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Homicide Adaptation Theory

“ . . . my theory is that humans have evolved 
powerful psychological adaptations that impel us to 
murder as a means of solving specific problems we 
encounter during the evolutionary battles for 
survival and reproduction” (Buss, 2005, p. 34)

“ . . . the most penetrating, comprehensive, and 
scientifically sound theory of murder ever proposed”

(Buss, 2005, p. 18)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In 2005, the evolutionary psychologist David Buss published a book for a general audience titled: The murderer next door: why the mind is designed to kill”,  in which he outlines a theory of homicide, that he has developed with Joshua Duntley, that they call “Homicide Adaptation Theory”. I will unpack this theory in a little more detail shortly, but the core hypothesis is concisely summarized by Buss (2005)

“ . . . my theory is that humans have evolved powerful psychological adaptations that impel us to murder as a means of solving specific problems we encounter during the evolutionary battles for survival and reproduction” (Buss, 2005, p. 34)

Buss goes on, somewhat immodestly, to suggest that this theory is “ . . . the most penetrating, comprehensive, and scientifically sound theory of murder ever proposed”



Why should we be interested in evolutionary 
explanations of homicide?

•The importance of theory

• The emergence of “evolutionary forensic psychology”

TWO Key Questions will be Addressed:

1. How plausible is Homicide Adaptation Theory?

2. What is the role of evolutionary explanations in the 
development of a comprehensive theoretical model of 
violence/homicide?

Focus on (male) intimate partner homicide

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Why should we care about the development of Buss’s homicide adaptation theory or, more generally, evolutionary explanations of homicide?

Well, I think there are at least three good reasons why it is worth examining this theory in some detail.

First, and I think fairly straightforwardly, etiological considerations are important. The development of robust theories of any scientific phenomena are valuable because they can help us to organize and understand the domain of interest, guide future research, and critically in an area like homicide studies, may lead to successful attempts to prevent or reduce the incidence of homicide in our society. 

I think that it would also be fair to say that there are relatively few theories that have been specifically developed to explain homicide (as a qualitatively different phenomenon from violence or aggression) with most research, quite reasonably and pragmatically I think, focused on identifying risk factors. Critically examining theories of homicide then, I think is important.

Second, although evolutionary psychology has, over the last two decades, navigated into the mainstream of academic psychology, evolutionary explanations remain very much in the periphery of academic criminology. (and there are probably a number of reasons for this, including criminology’s more sociological background). Recently, however, Duntley and Shackelford ford propose what they call “evolutionary forensic psychology” in which evolutionary approaches are applied to topics such as rape, violence, and homicide, and there have been a number of articles recently in criminal and forensic psychology journals such as violence and victims and aggression and violent behavior advocating this approach. Critically examining evolutionary explanations for homicide then I think is important given this context.


In this talk I will address two specific questions: how plausible is homicide adaptation Theory and what is the role of evolutionary explanations in general for explaining violence and homicide

Although homicide adaptation theory has been developed to explain homicide in a number of different contexts, for the purpose of this talk I will focus on intimate partner homicide perpetrated by males (although what I have to say about this area is relevant for other types of homicide)




Intimate Partner Homicide (IPH) – What needs to 
be explained?

1. Men are more likely to kill their intimate partner than 
are women 

2. Rates of IPH vary both historically and cross-nationally
3. The risk of IPH for women declines with age (and 

increases with greater male-female age discrepancy)
4. The risk of IPH is greater for women in de facto 

compared to married relationships 
5. The risk of IPH for women is related to a number of 

situational factors relating to the relationship: 
- separation (especially first 3 months)
- attempts to leave/end the relationship
- actual or perceived infidelity
- relationship conflict

Presenter
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Before I examine homicide adaptation theory in more detail, it is worth pausing for a moment to consider what we know about intimate partner homicide and therefore, what any good theory needs to explain. And I shall be focusing primarily on male intimate partner homicide.

Some of these points are more robustly supported by the research evidence and we could probably quibble over a few of them, but I think that this list captures some of the important things that we have found about intimate partner homicide over the last few decades.

