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Abstract
The present article aims to propose a theoretical discussion regarding the role of lying based upon the 
Evolutionary Psychology perspective by shedding a new light on the main studies conducted in this 
area. In order to do so, this article addresses the phylogenies and ontogenies of the capability to lie, both 
suggesting that the rise of lying as a pro-social deed is intimately related with Homo sapiens incredibly 
broad and complex communication skills. Like so, the paper continues on expatiating on the underlying 
cognitive and neuronal mechanisms of lying and lying recognition, as well as the diff erences amongst 
genders concerning the ability to recognize deceit. Broadly, the present theoretic study may elucidate 
the current state of knowledge regarding the topic, thus signaling necessary and more promising paths 
for future studies to follow with the purpose of contributing to fi elds where the act of uttering lies is 
highly present, such as the judicial context.
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O Entendimento da Mentira com Base na Psicologia 
Evolucionista: Uma Revisão Crítica

Resumo
O presente artigo tem por objetivo propor uma discussão teórica sobre o papel da mentira a partir da 
perspectiva da Psicologia Evolucionista, trazendo uma nova luz sobre os principais estudos realizados 
nessa área. Para tanto, este artigo aborda as fi logenias e ontogenias da capacidade de mentir, ambas 
sugerindo que a ascensão da mentira como ação pró-social está intimamente relacionada às habilidades 
de comunicação incrivelmente amplas e complexas do Homo sapiens. Assim, o artigo discute os 
mecanismos cognitivos e neuronais subjacentes ao reconhecimento de mentiras, bem como as diferenças 
entre os gêneros em relação à capacidade de reconhecer o engano. Em linhas gerais, o presente estudo 
teórico pode elucidar o estado atual do conhecimento sobre o tema, sinalizando percursos necessários e 
mais promissores para futuros estudos, com o objetivo de contribuir para campos onde o ato de proferir 
mentiras está muito presente, como o contexto judiciário. 

Palavras-chave: Psicologia evolucionista, mentira, enganação, evolução.

La Comprensión de la Mentira Basada en la Psicología 
Evolucionista: Una Revisión Crítica

Resumen
El presente artículo tiene como objetivo proponer una discusión teórica sobre el papel de la mentira a luz 
de la Psicología Evolucionista a partir de los principales estudios desarrollados en esta área. El artículo 
discurre sobre la fi logénesis y la ontogénesis de la capacidad de mentir, discutiendo los mecanismos que 
viabilizan la ocurrencia de la mentira en la especie humana. El trabajo sugiere que el desarrollo de la 
mentira como práctica pro-social está íntimamente relacionado con la vasta capacidad de comunicación 
del Homo sapiens, discurriendo sobre los mecanismos cognitivos y neurales subyacentes, así como 
la diferencia entre géneros en lo que se refi ere al reconocimiento del engaño. En general, el presente 
estudio teórico puede elucidar el estado actual de conocimiento sobre el asunto, indicando caminos 
necesarios y más prometedores para nuevos trabajos, a fi n de colaborar para campos de actuación donde 
el acto de proferir mentiras se hace más presente, como, por ejemplo, el contexto judicial.

Palabras clave: Psicología evolucionista, mentira, engano, evolución.

In his celebrated work “Dom Casmurro”, the 
writer Machado de Assis said that lying is often 
as involuntary as breathing (Assis, 1899/2004). 
The word lying is synonymous with a falsifi ca-
tion of information passed on to another person 
or to a larger group of people. The deception that 
is made possible through the act of lying is re-
lated, according to Hippel and Trivers (2011), to 
the very possibility of avoiding the truth being 
explained, to the ways of making its expression 
more diffi  cult, to exaggerating diff erent facts or 
even to causing certain real events to become 
doubtful. 

