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Every romantic relationship 
has, at some point, and in 
some way, been jolted by 
jealousy. Here’s how you can 
navigate that bumpy road.
by asavari singh illustrations  priya kuriyan
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Jealousy vs Envy
Although they often occur together, 
jealousy and envy are two distinct 
emotions. We are envious when we 
covet some supposedly superior 
being’s  achievements, possessions, or 
qualities, while jealousy is evoked when 
we fear losing a pivotal person in our 
lives to someone else. Thus, while envy 
centres around feelings of longing, 
desire, and resentment, jealousy is 
closely tied to our sense of self-worth 
and emotions such as suspicion, 
distrust, fear, and sadness.

nless you’re a Zen master who levitates 
above the world on a cloud of serenity, 
you’ve felt it. That threatened, resentful, 
scared, insecure, and yes, crazy feeling 
that arises when you gaze into your 
partner’s eyes and discover he’s staring 
past you at a slinky haired sylph in a 
Gucci dress. Most of us are quite 
familiar with the kind of complex 
neurotic thought process this kind of 

simple incident can lead to—are you attractive enough? Is your 
mate absolutely comatose with boredom in your company? Is he 
fantasising about that horrific woman and her hideously 
overpriced dress while he holds poor mousy little you in his 
arms? You may even be on the receiving end, with a significant 
other who interprets your admiration of Hrithik Roshan as a sign 
of impending infidelity. It’s all quite maddening.

Yet, jealousy is not necessarily an irrational response to a 
situation that you perceive as threatening. What should you do 
when you discover that your worst fears are true? Before we 
answer these questions, here are some rather surprising facts 
everyone needs to know about jealousy.
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“It’s feels terrible to be gripped by 
jealousy. It’s an odd mix of anger and 
fear. It makes me feel helpless and 
small. Almost out of control,” says 
graphic designer Runa Ghosh, 30, who 
admits that she can be fiercely 
possessive and tremulously insecure. 
“And the longer I let the feeling stay, 
the worse it gets, the deeper it goes. It’s 
like gangrene” she says.

“Jealousy is a big, muddled mess of 
emotions, and it can get out of control 
if not tackled early on,” confirms  
Dr Rajan Bhonsle, a Mumbai-based sex 
therapist and counsellor. “I get a lot of 
cases that are directly related to 
unreasonable jealous behaviour. One 
woman, a microbiologist no less, 

actually compelled her husband to sack 
all his female employees.” Problem 
solved? “No,” says Dr Bhonsle. “She 
became convinced he was a closet 
homosexual and insisted he fire all his 
male employees as well! Which is what 
brought her to my clinic.” This 
undeniably unhinged behaviour is 
what mental health experts refer to as 
the Othello Syndrome (he of the now 
clichéd green-eyed monster): a 
delusional obsession with a lover or 
spouse’s fidelity—often characterised 
by activities such as following the 
suspect around stealthily, repeatedly 
interrogating them, installing spy 
cams, and generally behaving like 
actress Glenn Close’s deranged 
character in Fatal Attraction. But 
jealousy is not always “bad” or 
“insane”. In healthy, reasonable doses, 

it can actually help strengthen and 
sustain your relationship.

While jealousy never feels pleasant, 
what with all the emotional churning 
and roiling, it can perform an 
important and essential role in a 
relationship, says Ayala M. Pines, 
author of Romantic Jealousy: 
Understanding and Conquering the 
Shadow of Love. By understanding the 
phenomenon, identifying which 
feelings are justified and normal, and 
by being aware of the roots and triggers 
of your jealous feelings, you can use 
your troubles as a catalyst for “growth, 
increased self-awareness, and greater 
understanding of both your partner 
and your relationship,” says Pines. 

Expressing your jealousy 
encourages dialogue about some of 
your deepest issues; it shows your 
partner that you do not take him for 
granted (and vice versa), signals 
commitment, and highlights, in bold 
green, where the relationship needs 
work. Besides, says home-maker 
Komal Malhotra, 32, “There’s nothing 
quite as passionate as make-up sex 
after a fight about one of my jealous 
fits. Whenever I fly into a tizzy about 
him flirting with another woman, he 
grabs me for a wild bout that’s oddly 
reassuring at the same time. It makes 
our bond grow stronger. It makes me 
feel more valued.” 