Although the ratio of wife to husband killing varies across cultures the first finding is pretty robust one: men are more likely to kill their intimate partner than are women.  It is easy to dismiss pervasive gender difference in violence as simply telling us that men commit more criminal violence than women in general. This is obviously true, however, It is important to note here that gender differences vary by homicide type: they are greatest for stranger homicide and lowest for the killing of children (where US data at least suggests some parity between men and women). In other words, gender differences in homicide are strikingly patterned by homicide type.
The second finding is an important one, but I won’t spend much time talking about it. However, it is important for us to be able to explain why rates of IPH vary both historically and cross-nationally.
 A number of studies have now indicated that the risk of IPH both declines with male and increases with greater age discrepancy between men and women. The finding of increased risk for younger women, moreover, can not entirely be accounted for by the fact that they are more likely to be married to younger men (who are more violent as a group)
Risk greater in defacto or cohabitating relationships than it is in married relationship and this finding has now been replicated in a number of studies
A number of situational factors relating to the relationship have also been found to predict intimate partner homicide.




Intimate Partner Homicide (IPH) – What 
needs to be explained?

5. Individual and social level factors include:
- history of violence by the perpetrator against the 

victim
- extreme possessiveness/controlling behaviour of 

perpetrator
- poverty/unemployment
- alcohol/drug abuse

6. Important situation specific factors include:
- access to and use of firearms
- alcohol/drug use
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5. important individual and social level factors include
6. And finally, important situation specific factors include




Intimate Partner Homicide (IPH) – What 
needs to be explained?

7. Individual and situational risk factors for IPH are similar 
to (but also differ) from those for non-lethal domestic 
violence (and also for male-male homicide)
Perpetrators of IPH (Dobash et al., 2004; Dobash et 
al., 2007) :
- may be less likely to have typical criminogenic risk 

factors than either men who commit non-lethal 
violence against women or who commit homicides 
in other contexts 

- are more likely to have a history of violence against 
previous partners and experience separation and 
possessiveness at the event

8. IPH is rare relative to IPV
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One of the important challenges for those that research intimate partner homicide is to identify factors that can predict or differentiate IPH from non-lethal violence. Clearly if we can understand these factors then we are in a better position to try and prevent IPH from occurring.

There have only been a handful of studies that have explicitly explored these differences so the findings presented here are more tentative, but I think that they are particularly important for evaluating homicide adaptation theory and for developing theories specifically relating to homicide.

Based on the work of Dobash and Dobash and colleagues from UK samples it would seem that men who commit IPH tend to have fewer general criminogenic risk factors (such as prior convictions, child abuse and alcohol and drug abuse) than either men who commit either non-lethal violence against women or homicide in other (male-male) contexts (although it should be noted that men who perpetrate IPH do have elevated criminogenic risk factors compared to the general population). Men who perpetrate IPH, however, are more likely to have a history of violence against previous partners and to experience separation and extreme possessiveness at the event. 

The final point that any theory of IPH needs to be able to explain is the fact that IPH is extremely rare relative to IPV. The exact ratio of incidents of IPV to IPH will vary substantially depending on data source but are at least a 1000 acts of IPV for every incident of IPH





Homicide Adaptation Theory (HAT)

• HAT proposes that natural selection has shaped a 
number of specific psychological mechanisms for 
homicide that have ‘solved’ specific adaptive problems

• One such psychological adaptation relates to male IPH:
“many spousal homicides results from evolved male 
mechanisms specifically designed by natural selection 
to motivate killing under certain circumstances” 
(Shackelford et al., 2003, p. 138)

• In specific contexts the ‘benefits’ of killing a spouse 
would have outweighed the ‘costs’ and hence mate 
killing adaptations would have evolved 
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Having reviewed the key findings related to IPH that any good theory needs to be able to explain, I want to turn now to examine Homicide Adaptation Theory in more detail.

HAT proposes that natural selection has shaped a number of specific psychological mechanisms for homicide that have ‘solved’ specific adaptive problems.

One such psychological adaptation relates to male IPH. It is important here to recognize the core claim of HAT: It is proposed that psychological  mechanisms underlying IPH are adaptations that have been selected for because individuals who possess that psychological adaptations were more reproductively successful than those individuals who didn’t. In other words, it is claimed that under very specific contexts, the benefits’ of killing a spouse would have outweighed the ‘costs’ and hence mate killing adaptations would have evolved 



Homicide Adaptation Theory
• Specific contexts include sexual infidelity and permanent defection 

from the relationship 
(especially when the wife is reproductively valuable, close kin of the 
wife are not present, and there are no biological children of the 
couple present)

