
  
    Love and Romance

  


  
    
      	
        “There are two kinds of sex—for babies, and fore play.”


        —P. J. Howard

      

      	
        The Wiring Is the Name of the Game

      
    

  


  Love and relationships have always been associated with chemistry. Hence, the expression that two people do or do not have “good chemistry together.” From Bacchus (alcohol) to Romeo and Juliet ( a “potion”), chemicals have enhanced or detracted from the quality of relationships.


  With the recent “Decade of the Brain” (1990–1999) still fresh in their minds, neuroscientists have enumerated some of the specific roles that chemicals play in the game of love. Here is a partial listing of the “chemicals of desire”:


  •Nitric oxide (NO). Increases blood flow and vessel dilation (associated, e.g., with tumescence).


  •Vasoactive intestinal polypeptide (VIP). Effects similar to nitric oxide.


  •Pheromones. Armpit-produced scents that elicit unconscious sexual desire.


  •Epinephrine and norepinephrine. Cause the heart to beat faster and enhance the effects of NO and VIP.


  •Estrogen. Creates desire in women (and possibly men) by triggering dopamine release.


  •Dopamine. This critical ingredient causes the individual to fantasize and consider the possibilities latent in a sexual situation.


  •Serotonin. Too much before sexual situations tends to suppress sexual arousal, but successful sexual activity results in the pleasureable effects of increased serotonin levels that orgasm entails.


  •Phenylethylamine (PEA). Associated with feelings of well-being and romance; levels increase during orgasm and ovulation and after exercise; found in chocolate.


  •Alpha melanocyte polypeptide (AMP). Associated with the beginning of an erection and the heightening of a male’s interest in sex.


  •Oxytocin. Makes possible pelvic contractions during female orgasm; contributes to bonding; often referred to as the “trust” hormone.


  •Testosterone. Creates desire in both men and women; low testosterone associated in both sexes with minimization or absence of sexual desire.


  Now, those are the chemical pieces of the love and relationships puzzle. Let’s take a look at how they fit together.


  
    
      	
        TOPIC 15.1

      

      	

      	
        Sexual Identity: How We See Ourselves

      
    

  


  Our sexual makeup is complex and multifaceted. One way of separating this mix of issues, behaviors, feelings, and urges is to group them into three focal areas:


  Identity: whether we call ourselves a man (boy) or woman (girl). In other words, do I feel like a man (or woman), regardless of my bodily characteristics?


  Orientation: to whom am I attracted romantically—people with a different sexual identify (as in a man desiring a woman), or people with my sexual identity (as in a man desiring another man)?


  Behavior: to what degree do I act or behave like others of my sexual identity? For examples, boys who act like most girls (e.g., playing with dolls, displaying effeminate voice, facial expressions, or gestures) are called “sissy,” and girls who act like most boys (doing math, playing sports, enjoying hunting or fishing) are called “tomboys.”


  These three elements of sexuality are independent of each other, in the sense that, for example, a male could see himself as a male and be attracted to females, yet act like a female. Or a male could see himself as a female, be attracted to females, and act like a male. Just because an individual exhibits a particular profile in one of the three areas does not necessarily lead to a particular profile in the other two areas. One of the more common errors in social inference, for example, is concluding that a male with masculine behavior is heterosexual or that a male with feminine behavior is homosexual. These three areas of sexuality are explored, in the order listed above, in this and the following two topics.


  Whether we see ourselves as men or as women is determined primarily by our genetic makeup. Brown University developmental geneticist Anne Fausto-Sterling (1993) proposes that sexual identity is really a continuum that ranges from female to male. Bimodal, to be sure, it is nonetheless a distribution, with points in between. Although the medical literature uses the term intersexual to describe people who are in between (for example, someone with a penis who menstruates; see her story about Levi Suydam), Fausto-Sterling proposes three intermediate points: herms (hermaphrodites, with one testis and one ovary), merms (male pseudohermaphrodites with testes, no ovaries, and some form of female genitalia), and ferms (female pseudohermaphrodites with ovaries, no testes, and some form of male genitalia). These intersexual categories occur in an estimated 2–4 percent of births. Other writers question Fausto-Sterling’s three intersexual categories, preferring to refer to them as a single complex of configurations known as the transsexual category.


  In spite of the difficulty of nomenclature, there appears to be agreement that the traditional medical practice of performing “clarifying surgery” on intersexuals at an early age serves the community more than the person who is born intersexual. What little evidence is available suggests that the problems accompanying “corrective” surgery (loss of erotic sensitivity and depression over lost body parts, for example) are more detrimental to the intersexual than problems associated with socialization (taking showers in gym class and showing secondary sexual features, for example). Fausto-Sterling and others (see the letters to the editor in The Sciences, July–August 1993, pp. 3–4, in response to her March–April article) propose that society should support intersexuals as they learn to accept their sexual identity as something more interesting and complex than being simply male or female.