Besides, being with a partner who is 
never jealous can be a significant cause 
of stress too. After all, wouldn’t you feel 
somewhat chagrined if your significant 
other demonstrated a benign 
indifference to your friendship with an 
ex-boyfriend? And wouldn’t he sense a 
threat to your relationship if you 
caught him watching porn and told 
him, with a nod of cheery 
encouragement, to go right ahead, 
never mind you? But don’t let this lull 
you into a false sense of complacency. 
Jealousy is an extremely volatile 
emotion, says evolutionary 
psychologist Dr David Buss in his book 

Dangerous Passions: Why Jealousy is As 
Necessary As Love and Sex. According 
to him, jealousy is a “paradox” since 
even though it is “an emotion that 
evolved to protect love, it can also rip a 
relationship apart.”

So, how do you achieve the right 
balance and turn this potentially 
harmful emotion into a constructive 
tool to enhance your relationship? 
Here are three problematic situations 
and how you can tackle them.

About a year ago, market researcher 
Shobhana Rastogi, 29, almost lost her 

husband, Kartik, for good. They’d been 
happily married for four years, but 
during the last year, their relationship 
plummeted.  Her husband was 
assigned the task of mentoring a pretty 
young woman at his firm, and 
sometimes brought her over to dinner. 
Shobhana felt something snap inside 
her when she saw how much Kartik 
had in common with the girl. “Every 
time he stayed late in the office, I’d sit 
their ruminating about what the word 
‘mentoring’ really meant. It’s a wonder 
I have any nails left at all.” However, 
Shobhana felt deeply ashamed of her 
consuming jealousy. “I never accused 
him openly, but boy did I get my 
revenge! I’d sulk all day, act like a 

That Gangrenous
          Emotion

5 Steps to Green Peace
Whatever your jealousy dynamics, this simple do-it-at-home technique is a 
great facilitator of communication for all couples.

adapted from romantic jealousy: understanding and conquering the shadow of love by ayala m. pines.

By steeping yourself in jealousy 
and mistrust, you’re denying 

yourself joy and fulfilment.

martyr, pick fights for no reason. I 
made it very easy for him to guess what 
was bothering me, even though I never 
said it in so many words.” Kartik 
stopped bringing the woman home, 
making Shobhana even more 
suspicious. After several months of 
fuming silence and spectacular sulks, 
Kartik threw up his hands and said, “If 
you’re so unhappy and I’m so unhappy, 
we should just call it quits. You can 
keep the house and I’ll give you all the 
alimony you need.” It was a shock for 
Shobhana. After about a week, she 
requested to meet him and shared her 
doubts and insecurities with him. It 
was hard work for both of them, but 
their marriage is finally back on track. 
understand it  Shobhana’s story 
illustrates the jealousy paradox yet 
again. She was, in a way, trying to 
protect her marriage by letting her 
jealousy be known, but she never 
discussed the problem rationally: 
instead, she “acted out” in ways that 
drove her husband further away 
instead of bringing him closer. He 
began behaving more secretively, 
stayed away from home longer, and in 
the end, did what she feared most. She 
achieved exactly the opposite of what 
she was trying to accomplish. She 
became someone even she couldn’t 
bear to be around. 

Why do seemingly rational people 
develop such deep insecurities about 
someone they’re already deeply 
bonded with? It’s because those 
feelings of doubt and the fear of 
rejection, are deeply entrenched in 
their psyches owing to their past 
experiences, says Dr Pines. According 
to her, we’re attracted to our mates 
because of what they represent to us, 
because of how they feed our 
“internalised romantic image,”: 
something which goes back to our 
childhoods. “The positive and negative 
features of the people who raised us 
are the building blocks for our 
romantic images. The negative traits 
tend to have more influence on our 
romantic image because these are the 

set a long evening aside and settle down with your partner (assuming for the sake of 
convenience that he is the jealous one). Make sure you have a “verbal contract” to avoid 
bickering and deflecting focus from the task at hand. Once that’s taken care of, arm 
yourselves  with a sheet of paper and a pencil each. Draw three columns on each sheet—
head  the first one  “Things that annoy me”; the second, “Unmet needs”; and the final one, 
“Wishes”. Decide to jot down an equal number of points to keep it fair. 

the jealous partner first writes down specific behaviours that trigger his ire (“I don’t 
like it when you reveal too much cleavage”). Make a concurrent list of his jealous actions 
that drive you up the wall (“I hate it when you eavesdrop on my conversations.”) The 
litany of complaints should be kept specific to the problem; don’t start writing about how 
he snores like a pig. 

now it’s time to dig deeper. Fill the second column with  unmet needs (in the form of 
negative feelings) that each partner’s undesirable behaviour is related to. For example, 
seeing you in a revealing dress may make him feel less special to you (“I feel neglected”); 
his checking up on you makes you feel as if he doesn’t trust you (“I feel humiliated”) .

 now for the good part. Let your wishes be known. Write how your partner can help 
fulfill your needs—“Wear your sexy clothes only when you go out for me” or “Show me 
you trust me by not calling me unnecessarily at work.” Remember to keep each wish 
specific and avoid vague terms like “Make me feel special.” Request, don’t demand.

the hard work starts here. Rank the items according to how important they are to you. 
Exchange your lists and examine them carefully—in silence—till you’re both through. 
Then discuss how willing you are to match each other’s needs. Even if you can’t do 
everything exactly as asked, chances are you’ll reach a happy compromise.  

