Darwinian trap, since
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[yloung women are more attractive to a man’s rivals, who
are therefore more likely to flitt, charm, of try to lure them
away from their existing partners. Men mated to young
women are more often surrounded by encroaching
competitors, which trips the jealousy switch.

Young women, because they tend to be desirable, are in
the best positions in their lives to secute a desirable mate.
At no other time in 2 woman’s life does she have more
options. Attempts to switch mates—to find a better mate
to replace her current mate—may be most effective during
this stage. Their husbands seem to be aware that they may
be expendable.”

Buss reports that the younger a woman is, the more likely she
is to be killed by a jealous partner. Moreover, when “a man is
substantially older than his partner” (as Othello seems to be), “he
may be especially vulnerable to being cuckolded and abandoned”
since “women usually want men who ate only a few years older
than they are, not men substantially older.”® Studies show that
young women married to older men—especially to men at least
ten years older than themselves—are especially likely to be
murdered by jealous husbands..! Younger women have more
sexual options than older women, but, at least as important, the
older husbands of younger women also know that such options
exist.

Othello is not entirely irrational, then, in worrying that
Desdemona might possibly be unfaithful, especially if he is also
influenced by Venetian social prejudice and considers himself less
desirable than she. Various studies reported by Buss suggest that
the more desirable partner in a relationship is indeed more likely
to prove unfaithful® and that “people who believed they were
superior in some way to their partner felt that they were ‘unlucky
in marriage,’ and consequently felt justified in having affairs sooner
and more frequently than those who felt ‘lucky’ in marriage.”**
Studies also suggest that the “more committed partner” in a
relationship “is generally less desirable” and that “the less desirable
partner becomes more jealous.””*

From an evolutionary perspective, then, Othello has some
statistically good reasons to suspect that Desdemona may someday
prove unfaithful, and, from the same perspective, he also has some
plausible reason to assume that she might prove unfaithful with a
person such as Cassio. Desdemona is young, physically attractive,
and conventionally more desirable than Othello, and the same can
also be said of Cassio. Moreover, Othello has some statistically
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good reasons to assume that Desdemona may consider herself
“anlucky” in marriage; certainly many of her fellow Venetians
would believe that she is, and certainly many of them would find
Cassio a far more fitting mate for Desdemona than Othello. Othello
may also be assuming that either Desdemona herself, or certainly
Cassio, ot possibly both, may tend to view sexual relations as men
(from a Darwinian viewpoint) tend to do: as merely sexual. Or
Othello may be assuming (again from a Darwinian perspective)
that Desdemona is in the market for a dependable back-up mate.*®
Othello’s predicament is even more complicated, moreover, by his
inability to prove a negative: how can he be absolutely sure that
Desdemona is #nof unfaithful (in mind if not in deed), especially
when Buss contends that a kind of “co-evolutionary arms race
has created exquisite sensitivity to the most subtle signals of
betrayal, while simultaneously creating extraordinarily skilled
evaders of detection?”®® When Buss and a co-investigator
interviewed more than 200 men and women and asked them “to
list clues that they believed would provoke suspicions of sexual or
emotional infidelity,” the list quickly grew to 170 possible reasons
for suspicion.” Two of these clues—*“[sjhowing either a reluctance
to discuss a specific person or an increased reference to a specific
person”®—unfortunately seem relevant to Othello, since the Moor
seems suspicious both when Desdemona fails to mention Cassio
and also when she seems to mention him too much. Given the
sheer abundance of possible signals of possible infidelity, and
especially given the fact that both Desdemona and Cassio probably
strike Othello as in many ways mote desirable than he is, it is little
wonder that Othello seems so tormented and uncertain.

Ironically, in some respects Desdemona seems, from a statistical
point of view, far /ss likely to be unfaithful than many other women.
Thus, when Buss and a colleague studied more than a hundred
newly wedded couples to determine which personality traits of
either partner were mostly likely to cause an affair, they examined
more than a hundred possible variables. They discovered that of
these, “only three proved to be strong predictors of susceptibility
to infidelity”:

The first was narcissism. People high on narcissism have a
grandiose sense of self-importance, often exaggerating their
accomplishments or talents. They expect to be recognized
by othets as superior, and often get infuriated when such
admiration is not forthcoming, Typically preoccupied with
fantasies of unlimited success, they believe that they are
“special” and unique, and that the usual rules and norms
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good reasons to assume that Desdemona may consider herself
“unlucky” in marriage; certainly many of her fellow Venetians
would believe that she is, and certainly many of them would find
Cassio a far more fitting mate for Desdemona than Othello. Othello
may also be assuming that either Desdemona herself, or certainly
Cassio, or possibly both, may tend to view sexual relations as men
(from a Darwinian viewpoint) tend to do: as merely sexual. Or
Othello may be assuming (again from a Darwinian perspective)
that Desdemona is in the market for a dependable back-up mate.®
Othello’s predicament is even more complicated, moreover, by his
inability to prove a negative: how can he be absolutely sure that
Desdemona is not unfaithful (in mind if not in deed), especially
when Buss contends that a kind of “co-evolutionary arms race
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and also when she seems to mention him too much. Given the
sheer abundance of possible signals of possible infidelity, and
especially given the fact that both Desdemona and Cassio probably
strike Othello as in many ways more desirable than he is, it is little
wonder that Othello seems so tormented and uncertain.