  Case Western Reserve University School of Medicine chair of biochemistry Michael Weiss led a team of researchers in discovering a protein that governs the genes that determine the expression of male vs. female characteristics. Their discovery (reported in Genes and Development, July 17, 2000) challenges the traditional assumption that sex characteristics are determined exclusively by testosterone and other sex hormone levels. Although their research was done on Drosophila (fruit fly), the mechanism appears to be consistent in other organisms, including humans. In fact, research indicates that the sexual characteristics of some organisms (such as worms) can be reversed by injecting this protein. Ah, brave new world!


  A section of the hypothalamus called the BSTc is 50 percent larger among males than among women, regardless of their sexual orientation (that is, whether they are homosexual or heterosexual). However, a Dutch research team led by Dick Swaab at the Netherlands Institute for Brain Research in Amsterdam found that in transsexual men (men who feel that they are really women trapped in the bodies of men), the BSTc is not only smaller on the average than other men’s, it is also smaller than women’s. Most of these men report feelings of liberation after a sex-change operation.


  Applications


  [image: ]If you are a parent or a surgeon faced with deciding whether to surgically “clarify” the sexuality of a newborn or older infant, seek further information from an emerging literature and support service network on transgender and intersexuality issues. Fausto-Sterling concludes that in her ideal world, transgender people should have a say in any medical interventions. Read Fausto-Sterling, Myths of Gender (1992), and Fausto-Sterling and Rose, Love, Power, and Knowledge (1994). Also see the story of John/Joan, by Milton Diamond and Keith Sigmundson of the University of Hawaii at Manoa’s Pacific Center for Sex and Society, in the March 1997 Archives of Pediatric and Adolescent Medicine.


  [image: ]Sexual identity consists of more than gonads and other organs. Behavioral patterns and preferences (hairstyle, clothing fashions, mannerisms, nurture vs. aggression) also must be allowed a full range of expression. If an intersexual is comfortable with a variety of gender-related fashions as well as a variety of organs, others should not force such an individual into the Procrustean clarity of a Rhett Butler male or a Scarlett O’Hara female. (Not that old? How about Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie?)


  [image: ]Contact and/or join the support network of the Intersex Society of North America, 979 Golf Course Drive #282, Rohnert Park, California 94928. Website: www.isna.org.


  
    
      	
        TOPIC 15.2

      

      	

      	
        Sexual Orientation: To Whom We Are Attracted

      
    

  


  The emerging evidence points in the direction of a strong genetic basis for sexual orientation—that is, what influences us to find attraction in members of our opposite sex or our same sex. We are all aware of the debate on the choice or inevitability of being homosexual, which is defined as males having sexual relations with males continually, females with females. Such a pattern occurs in about 2–3 percent of the population for males, about 1½ percent for females. As for females, their sexual orientation is typically more flexible than males; females are more likely to be comfortable having sex with either sex (Blum, 1997, p. 128).


  Consider the following litany of research findings that point toward a genetic, or biological, basis for sexual orientation:


  •Homosexuality runs in families.


  •Homosexuality appears randomly in birth order.


  •Homosexuals exhibit early childhood gender nonconformity.


  •The third interstitial nucleus of the anterior hypothalamus (INAH-3) is of equal size in women and homosexual men but is twice as large in heterosexual men. Homosexual men have fewer neurons in the INAH-3 than heterosexual men, yet more than women.


  •Monozygotic (identical) twins have the highest concordance rate; if one is homosexual, there is a 50 percent probability that the other will be too. Michael Bailey reports in the March 1993 Archives of General Psychiatry on a study of 71 sets of identical female twins, 37 sets of fraternal female twins, and 35 sets of adoptive sisters, each set including at least one lesbian. For the identical twins, 48 percent of those identifying themselves as lesbian or bisexual also had a sister who was lesbian. For the fraternal twins, this was true of only 16 percent; for the adoptive sisters, only 6 percent.


  •Doreen Kimura reports in the December 1994 issue of Behavioral Neuroscience that in a study of the fingerprint patterns of 182 heterosexual men and 66 homosexual men, twice as many homosexual men (30 percent) as heterosexual men (16 percent) showed more ridges on the left hand than on the right (most men show more ridges on the right hand). These print patterns are completely formed within four months of conception. Women and gay men have a higher incidence of higher left-hand ridge counts.