Diff erent studies reveal distinct results re-
lated to the average number of lies that indivi-
duals in civilized societies utter daily. Figures 
can range from 0.59 to 1.56 for a mean number 
of daily lies (De Paulo, Kashy, Kirkendol, Wyer, 
& Epstein, 1996; George & Robb, 2008; Han-
cock, Thom-Santelli, & Ritchie, 2004). The dif-
ferences in these works can be mostly explained 
by the characterization of the sample, which can 
involve both university students and the popu-
lation in general, as well as the criteria adopted, 
although in most cases so-called altruistic lies 
are counted (Serota, Levine, & Boster, 2010). 
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Not every lie can, however, be classifi ed 
as an antisocial action. The concept of the pro-
social or “white lie” has been referred to in 
recent works, indicating that untruthfulness may 
in some circumstances not be a strategy to hurt 
another individual (Levine & Schweitzer, 2015; 
Talwar & Crossman, 2011). The anthropologist 
Simpson-Herbert noted, for example, that in 
some parts of Iran people were able to make 
a false invitation to dinner, and that act was 
acceptably understood as false by those who 
were receiving such an invitation (Barnes, 1996). 
In Russia, telling a Vranyo means recounting a 
fantastic and false story to which some listeners 
pretend to believe (Barnes, 1996). Other types 
of lies, however, can generate social losses at 
diff erent levels, with it not being possible to 
classify them into a single category regarding 
this same criterion (Vrij, 2008).

The present work proposes a theoretical 
discussion about the evolutionary comprehen-
sion of the lie, contemplating an ontogenetic 
and phylogenetic comprehension of this phe-
nomenon. It is understood that deepening this 
subject could generate advances in the so-called 
Psychology of the Lie (Farisha & Sakkeel, 
2015), as well as the consolidation of new stud-
ies in this fi eld in Brazil, considering that this 
is an area still incipient in the country (Matias, 
Leime, Bezerra, & Torro-Alves, 2015).

Very Misleading Species
Although devoid of a linguistic capacity in 

syntactic and compositional terms as is verifi ed 
in the human being, it is now known that other 
species belonging to diff erent orders are capable 
of deceiving. This means that, although these 
organisms cannot verbalize lies as an eff ective 
strategy for deception, they may deceive other 
organisms as a defense strategy, to obtain 
resources for their own subsistence or, more 
directly, to propagate their genes. 

The Barred-tailed Hawk (Buteo albonotatus) 
can fool its prey by fl ying with members of other 
species. When the hawk is together with vultures 
of the genus Cathartes it cannot be detected 
by the prey when fl ying over them, since the 

birds of the this genus do not present predatory 
behavior similar to that of the hawk (Sick, 1997). 
The strategy of deception consists, in this case, 
of fl ying over prey without being perceived due 
to the possibility of being confused with birds of 
another species.

The beetle Atemeles pubicollis reveals a 
strategy of myrmecophily that can be classifi ed 
as social parasitism. The Atemeles is able to 
generate chemical substances that allow it 
access to the colony of ants, whose entrance is 
conditioned to the identifi cation of compatible 
allomones. Once inside, it is fed by the ants of 
the colony and then begins feeding on the eggs 
and larvae that were being sheltered in this 
environment (Parker, 2016).

In an experiment conducted on the island of 
Caya Santiago in Puerto Rico, rhesus monkeys 
(Macaca mulatta) were observed hiding food 
from other individuals of the same species 
(Hauser, 1992). It was also observed that 
this trend was more pronounced when other 
individuals were not observed in the vicinity 
of the food source, since, when discovered, this 
deception strategy was severely punished within 
the group (Hauser, 1992). Food concealment 
strategies have also been observed in spider 
monkeys (Ateles geoff royi), long-tailed monkeys 
(Macaca fascicularis), chimpanzees (Pan 
troglodytes), mangabey monkeys (Cercocebus 
torquatus torquatus) and Togian island monkeys 
(Macaca tonkeana; Hall & Bronsnan, 2016). 
In addition to some primates, the male Topi 
(Damaliscus lunatus) has been observed to emit 
false alarm cries in order to keep females away 
from dominant male territory, increasing their 
chances of mating (Bro-Jorgensen & Pangle, 
2010).