Ironically, in some respects Desdemona seems, from a statistical
point of view, far /ess likely to be unfaithful than many other women.
Thus, when Buss and a colleague studied more than a hundred
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the opposite.” Ina third study designed to discriminate even more
clearly between sexual and emotional jealousy, “63 percent of the
men, but only 13 percent of the women, found the sexual aspect
of infidelity to be most upsetting; in contrast, 87 percent of the
women, but only 37 percent of the men, found the emotional
aspect of the infidelity to be most upsetting. No matter how the
questions were worded, no matter which method we used, we saw
the same sex difference in every test.”’* These contrasts between
male and female responses also transcended differences in culture
and nationality, even when comparing sexually “liberal” Sweden
with sexually “conservative” China. Buss concludes, in other words,
what Othello seems also to illustrate: that men are especially likely
to be obsessed with the sexual aspects of infidelity. And Buss
argues, moreover, that men are probably hard-wired to respond in
this fashion. As we have seen, however, this is only one of many
ways in which Buss’s book offers data that are apparently relevant
for a better understanding both Othello the man and Othello the

play.
III

Othello is an older, conventionally less desirable man who feels
threatened in his relationship with a younger, physically attractive
woman. That threat is posed, he thinks, by a younger, physically
attractive, socially successful, and obviously ambitious male.
Although Othello is clearly wounded by the thought of losing his
partner’s love, he seems ferociously and eventually murderously
obsessed at thought that his partner may have had sex with his
rival. Imaging them in bed together drives him to fury. He is
willing to kill his partner rather than allow her alleged sexual liaison
to continue, and, even as he kills her, he reveals a preoccupation
with her physical beauty. He seems to take for granted the prospect
that his ostensible male rival is willing to have sex with Desdemona
even though that rival is already engaged in an apparently satisfying
sexual relationship with another woman, and he seems to assume
that both Desdemona and Cassio are motivated by vivid sexual
fantasies which exist, in fact, mostly in his own mind. He is
obsessed with preserving his reputation, even if this means
murdering his wife. Moreover (and perhaps this is the most
depressing reflection of all), thete seems some reason to think
that if Othello ad been right in suspecting Desdemona of sexual
infidelity, many men—both in Shakespeare’s day as well as in
subsequent eras—would probably even have felt that her death
was not completely unjustifiable. Othello, in short, would probably
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strike many people as less truly a “tragedy” if Desdemona had
actually had sex with Cassio, ot even if Othello or Cassio (as Iago
suspects) had had sex with Emilia. That s, if any of these supposed
sexual betrayals of one man by another man had proved true, we
would probably have a different kind of play, with a history of
provoking rather different kinds of emotional responses (at least
from male spectators) than the play we presently possess.

Nothing in the foregoing paragraph would surprise a
Darwinian—or at least a Darwinian such as David Buss. Everything
in the foregoing paragraph is perfectly explicable from Buss’s
Darwinian point of view. And yet, despite all the ways in which
the data in Buss’s book help explicate Ozhello, most present-day
scholars of literature are likely to be highly skeptical of this kind
of Darwinian reading, They ate likely to argue, for instance, thata
perspective not even codified until the nineteenth or twentieth
centuries has little relevance to a masterpiece of seventeenth-
century literature. This objection, however, might apply with equal
force to nearly any post-Renaissance perspective, including many
of the ones now most widely used. A Darwinian reading is no
more or less anachronistic than a Lacanian, Marxist, or
deconstructvist reading. Any of these “modern” approaches must
be judged by how well they can explain facts that existed long
before the approaches themselves were conceived.

A more serious objection to a Darwinian approach to Othello
is that it greatly simplifies both the plot and the characters of an
enormously rich and complex play—that it is, in sum, highly
reductionistic. Once again, however, such an objection can be
lodged against most “single-perspective” readings of any work.
All such readings tend to emphasize some textual data at the
expense of others, highlighting some aspects of a work while
downplaying or ignoring other kinds of evidence. Only an
extraordinarily close reading—a line-by-line, word-by-word
explication from multiple points of view—could even begin to do
justice to a work as rich and provocative as Othello. Such a pluralistic
reading (a reading that examined the work from multiple conflicting
and sometimes complementary perspectives) would do most justice
to the complexity of the play, but it would also be enormously
long, dwarfing even a decent “variorum” edition of the work. And,
besides, a Darwinian perspective might still, presumably, have
something of value to contribute to such an enterprise.

A third possible objection to a Darwinian reading of Othello is
that it rests on the assumption that “human nature” (which is itself
a highly disputable concept) is everywhere and always essentially the
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same. It assumes that historical and cultural variables are far less
important than an alleged substratum of ingrained responses,
somehow connected to our genes. It assumes, in other words,
that “nature” is more important than “nurture.” It also assumes
that “typical” responses are more important than “atypical” ones—
that what matters most, for instance, is how most men or women
will predictably behave, rather than how specific, unique individuals
actually do behave. It emphasizes, in other words, gross statistical
probabilities rather than subtle and precise variations. For all these
reasons (it can be alleged), a Darwinian perspective can offer us
only a caricature of Othe/l—one that fails to do justice to a
multitude of historical, cultural, and literary variables and
specificities. The success of possible responses to this objection
will depend on whether, and how well, Darwinian “evolutionary
psychology” continues to develop in subtlety and sophistication
in the decades to come. In evaluating any Darwinian reading of
any literary text, it is always worth stressing that “evolutionary
psychology” is a relatively recent phenomenon, and that not all
Darwinists, by any means, agree among themselves about how the
approach should be developed or applied. Buss’s book is hardly
the last or only word in the possible applicability of Darwinian
ideas to Shakespeare’s plays, but in view of the almost total and
somewhat astounding silence on this subject in Shakespeare
criticism, Buss’s book may be as good a starting point as any for
initiating much more detailed discussion and exploration. Even
readers who ultimately reject Buss’s views probably have much to
learn about Shakespeare, and much else, from some kind of
Darwinian perspective.
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