• Evolutionary benefits of IPH include (Shackelford et al., 2003, p. 138) :
- “depriving an intrasexual rival of access to a reproductively 

valuable resource”
- “deterring polygynous [and future] wives from defecting”
- “cultivating a social reputation that would deter other rivals”

• “According to evolved homicide theory, many wife killings are 
intentional and designed outputs of evolved male psychology, not 
slipups or epiphenomenon”. (Shackelford et al., 2003, p. 138)
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The specific contexts outlined in HAT involve sexual infidelity or mate desertion when: the wife is reproductively valuable (that is, young), close kin are not present (to retaliate) and when there are no biological children of the couple present (if there were then the costs of IPH would be much higher because the children would be less likely to thrive and surive hence reducing the reproductive success of the husband.

The potential costs of wife killing are substantial, so what then are the potential benefits that might have selected for homicide adaptations. Shackelford and colleagues suggest potential evolutionary benefits would have included:
	-	“depriving an intrasexual rival of access to a reproductively valuable resource”	
	-	“deterring polygynous [and future] wives from defecting”
	-	“cultivating a social reputation that would deter other rivals”

So to sum up, according to HAT specific adaptations for wife killing have evolved and hence many or most homicides are not slip up or by-products, but rather the intentional and designed outputs of evolved male psychology.

The reference in this quote to slip up or epiphenomenon relates to an other evolutionary theory of homicide




Evolutionary By-product Theory
• According to Daly and Wilson (1988, 1996) IPH is a by-

product of evolved mechanisms underlying male sexual 
proprietariness

• Male sexual proprietariness is a motivational-emotional 
cognitive system that is triggered by specific situational 
contexts (especially infidelity and desertion) and 
functions to reduce the likelihood that a mate will desert 
or be unfaithful

• Involves a range of controlling behaviours including 
violence and the threat of violence

• IPH can be viewed as a ‘slip-up’ or by product of these 
mechanisms
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HAT is not the only evolutionary theory of male violence and homicide against intimate partners. Many of you, I am sure, will be familiar with the empirical and/or theoretical work of Martin Daly and Margo Wilson. Wilson and Daly also propose an evolutionary theory of intimate partner homicide, but their theory is different from HAT in several important respects.

According to Daly and Wilson (1988, 1996) IPH is a by-product of evolved mechanisms underlying male sexual proprietariness. In other words there are no specific adaptations for homicide, but rather men have evolved what they call sexual proprietariness - motivational-emotional cognitive system that is triggered by specific situational contexts (especially infidelity and desertion) and functions to reduce the likelihood that a mate will desert or be unfaithful.

Male sexual proprietariness involves a range of controlling behaviour (which may be relatively normally distributed in the male population) but which includes violence and threats of violence.

Occasionally these mechanisms do not function perfectly and in some cases wives are killed. According to Daly and Wilson then

IPH can be viewed as a ‘slip-up’ or by product of these mechanisms.




Evaluating Evolutionary 
Explanations of Homicide

• How well do they explain what we know about IPH?
- both evolutionary hypotheses can (potentially) 

explain gender differences, demographic risk 
factors, and specific situational risk factors 
(separation, actual/perceived infidelity)

Both theories demonstrate good explanatory breadth
• What evidence is there to support specific adaptationist 

claims?
- adaptive thinking and cost-benefit analysis
- special design features
- comparative evidence
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How do these two evolutionary theories of homicide shape up relative to each other? Well, firstly, I think that they both do a reasonably good job at explaining some of the key things that we know about intimate partner homicide:
Briefly, gender differences are explained primarily in terms of a crucial asymmetry between men and women: women can be assured that they are the mother of their children, whereas men can never be certain. This paternity uncertainty, it is argued has selected for mate retention and controlling behaviors (including violence) – what Daly and Wilson call male ‘sexual proprietariness’ designed to limit the autonomy of partners and reduce the likelihood of sexual infidelity. 
The fact that younger women are at greater risk of homicide (and especially when married to older men) is explained from an evolutionary point of view in terms of the greater reproductive value of younger women and hence the greater cost to males from desertion or infidelity. And both theories predict that:
Specific situational risk factors such as actual/perceived infidelity and separation or threat of separation pose heightened risk for violence and homicide because these situations pose specific threats to male reproductive fitness.
There are, of course, other explanations for these findings (many of which are not incompatible with evolutionary explanations) but both evolutionary theories demonstrate relatively good explanatory breadth.
Both evolutionary theories make a claim about adaptation: Daly and Wilson suggest that male sexual proprietariness is the adaptation that can help us explain IPH whereas HAT suggest that there are specific adaptations for killing. How do  we go about evaluating claims for presence of specific adaptations?
Now it is important to recognize that many human traits are probably biological adaptations – the capacity for language is a good example. However, many human traits are clearly not adaptations – reading is a case in point. The key question here is methodological: how do we go about working out which traits are adaptations and which are by-products of adaptations?