Some species may also adhere to the hoax 
strategy when certain physical attributes favored 
by sexual selection are artifi cially introduced into 
a competition scenario by the females. Sexual 
selection is based on a process of choosing 
morphological and behavioral characteristics, 
confrontation between males or choosing by 
the female, in order to direct a successful cross, 
generating reproductive advantages that tend to 
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be maintained within the species (Scott, 2009). 
The ornithologist Sievert Rohwer dyed some 
birds know as Haris’s sparrows (Zonotrichia 
querula) on the upper part of the head, causing 
certain males of the species to have the 
characteristics of a dominant animal, which 
were therefore chosen by the females. These 
same animals then began to adopt dominant and 
more aggressive behavior in their fl ocks, acting 
in accordance with how they were perceived by 
others (Rowher, 1977).

Although deception strategies are recurrent 
for diff erent species, more current studies based 
on Game Theory reveal that truthfulness of 
information transmitted in social species tends 
to be more stable (Számadó, 2011). This trend 
is largely explained by the need for collective 
preservation of the means of subsistence 
(Számadó, 2011). Regardless of these 
considerations, it is known that other species are 
capable of deceiving, although only the human 
species can use verbalization for this purpose. It 
is then necessary to understand the way in which 
the lie is recurrent in Homo sapiens, considering 
the costs and benefi ts in social and individual 
terms of its occurrence. 

Lies and Language 
in Homo sapiens

Although other species are capable of some 
levels of communication, none of them come 
close to the signifi cant ability of an adult human 
to organize phrases from a repertoire spanning 
an average of ten thousand words (Oesch, 2016). 
These words can be combined to exaggerate, 
omit, or invent facts. It is not possible to date, 
in phylogenetic terms, the advent of the ability 
to lie in Homo sapiens. It is plausible to think, 
however, that the emergence of language from 
its syntactic and compositional properties has 
enabled this capacity on a large scale. The 
possibility of thinking from a counterfactual 
logic may be at the basis of the very expansion 
of the lie in the human species. Counterfactual 
thinking is focused on facts that have not 
happened, but could have happened and, like lies, 

the areas of the brain responsible for inhibitory 
control and working memory tend to be allocated 
(Briazu, Walsh, Deeprose, & Ganis, 2017). The 
mechanisms linked to lying and counterfactual 
thinking tend to be potentiated in a correlative 
way along with ontogenetic development (Debey, 
Schryver, Logan, Suchotzki, & Verschuere, 
2015). This same relationship has also been 
made explicit in patients with impairment in 
frontal functions, including some degenerative 
diseases (Abe, 2009).

The evolution of Homo sapiens, in compar-
ison to the other hominids that preceded them, 
culminated in the formation of larger groups, al-
lowing situations of social interaction to become 
more recurrent. It is estimated that these groups 
reached an average of one hundred and fi fty in-
dividuals who cohabitated certain spaces, using 
specialization and the division of tasks (Iñiguez, 
Govezensky, Dunbar, Kaski, & Barrio, 2014). 
Cooperation strategies may also have enabled 
and intensifi ed these interactions (Tomasello, 
2003). Thus, the antisocial character that lies can 
assume does not seem to be in line with the se-
lection of pro-social mechanisms that may have 
characterized the evolution of our species. On 
the other hand, a more recent understanding of 
this supposed paradox reveals that the lie may 
have contributed to the very sophistication of 
language (Dor, 2017). Since co-operation could 
be expected, but never unambiguously, assessing 
the intentions of others and having more precise 
resources to infer and communicate them be-
came adaptive in this context. Greater linguistic 
recursion became, as postulated by Dor (2017), 
a multipurpose tool for coordinating distinct per-
spectives, allowing such interlocutions to favor 
individuals who are better able to deceive, as 
well as individuals who are better able to detect 
deception. 