On the 
         Positive Side

I’m Just a
        Jealous Girl
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traits with which we have ‘unfinished 
business’,” she explains. This theory 
makes sense, since many women tend 
to go for a similar type of man—falling 
for the same kind of “wrong guy” over 
and over again—and follow similar 
relational patterns in all their romantic 
involvements. Fortunately, this does 
not mean you’re stuck in a rut. Change 
is difficult but possible. 
What to do  You don’t need Freud to 
get to the bottom of your motives and 
desires, although a comfortable couch 
is a good idea. According to Pines, 
“Whatever it is that draws two lovers 
to each other will create the character 
of the jealousy they may experience.”  
Here’s an exercise that she conducts in 
many of her jealousy workshops, but 
you can try it at home too.

First, lie back on your couch and ask 
yourself about how you felt when you 
first met your partner; what drew you to 
him; how and when did you realise you 
wanted to be with him; what is the most 
important thing in the relationship to 
you (it could be security, feeling desired, 
having someone to talk to). 

Second, snap back to the here and 
now and “intellectualise” your jealousy 
as far as possible. Break it down into 
components—what brings on those 
feelings? What are your thoughts and 
feelings when you’re jealous? (A typical 
thought spiral: He’s late. He must be 
with her. He doesn’t want to be with 
me. He’ll divorce me; Your actual fear: 
abandonment, not some seductress).

Finally, Pines suggests that we 
should think about whether there 
“could be some connection between the 
things that the relationship gave you 
initially and the primary components of 
your jealousy.” For example, if you 
married your husband because he made 
you feel safe and protected, it is a fear of 
that security being wrenched away 
from you that will arouse those 
tempestuous feelings in you. The point 
of all this? Once you gain a better 
understanding of yourself, you can 
actually engage your husband in a 
rational dialogue about what you need, 
without resorting to hurling accusations 
that will only rebound on you.

“My husband drives me crazy,” says 
businesswoman Sona Shah, 32. “It’s 
reached a point where I’m seriously 
considering leaving him. I’m treated to 
his version of the Spanish Inquisition 
every single day, he listens in on my 
calls, he skulks around my office during 
his lunch break to check on me. It’s 
simply awful.” Living with a jealous 
partner can be infuriating, exhausting, 
even guilt-inducing, and Sona is one of 
millions of women who suffers such 
emotional abuse. “Extreme jealousy 
can escalate into physical violence, and 
even murder or suicide,” says Dr 
Bhonsle. “It’s crucial to nip the 

cow’s neck do: signals your presence). 
Instruct your husband to tell you 
exactly where he will be every hour, so 
you know where to phone or visit. Call 
his cellphone repeatedly if you can’t 
find him. The goal is that he will  
learn first-hand how annoying and 
unreasonable such behaviour is.  
The equation of absence=jealousy  
will be replaced by constant 
presence=irritation!

“I should have trusted my instincts,” 
says lawyer Reshma Rawat, 36. “The 
new cologne, the hushed calls in the 
balcony, the unexplained business 
trips.” She sighs. “In the end, he 
‘confessed’ to me without any 
prompting, said he couldn’t bear to lie 

to me any more and wanted to give the 
relationship another go.” Although 
Reshma “forgave” her husband, their 
relationship has taken on a strained 
quality of barely restrained rage and 
unhappiness. “He broke my trust,” she 
says simply. “I was never a ‘jealous’ 
person before, but now it consumes 
me. Maybe I wasn’t vigilant enough, I 
trusted him too much. Well, now I 
don’t trust him at all. I never want to be 
taken for a fool again. It’s humiliating.” 
understand it  There’s no denying 
that you have been wronged. But 
adopting a Christ-like aura of silent 
suffering and torturing yourself with 
details of the cheater’s crimes and 
misdemeanours will only end up 
harming you. If you have made the 
decision to stay on in the relationship, 
you will have to take on the 
responsibility of making it work (well, 
perhaps a little less responsibility than 