There are a number of relevant approaches, but I want to concentrate on just three here.

The first is adaptive thinking. To make the claim that a given trait is an adaptation it must be demonstrated that benefits of the trait relative to other traits outweigh the costs in the environment or environments in which it has evolved when calculated in the currency of reproductive fitness. 
The second concerns special design features. Adaptations are typically characterized by economy, efficiency, precision and specialization. In other words they work reliably under a specific set of circumstances to generate adaptive outcome.
A third approach to identifying adaptations is the comparative method: if certain traits are highly correlated among a number of different species that can provide additional support for the idea that the trait in question in the given species may also be an adaptation.



Problems with HAT
• Cost-benefit analysis is imprecise and unclear
• No clear evidence for “special design features” for homicide
• Comparative evidence is used haphazardly and does not actually 

support HAT with respect to IPH
HAT lacks internal consistency

Major outstanding issues for any theory of homicide:
• Why is violence against partners (relatively) common, but intimate 

partner homicide (relatively) rare?
HAT less parsimonious

• Why do key situational triggers such as (actual/perceived) infidelity, 
relationship conflict, and separation not always (or mostly) result in 
violence/homicide?
Predictive value
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Based on these criteria that evidence that HAT is not all that compelling (at least in terms of IPH).

First, the calculation of evolutionary costs and benefits is done in a very ad hoc and imprecise manner. This is partly due to the difficulty of calculating such costs and benefits in humans, but Buss and colleagues do not make a strong prima facie case that the benefits of homicide would have outweighed the costs compared to the evolution of general sexual proprietariness proposed by Daly and Wilson. In particular, the evolutionary costs of spousal homicide include retaliation by kin and other group members, and the loss of any opportunity for reproduction with the murdered spouse.  These costs are not properly considered in the theory.

There is also no clearly developed statement of ‘special design’ features for homicide. One of the problems here is the relative rarity of intimate partner homicide – even under the specific circumstances outlined by Buss. This suggests that if there is an evolved mechanism for homicide then it doesn’t actually work particularly efficiently. Male sexual proprietariness (including jealousy) in contrast seems to be reliably invoked under specific circumstances, and violence (including lethal violence) is just one possible outcome.

Third, comparative research from other species is used in a rather haphazard manner by buss and duntley. They note for example that the killing of conspecifics has evolved in a number of species citing examples such as cannabilism after mating in female spiders and infanticide perpetrated by male lions. These examples suggest that adaptations for killing can evolve in the animal kingdom but they say nothing at all about whether they have evolved in humans. In terms of IPH the relevant comparisons are with species that form pair bonds but also engage in extra-pair sexual activity. What you find in these species is that mate guarding and mate harassment is extremely common, consistent with the idea such behavior functions to reduce paternity uncertainty, but that (as far as I can tell from the literature) the killing of mates is virtually unknown. 

Taken together, these points suggest that HAT lacks internal consistency: that is, its key propositions are not consistent with what we know adaptations should look like.

One key outstanding issue (with profound pragmatic consequences) for any theory of intimate partner homicide is why violence against partners (relatively) common, but intimate partner homicide (relatively) rare? We are only just starting to understand the risk factors that may differentiate lethal from non-lethal violence, but at out current level of understanding HAT is less parsimonious than sexual proprietariness theory in that it needs to invoke separate adaptations for lethal and non-lethal violence.

A final key issue (again with imnportant pragmatic consequences) concerns individual differences in the likelihood of intimate partner violence and homicide. Why do key situational triggers such as (actual/perceived) infidelity, relationship conflict, and separation not always (or mostly) result in violence/homicide?

Finally, it is worth pointing out that evolutionary hypotheses can alert us to key variables that might be related to IPH such as age of partner and age discrepancy. Most of these predictions are consistent with both HAT and by product explanations. However, HAT should predict that IPH should be extremely rare if the couple have biological children together (because spousal killing will reduce reproductive success). The available evidence does not provide that much support for this proposition although I haven’t fully investigated this particular variable.