This possibility is mainly related, according 
to Dor (2016), to the fact that language is capable 
of instructing and guiding the imaginative 
processes. Undoubtedly, lying may involve the 
representation of alternative scenarios and this 
function can be fostered by linguistic processing. 
From this same perspective, there are pro-social 
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lies that can facilitate the maintenance of a 
collaborative network within the group itself 
(Levine & Schweitzer, 2015). 

For Dor (2017), these processes evolved 
together, so that one cannot think of lying as a 
practice that would necessarily counteract the 
pro-social tendencies observed in the evolution 
of hominids. According to this author, since 
the human brain developed the ability to think 
counterfactually, conjecturing about possible, 
albeit often unlikely, outcomes, it has built up 
a greater ability to deceive using increasing 
linguistic recursion (Dor, 2017). 

Lying in Childhood
The study of lying in childhood can be 

characterized as a fi eld of increasing productions. 
To a large extent, this interest is due to the fact 
that the act of lying involves diff erent cognitive 
functions emerging throughout childhood 
development. The ability to theorize about other 
minds is, in this sense, one of the crucial aspects 
for a child to use linguistic recursion in an 
attempt to deceive another child or adult, even 
when such a strategy is not antisocial (Cheung, 
Siu & Chen, 2015; Williams, Moore, Crossman, 
& Talwar, 2016). Inferring the unrelated mental 
states generated from the acts themselves is 
an essential condition for the child to plan and 
execute a lie. The so-called executive functions 
that develop during this stage will also play a 
central role (Leduc, Williams, Garibello, & 
Talwar, 2017).

Some controversies still exist about the 
possible emergence of the rudiments of this 
ability in three-year-old children. In a classic 
study conducted by Lewis, Stanger, and Sullivan 
(1989), 38% of the children who took a toy 
without being allowed to do so denied that they 
had taken it. The replications of these methods, 
in investigations carried out in diff erent cultures, 
have shown that one-third of children in similar 
situations tend to act in the same way in this 
same age group (Hayashi, 2017). In this context, 
fi ndings indicate that, on average, a child is fully 
capable of lying at forty months of age (Evans & 
Lee, 2013). However, lies that can be classifi ed 

as antisocial have been observed in children 
aged two and a half years (Evans & Lee, 2013). 
This is consistent with the observations made by 
the proponents of the theory of evolution more 
than a century ago regarding the precocity of lies 
in human development (Darwin, 1877). Zanette, 
Gao, Brunet, Bartlett, and Lee (2016), using the 
facial expressions coding system developed by 
Paul Ekman, also demonstrated a diff erent facial 
expression in children from six to eleven years 
of age, in relation to uttering pro- and antisocial 
lies.

In general, however, researchers agree that 
the emergence and sophistication of this ability 
tends to occur in a period prior to the school 
phase (Lavoie, Leduc, Arrudaa, Crossman, & 
Talwar, 2017). In an earlier period, children are 
able to lie as a way to conceal a transgression, 
however, they are still not able to simulate a 
series of behavioral signs that can make a lie 
more plausible (Lavoie, Yachison, & Crossman, 
2017). In the period between three and six years, 
the number of daily lies tends to increase (Wilson, 
Smith, & Ross, 2003). When types of lies are 
considered, a more recent study of participants 
aged 3 to 14 observed that occasional lies are 
more frequent at 3 years compared in adolescents 
of 14 years of age and that the amount of daily 
lies tends to decrease with age, regardless of 
gender. The frequency of lies decreases as the 
skill of mind theory is developed, that is, to think 
about the perspective of the other (Hayashi, 
2017). A greater possibility of making use 
of antisocial lies by children increases with 
age when related to a more defi cient theory of 
mind (Lavoie et al., 2017). This data, in turn, is 
consistent with the improvement of cognitive 
functions that will enable a greater ability to 
theorize about other minds, to express empathy 
in circumstances experienced by the child and 
to control interpersonal behaviors (Leduc et al., 
2017).