  •Kimura and Carson (1995) report that both men and women with higher left-hand ridge counts excel at typically feminine tasks such as those involving nurture and verbal skills, and that both men and women with higher right-hand ridge counts excel at typically masculine tasks such as those involving aggression, math, and spatial skills.


  •Gays and lesbians have a higher incidence of left-handedness.


  •A significant number of gay men hear equally well in both ears (most males hear better through the right ear, most females equally well in both). The latter finding supports earlier findings that homosexual men have larger connections between the two hemispheres.


  •Dean Hamer, of the National Cancer Institute, has demonstrated that many gay brothers share a strip of DNA passed down from their mothers. Expanding on this finding, Plomin, DeFries, McClearn, and Rutter (1997) report that such DNA strips—called linkages in reference to the unusually close proximity of the genes—in the q28 region of the X chromosome were shared by 67 percent of homosexual brothers but only 22 percent of heterosexual brothers, a significant difference from the 50 percent standard for independence of association. This research builds on the linkage phenomenon whereby two gene locations are close to each other, which is one way of demonstrating genetic influence of behavior.


  •Acoustical researchers Dennis McFadden and Edward G. Pasanen and their team at the University of Texas at Austin placed tiny microphones in the ear canals of 60 homosexual or bisexual women and 57 heterosexual women. The former were shown to emit weaker and less frequent spontaneous otoacoustic emissions than the latter. These imperceptible sounds from the homosexual and bisexual women were more like those of men (April 1999 issue of Journal of the Acoustical Society of America).


  •Laura Allen and Roger Gorski of UCLA reported the results of a study they made of the brain tissue of 34 homosexual men, 75 presumed heterosexual men, and 84 presumed heterosexual women (Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, August 1992). The anterior commissures (a communication link between the two brain hemispheres) of the homosexual men were 34 percent larger than those of heterosexual men and 8 percent larger than those of the women, whereas the anterior commissures of the women were 13 percent larger than those of the heterosexual men. This finding appeared to be confirmed in a later report by Sandra Witelson, a psychiatry professor at McMaster University in Hamilton, Ontario, Canada. Her study was based on a sample of 21 men.


  •Four collaborators—laboratories at Stanford University, the University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center at Dallas, Brandeis University, and Oregon State University—have reported (in Cell, December 13, 1996) that the male fruit fly (Drosophila) possesses a powerful high-level gene that governs his sexual behavior. One mutation of the gene leads to indiscriminate, or bisexual, behavior; another mutation removes the desire to mate; and yet another mutation removes the ability to perform the “courtship buzz.” Fruit flies with all three mutations are perfectly healthy otherwise. In the first mutation mentioned, indiscriminate males who are confined together without females all engage in the behaviors of courting and being courted by each other.


  •Apparently sex hormones are not the sole determining factor. Although there is a small difference in testosterone levels between heterosexual and homosexual groups, a greater difference exists within groups. In one comparative study, the highest testosterone level belonged to a homosexual male subject.


  •Male homosexuals perform more like females on spatial tasks (i.e., lower than male heterosexuals); lesbians do not show the same pattern (i.e., perform more like their own sex).


  •Researchers (Nature, March 30, 2000) at the University of California at Berkeley found that men’s ring fingers tend to be longer than their index fingers, whereas in women these same two fingers tend to be about the same length. Among a sample of 720 adults in San Francisco, lesbians tended to show the typical male proportions, with a longer ring finger. Interestingly, male homosexuals showed a more “masculine” proportion than male heterosexuals, with the homosexuals’ index finger even shorter than those of the heterosexuals. Scientists believe that androgen levels account for the difference, with higher levels of androgen during early development of both male and female heterosexuals.


  •Among mammals, homosexuality is not an aberration of humans. In a major advance in research, Bruce Bagemihl (1999) has scientifically documented same-sex courting and copulating in more than 450 species of mammals. One of his intriguing, but not universally accepted, interpretations is that of “biological exuberance,” or the notion that the world is filled with examples of “excess” resources, such as the sun, that pour out so much of their essence that multiple uses emerge. Thus, the excessive sexual urge of mammals finds expression in behavior oriented in more ways than reproduction.


  Researchers are unsure when sexual orientation is fixed, some believing the fifth month in the womb as the result of a hormonal wash, others holding to a period between two and four years of age. Regardless of where the exact timing lies, Blum comments (p. 142): “Either way, the timing suggests that anyone who argues that sexual orientation is a ‘choice’ is clueless.” Lest we see the evidence as all one way, here is a clear reminder
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