The Role of Evolutionary 
Explanations of IPH

• HAT is not currently our best evolutionary theory of IPH
• Evolutionary explanations have a role to play in 

understanding why IPH occurs
• However, they must be fully integrated with:

- cultural and social-structural explanations
- proximate social, psychological, and physiological 

explanations
- situation specific explanations

In order to provide a comprehensive explanation of IPH
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What might an integrated model of male IPH look like? Let me walk you through one possibility that I have been working on. 
First, Although it is important to recognize that many cases of intimate partner violence are part of an enduring pattern of varying degrees of control and violence, the model focus on specific instances of violence, including lethal violence.
Borrowing from Anderson & Bushman’s General Aggression Model, it is suggested that all acts of lethal (and non-lethal violence) are causally linked to cognitive, affective and motivations systems that influence decision making processes. In other words, specific patterns of thought, emotion and physiological arousal and causally linked to lethal and non-lethal violence. This part of the model is depicted in blue.
The yellow boxes represent known risk factors for male Intimate partner homicide, with straight lines indicating the more prominent moderating factors.
Key situational risk factors include: Actual or perceived jealousy; Separation or threats to leave the relationship; and General relationship disputes and relationship conflicts.
 I suggest that these play an important causal role in the genesis of intimate partner homicide by activating cognitive, affective and motivational systems. Infidelity fairly reliably invokes the emotion of jealousy, disputes over contributions to the relationship invoke feelings of anger and resentment and so forth. Most of the time these do not result in violence, let alone lethal violence.
Clearly the link between key situational factors and lethal violence is moderated by a suite of individual difference. Some of these are related specifically to relationships in general and the relationship in question more specifically. These  factors including possessiveness or extreme trait jealousy, and a history of violence in close relationships.
While some are more general criminogenic factors (history of violence and antisocial behaviour, alcohol and drug abuse, low self-control).
Finally, demographic risk factors include age of spouse, age discrepancy and so on.
there are also important incident level factors, such as possession of a firearm that predict the likelihood of lethal violence that need to be taken into account and influence the outcome of decision making processes. Lethal harm is more likely if the individual possess a firearm and uses one.
Finally, key theoretical approaches to intimate partner homicide are shown in green, with curved lines representing explanatory relations.
The evolutionary component of the model suggests that there has been selection for general male proprietariness including sexual jealousy and that under certain key situational contexts this generates patterns of affect (anger and jealousy) along with specific cognitions and physiological arousal. The nature of the cognitive-affective response and subsequent decision making processes are also influenced by key demographic factors such as age of spouse, male SES, and the presence of children resulting in a range of violent and non-violent outcomes.
Anything like a complete model of intimate partner homicide will also include the role of developmental and social structural and cultural factors (and relevant theories).
We know, for example, that certain developmental environments (for example, harsh and erratic parenting, child abuse, other violence) increase the risk of developing general and specific risk factors for intimate partner violence. We also know that certain social structural and cultural factors are likely to influence the likelihood of intimate partner violence through their effect on, for example attitudes towards women, or on legal systems that may be more or less lenient towards perpetrators of intimate partner violence or homicide under specific contexts. 

Finally, the model may help us to understand some of the differences between lethal and non-lethal violence. Men who possess a number of criminogenic risk factors are more likely to engage in both non-lethal violence and violence against their partners. These factors are relatively less successful at predicting lethal violence I suggest, because more serious levels of violence (including homicide) are more closely connected to patterns of specific situational risk factors for individuals who possess a combination of key demographic and relationship specific risk factors. 



Summary
• Theory development in the area of IPH is an important 

task
• HAT is not (given the currently available evidence) our 

best evolutionary explanation for IPH
• Evolutionary explanations have a role to play in 

accounting for IPH, but need to be integrated with other 
kinds of explanations


	Born to Kill?��Evaluating Evolutionary Explanations of Homicide
	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3
	Intimate Partner Homicide (IPH) – What needs to be explained?
	Intimate Partner Homicide (IPH) – What needs to be explained?
	Intimate Partner Homicide (IPH) – What needs to be explained?
	Homicide Adaptation Theory (HAT)
	Homicide Adaptation Theory
	Evolutionary By-product Theory
	Evaluating Evolutionary Explanations of Homicide
	Problems with HAT
	The Role of Evolutionary Explanations of IPH
	Slide Number 13
	Summary