With regard to the joint action of diff erent 
cognitive functions involved in the lie, the 
preponderant role of these lies is currently 
being discussed. The work of Evans and Lee 
(2013) suggests, for example, the importance of 
working memory in the planning and executing 



Vasconcellos, S. J. L., Rizzatti, M., Barbosa, T. P., Schmitz, B. S., Coelho, V. C. N.,  Machado, A.  146

Trends Psychol., Ribeirão Preto, vol. 27, nº 1, p. 141-153 - March/2019

of the lie in children. The study by Williams et 
al. (2016) indicates that inhibitory control may 
itself play a decisive role in the emergence of 
the ability to lie. From this perspective, working 
memory tends to be allocated more directly to 
more complex lies and, therefore, consistent 
with later stages of child development (Alloway, 
McCallum, Alloway, & Hoicka, 2015).

A Species Not Very Capable                  
of Detecting Lies

Although a more current understanding 
of the subject considers that evolution favored 
lying, as well as the tendency to identify lies in 
the context of interpersonal relations, our species 
still cannot be considered eff ective in detecting 
lies. We are more likely to infer that the words of 
others are true than to regard them as false (Moi 
& Shanks, 2015). In general, the correct response 
indices in detection situations slightly exceed the 
50% level in the general population and may be 
slightly higher for trained professionals, which 
is possible to verify in studies with greater 
ecological validity (O’Sullivan & Ekman, 2004). 

A number of physiological reactions tend 
to occur when healthy people lie. Changes in 
electrodermal activity, blood pressure, heart rate, 
respiratory rate and encephalic electrical activity 
are commonly observed in situations of lying 
(Vrij, 2008). The attempt to deceive another 
individual by means of spoken words usually 
demands, in this sense, a greater cognitive 
burden associated with these alterations (Vrij, 
2008; Walczyk, Igou, Dixon, & Tcholakian, 
2013). The execution of this act tends to more 
directly activate the dorsolateral prefrontal 
cortex as well as the lower frontal region, both 
directly involved in the planning and execution 
of more complex cognitive activities (Abe, 
2009). Emotional leaks, as denominated by 
Ekman and Friesen (1969) may also occur as 
non-spontaneous acts capable of generating 
very subtle indications of lying. Among them, 
the occurrence of asymmetric facial expressions 
or facial microexpressions can be highlighted 
(Ekman, Hager, & Friesen, 1981). Other bodily 
signs indicative of lying may also be included in 

this category, for example emblems, which are 
gestures with specifi c and involuntary meanings 
(Ekman, 1992/2009).

Despite the plurality of the verbal and non-
verbal behaviors suggestive of lying, the human 
species is unlikely to detect them in diff erent 
situations of social interaction (Elaad & Reizer, 
2015). A comparative study between groups of 
individuals with mean ages of 20.6 and 70.7 
years indicated that this capacity may decrease 
with time (Stanley & Blanchard-Field, 2008). In 
another way, adolescents tend to overestimate 
their own ability to detect lies (Elaad et al., 2012). 
A negative state of humor capable of fostering 
greater skepticism about the report the individual 
receives may be a facilitating condition for 
detection, as suggested by some research in this 
fi eld (Reinhard & Schwarz, 2012).

In spite of this low accuracy related to the 
possibility of deciding whether the individuals 
with whom we interact are lying or not, it can 
be speculated that there is an unconscious 
processing of information that is performed 
automatically and is not perceived by the 
subject that observes the body language of the 
other person. Therefore, this processing can be 
explained by memories (i.e., by past experiences 
of situations where the individual perceived how 
other people behaved), thus trying to equate 
situations without justifying why the person 
changed their behavior. From the precursor 
work of O’Sullivan and Ekman (2004), in which 
the authors reported having found 29 individuals 
considered lie detection “wizards” among 
12,000 people analyzed, who could discriminate 
lies and truth with greater than 80% accuracy, 
it was sought to comprehend the role of non-
conscious processing in the detection of lies. In 
this study, only a small number of participants 
were able to detect the lie without being able to 
subsequently clearly explain the evidence used 
for their correct responses.