he-who-could-not-keep-his-pants-
zipped). “There is no easy way around 
recovering from something as 
shattering as this fundamental betrayal 
of trust. But if both the parties commit 
themselves to making the relationship 
grow, the biggest hurdle has been 
crossed,” says Dr Bhonsle. In fact, 
battered and bruised as you most 
surely will be for the first few months, 
or even years, those shared scars will 
add a new depth and understanding to 
your relationship. “The person who 
has been harmed in such a situation 
will surely have huge issues with 
jealousy, which will, of course, spill 
over in their behaviour. Seeing them 
this way can make the guilt-wracked 
unfaithful partner feel so awful, they’ll 
simply clam up or run away.”
What to do  Dr Bhonsle is not 
implying that you should act like a 

paragon of sweetness and light. You 
should certainly seek out couples 
counselling and talk honestly about 
everything that went wrong. But while 
your unfaithful partner works on 
regaining your trust, you will have to 
create an environment where he can 
actually be open with you without fear 
of broken windows and slashed tyres. 
“I often ask the jealous partner to focus 
closely on their emotional state. The 
minute they start letting their jealousy 
get in the way of communication, I ask 
them to say an inner ‘stop’. Once they 
make it a habit to behave less jealously, 
it becomes less of a reflex response. 
With enough practice, they don’t feel so 
jealous,” says Dr Bhonsle. Plus, by being 
more open, you will be breaking the 
vicious cycle allowing your partner to 
make amends to you—something he 
cannnot do if you’re as approachable as 
a thicket of brambles. 
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problem in the bud.” And though it may 
seem hard to do at first, love, patience, 
and understanding are key to getting 
the situation under control. However, 
do ensure that a meaningful 
conversation does not degenerate into 
a situation where you offer him an 
outpouring of reassurance—this will 
only reinforce his behaviour. 
understand it  To begin with, tell 
yourself that you are not at fault just 
because your partner assumes that you 
are. At the same time, ask yourself—and 
this is not about assigning blame—
whether you actually have been 
indulging in behaviour that sets your 
partner into a jealous spiral. Drawing 
on findings from over 10 years of 
research in 37 countries, Dr Buss 
argues that jealousy does not usually 
arise without a cause. He urges 
partners of jealous individuals to 
question their own commitment to the 
relationship, since jealousy “can be an 
anticipatory response, a pre-emptive 
strike to prevent an infidelity that 
might occur.” (In many clinical cases, 
the suspicions of “crazy” husbands 
were found to be true… even though 
they were jealous before their wives 
cheated on them with the very men 
they suspected!). “Labelling jealousy as 
pathological simply because a spouse 
has not yet strayed ignores the fact that 
jealousy can head off an infidelity that 
might be lurking in the horizon,” says 
Buss. Instinct does count for something.
What to do  An important part of 
dealing with a partner’s ceaseless 
accusations is evaluating what the 
relationship means to you and whether 
you believe it is worth salvaging. Sona 
does want to save her marriage. 
“Manish wasn’t always this way. We 
had so many things in common. I still 
love him. And no, I’ve never even 
contemplated cheating on him.” While 
talking it through is a common sense 
approach, you also need to acknowledge 
that your protestations of innocence 
have not been achieving the desired 
results. Try a role-reversal technique 
that Ayala Pines refers to as the “Dutch 
Cow” strategy (named thus because it 
does exactly what the bells around a 
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Exorcise  
the Monster
Prone to constant, unprovoked 
feelings of jealousy? you can think 
your way out of the problem.

do a reality test

Our jealousies often reveal our deepest 
insecurities about ourselves. For some 
reason, you’re not feeling attractive, 
intelligent, or lovable enough to sustain 
your mate’s interest. Tell yourself that 
your partner wouldn’t be with you if he 
didn’t love and value you for who you are. 

Build your self-esteem

While a new body, car, or job do not 
guarantee happiness, you can definitely 
get a lift out of looking and doing your 
best. but do remember that though you 
can influence others, you cannot control 
them. Remind yourself that there is more 
to you than just your relationship. Even if 
it does end, you do not. Repeat this to 
yourself several times a day!

talk aBout your feelings

Your partner will not be annoyed or 
defensive if you talk about your own 
feelings of jealousy (as opposed to 
accusing him of heartless 
indiscretions). Let him know that you’re 
sometimes gripped by irrational 
feelings and want to do something 
about them. Chances are, he’ll give you 
the help and support you need.

“Men are most distressed by 
sexual affairs, and women by 

emotional infidelity.”
—DR RAjAn bhOnSLE, hEART TO hEART 

COUnSELLIng CEnTRE

An Affair
             to Forget

Living with a
       Jealous Partner 