In these terms, it cannot be concluded 
that the human being is inclined to process, 
on a recurring basis, suggestive information in 
relation to the lies of others. In general, a bias 
to infer the truth about the reports made by our 



Understanding Lies Based on Evolutionary Psychology: A Critical Review.  147

Trends Psychol., Ribeirão Preto, vol. 27, nº 1, p. 141-153 - March/2019

interlocutors seems to be a ubiquitous feature in 
Homo sapiens. 

Diff erences between Men and Women
Few studies indicate the main diff erences 

regarding the behavior of men and women in re-
lation to lying. Some studies, however, indicate 
more specifi c diff erences in comparative terms. 
In general, both men and women tend to be con-
cerned with their own appearance and the image 
conveyed to others in social interaction situa-
tions (Tyler & Feldman, 2004). However, men 
are more likely to distort information about their 
abilities, other personal characteristics and their 
past accomplishments (De Paulo et al., 1996; 
Ross & Holmberg, 1990). Women, on the other 
hand, tend to lie more about intimate issues, and 
are more likely to lie to try to comfort people 
with whom they establish a relationship (Tooke 
& Camire, 1991).

Other diff erences have been indicated in 
the scientifi c literature regarding the frequency 
of lies. In general terms, women usually lie 
more often in situations in which they interact 
in a non-anonymous way (Tyler & Feldman, 
2004). Men, on the other hand, lie more often 
when certain situations involve the possibility 
of fi nancial gain (Dreber & Johanneson, 2008). 
With regard to lies directed toward close friends 
or strangers, women generally tend to present 
higher levels of anxiety associated with these 
behaviors (Vasconcellos et al., 2017).

In an experiment conducted by Bell and 
De Paulo (1996), 48 women were presented 
with art paintings. They had to choose two 
works that they liked and two that they did not 
(not knowing that the artists would be present 
later in the same environment). When the art 
student responsible for producing the painting 
was introduced to the participants, the artist was 
favored with kind lies and praise in relation to 
the painting, without explicitly saying that they 
did not appreciate the work. In general, it was 
observed that the women, by lying about their 
aesthetic preferences, exhibited more positive 
feelings in an attempt to convince the artist. 
They highlighted, in this sense, details referring 

to the way in which they evaluated the works 
and the emotions involved in these procedures 
(Vrij, 2008).

Despite these fi ndings, the neural correlates 
related to the diff erences highlighted still require 
a more accurate comprehension. In part, this 
incipient character is due to the very fact that, 
only recently, neuroimaging studies have 
begun to investigate gender diff erences in more 
complex cognitive functions (Marchewka et al., 
2012). In another way, suggestive fi ndings can 
be highlighted related to the fact that in men, 
compared to women, lying about personal issues 
seems to involve a greater cognitive burden and, 
in this sense, some additional cerebral regions 
are allocated to these purposes. The left medial 
frontal gyrus has been shown to be one of these 
areas (Marchewka et al., 2012).

Integrating Recent Findings Based       
on Evolutionary Psychology

Evolutionary Psychology emerged from the 
articulation between recent fi ndings of Cognitive 
Psychology and other areas of knowledge, such 
as Neo-Darwinism, encompassing, from this, 
fi ndings of behavioral genetics and assumptions 
of natural selection. This approach is based 
on the comprehension of diff erent levels of 
causation with respect to human behavior 
(Varella, Santos, Ferreira, & Bussab, 2013). 
In these terms, the so-called proximal causal 
levels are highlighted, which can be related to 
the history of the organism, to more immediate 
events and to the fi nal or distal levels that refer 
to the phylogenesis itself (Varella et al., 2013). 
In order to make it possible to comprehend the 
evolutionary assumptions related to the act of 
lying it is necessary to distinguish the type of 
causation highlighted (Varella, Santos, Ferreira, 
& Bussab, 2017).

An individual can lie due to the circum-
stances, this being an incontestable fact. A per-
son can, for example, lie with the intention of not 
betraying a friend or even harming a colleague 
faced with an inquiry situation. In addition, it 
can be understood that some individuals lie more 
than others for reasons that can only be compre-
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hended from a biopsychosocial perspective also 
related to the intrafamilial and extrafamilial en-
vironment in which the person developed. An 
example of this would be psychopaths, whose 
condition is broadly characterized by symptoms 
linked to the so-called pathological lie. 

Another example would be factitious 
disorder, in which the production of the 
symptom related to the lie may occur on a 
conscious level, however, the demand for 
attention that lies behind this symptomatology 
stems from factors related to the life history 
of this individual. In such cases, the patient is 
acutely and dramatically ill, with the ability 
to mimic signs and symptoms which require 
prolonged hospitalization, invasive diagnostic 
procedures or a long period of therapy involving 
drugs and surgery (Vasconcellos, 2017). These 
are, therefore, examples that certain tendencies 
to lie can be explained at a proximal causal level. 
The analysis of the lie proposed in this paper is, 
however, about the comprehension of the lie on 
a distal causal level.

We belong to a species prone to cooperation 
based on mechanisms that tend to embrace both 
targeted reciprocity and indirect reciprocity 
(Yamamoto, Leitão, & Eugenio, 2017). 
Therefore, the act of lying seems to counteract 
the aforementioned tendency. After all, lying 
does not directly contribute to cooperation, 
considering the very fact that the transmission 
of untruthful information about any scenario in 
which a group of organisms may be involved 
will undermine any coordinated actions that 
aim to provide benefi ts for the group. This 
assertion becomes more plausible when one 
considers, for example, group hunting as a 
modality that characterized the evolution of 
hominids. Cooperation strategies tend to be, 
from this perspective, more stable and therefore 
more recurrent (Számadó, 2011). However, 
as the authors sought to show in this work, the 
lie occurs in our lives with a signifi cant daily 
frequency, it is not easily identifi ed by our peers 
and the cognitive capacities that make it viable 
are developed early. 

Thus, it is important to understand that 
human beings have evolved from their own 

capacity to insert themselves in diff erent 
situations of social interaction. Rivalizing 
with antagonistic groups or pursuing prey 
were some of these innumerable modes of 
interaction. Competing for higher levels of 
social status within the group, establishing 
temporary alliances and trying to persuade 
their peers were certainly other distinct modes. 
Emerging cooperative strategies in the context 
of the group may have, to some extent, evolved 
along with many other strategies that have 
proved to be antagonistic (Puurtinen, Heap, & 
Mappes, 2015). In other words, competition 
and cooperation have become recurrent and 
not mutually exclusive with respect to human 
behavioral tendencies. This idea seems to be 
duly summarized in Robert Wright’s phrase 
when he stated that: “We are highly gregarious, 
highly cooperative and highly competitive” 
(2000, p. 38).

Our co-operative mechanisms make us 
more likely to trust than to distrust, and in this 
sense, more likely not to correctly identify 
the lies of others, even if certain proximal 
causal conditions may counterbalance this 
predisposition. In another way, lying may also 
prove to be a shorter way to obtain direct gains 
that are not in line with altruistic strategies. For 
these purposes, the ability to convince another 
person can be a tributary of the ability to convince 
oneself in relation to how to present oneself to 
other individuals (Hippel & Trivers, 2011). Self-
deception favored, in these terms, part of these 
mechanisms and language may have optimized 
them (Dor, 2017; Oesch, 2016).

From an evolutionary perspective, in 
addition to an understanding of supposedly 
antagonistic mechanisms in the species, it is also 
necessary to understand the gender diff erences. 
In order to do this, misunderstandings about this 
subject that fall into naturalistic fallacies must be 
avoided. The naturalistic fallacy, as formulated 
by Hume (1738-40), presents the demonstration, 
by reducing to the absurd the possibility of 
concluding value judgments from factual 
judgments, therefore, concerned with nature as it 
presents itself, without an ethical consideration 
about these same judgments (Brito, 2010). In 
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this particular case, an example of mistaken 
comprehension capable of declining into a 
naturalistic fallacy would be to say that lying 
by men ought to be more tolerated than lying 
by women, since evolution contributes to the 
occurrence of these diff erences. It is important 
to note that Evolutionary Psychology can 
explore the marks of a long past in our psyche, 
however, it is not part of its purpose to advocate 
values to be socially reinforced in the present. 
Investigating tendencies is not and should not be 
synonymous with justifying choices. Even less 
so, when such choices will not contribute to a 
more egalitarian society. 

Once such elucidations are considered, it 
can then be highlighted that men and women 
present relatively distinct, though not opposing, 
tendencies toward lying. It may be further pointed 
out that such diff erences are due to dissimilar 
adaptations generated over a long period of 
our evolutionary history. Women tend to be, 
therefore, a little more empathic, even when it 
comes to the act of uttering lies (Vrij, 2008). 
It can be considered that the affi  liative circuit, 
responsible for the bonding ability and able 
to make higher levels of oxytocin available in 
women, could explain some of these diff erences. 
In the breastfeeding phase, women have a higher 
level of oxytocin, which brings a greater level of 
relaxation, reducing stress, anxiety, addictions 
and problems in the birth. It can be seen as the 
opposite side of adrenaline, since it reduces the 
eff ects of fi ght and fl ight on the nervous system 
and promotes greater interpersonal interaction 
(Moberg, 2003). Empathy seems to have been 
more favored in women than in men, although 
this ability also depends, to a large extent, on 
environmental factors related to ontogenetic 
development. 

As this study sought to make clear, we 
are not the only species capable of deceiving. 
Other organisms manage to deceive individuals 
belonging to the same species or even to other 
genera quite eff ectively and to adapt them to their 
own needs. The deception strategy employed for 
these purposes may be more or less sophisticated 
in each case. 

This broad capacity cannot be attributed to 
chance and the data explained here suggest that 
it can be seen to be deeply rooted in our psyche 
to the extent that it cannot be considered a mere 
social construction. To understand it from an 
evolutionary perspective is therefore a necessary 
and revealing undertaking. This enterprise also 
demands considerations and constant updates 
regarding the possibility of discussing recent 
fi ndings of the scientifi c literature in this fi eld. 

Final Considerations

The present article sought to review and 
discuss scientifi c fi ndings with diverse themes 
referring to the Psychology of the lie from the 
understanding of Evolutionary Theory. Through 
the articles reviewed, it was verifi ed that some 
distinct species use behavioral strategies to 
deceive in order to obtain resources for their own 
subsistence or to propagate their genes. However, 
there is a diff erentiation between Homo sapiens 
and other species, considering that humans use 
linguistic resources to cover up or perform some 
more specifi c forms of deception. 

The comprehension of lying from the 
perspective of evolutionary theory assumes 
relevance in Psychology, since it provides an 
understanding of the lie relating to the practices 
and experiences of the contexts in which man is 
inserted. In general, the importance of new studies 
should be highlighted aiming to corroborate the 
understanding of the process of uttering lies, 
explaining its underlying mechanisms in order 
to improve practices in the contexts where it 
is most present. Although the study presented 
is focused on basic research in general, it can 
be understood that some outstanding fi ndings 
already suggest some applicability for better 
comprehension of the testimony of children and 
adults in the forensic context, considering the 
type of lie uttered, the levels of anxiety involved 
and the corresponding chronological changes.

The present work also sought to elucidate the 
importance of a duly grounded understanding of 
these issues, without incurring fallacies related 
to the support of counterproductive social values. 
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It aimed, therefore, to carry out a critical review 
on the subject, capable of promoting advances 
in an area that is still incipient in Brazil.
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