00 Psychology Today May/June 2008

CTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTT
CTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGCCATACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGA
TACCAGTTGACCTCCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCAT
TAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGAACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATA
CCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGCCATACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGA
GGATCATAAACCAGTTGACCTCCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCTACA
GATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGGCTGATCCATGACTAGTACCAHOMOSEXUALITYCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATG
TACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTCTGAGATTCCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCCTGAGATTCGG
AGGATCCATGACTAGTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCC
TAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGCCATACCAGTTGGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGTCGATTCGG
AGGATCCATGAGTACCAGTTGACCTCCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGAATTCGGA
GGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACGCTCGAGGATTCGGA
GGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCF I N D I N GTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGCCATACCAGTTGACCTCGA
GAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCCTGAGAGCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGACTGGATCTGAGATTC
ACCAGTTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTGATCCATGACTAGTA
TGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCAAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTCTGAGATTCCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGA
GGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTGACCTCCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTTTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGCGTTAC
ACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCATGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGCCATCGTATTCGG
ACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATG
TACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTGATCCATGAGACTAGCGTT
TACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTCTGAGATTCCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTCACCTCCTGAGCGGAT
GATCCATGACTAGTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCAT
TACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGCCATACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATA
CCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATTGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAG
CATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGAGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATAC
GATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGCCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGTACTCAT
GACCTCGAAGCTTCATACCAGTTGACCTCGAAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAG
TGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTCTGAGAGAGTACCAGTTGACCTCCTGAGATTCGGATT H ECAGAAGGATCCATGACTAGGTCGTGA
TACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGG
GACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACGTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGAT
MOSEXUALITYATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTTTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGAT
GATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGCCATACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGA
TTGGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTGACCTCGAAGCTTCCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGC
GATTCGGATCGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCAT
GATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTCTGAGATTCCGAGCTTCTCGAGTTGACCTCGAGHOMOSEXUALITYATCCATGACTAGCA
TATACCAGTTGACCTCCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGAA
CAGTTGACTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATG.ACTAGCCATACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGTCATAAGGA
GACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGT TACTCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGA
GAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGTGAAGTTGACCTCGAGCTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCTC
TCTGAGATTCGGTCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGCCATACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCA
CCTCCTGAGATTCGGATCATSW I TCHAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGGTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGAC
TACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGG
GACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATTCCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTTTCGGATCA
GATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGA
ACTAGCCATACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCCTGAGATTCGGATCATAA
CATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGC
GAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATTCCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTTTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGCGTTACCAGTT
CTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTATAAGGATCCATGACTAGCCATACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGA
AGGATCCCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGT TGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATCTGGATCATCCATG
HOMOSEXUALITY
ACTAACGACTTGACCTCGAG
MAY
GTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGATTATTCGGATCATAAGGATCACTGACTAGTACCAG
PERSIST BECAUSE THE ASSOCIATED
CTCGAGCTCTGAGATTCCGAGCTTCTAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCCTGAGATT
GENES CONVEY SURPRISING TGCATCATAAGGATC
GACTAGTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGCATCCATGACTAGC
ADVANTAGES ON HOMOSEXUALS’
TACCAGT TGACTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAGTGATCCATG.ACTAGCCATACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCT
FAMILY MEMBERS. TCGACTTT ACGATG
TTCG GTCATAAGGATCC ATG ACTAGTACTAGTTGACCTCCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAC T TACTCA TAAGGA
GACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGC
BY ROBERT KUNZIG TCTGAGATT CGGATC
GATCCATGACTAGCTATACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGTCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGCCATACCAGT
PHOTOGRAPHS BY JONATHAN KANTOR TGACCTCGAGCTTCT
CGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCT
TCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGA
TGAGATTCGHOMOSEXUALITYCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATTCCTGAGATTCGGATCATA
CATGACCGTAGTTTCGGATCACATGACTAGTACCTAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGA
GACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGCCATACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCG
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CATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCGAGTCAGTCGCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGA
TGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATACATAAGGATCCATGACTAGCCATACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCAT
TAGTACCAGTTGACCTCCTGATTGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGA
GACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATC
GATCCATGACTAGCTAGTTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATTCCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACT

f there is one thing that has always seemed obv ious about homosexuality, it’s that it just doesn’t make
sense. Evolution favors traits that aid reproduction,
and being gay clearly doesn’t do that. The existence of homosexuality amounts to a profound evolutionary my stery, since failing
to pass on your genes means that your genetic fitness is a resounding zero. “Ho m o s exuality is effectively like sterilization,” say s
psychobiologist Qazi Rahman of Queen Mary College in London. “You’d think evolution would get rid of it.” Yet as far as historians can tell, homosexuality has always been with us. So the
question remains: If it’s such a disadvantage in the evo l u t i o nary rat race, why was it not selected into oblivion millennia ago?
Twe n t i e t h -century psychiatry had an answer for this Da rwinian paradox: Homosexuality was not a biological trait at all
but a psychological defect. It was a mist a ke, one that was always
being created anew, in each generation, by bad parenting. Freud
c o n s i d e red homosexuality a form of arre sted development
stamped on a child by a distant father or an overprotective mother. Homosexuality was even listed by the American Psychiatric
Association as a mental disorder, and the idea that gays could and
should be “cured” was widely accepted. But modern scientific
research has not been kind to that idea. It turns out that parents
of gay men are no better or worse than those of hetero s exuals.
And homosexual behavior is common in the animal kingdom, as
well—among sheep, for instance. It arises naturally and does not
seem to be a matter of aloof rams or overbearing ewes.
More is known about homosexuality in men than in women,
whose sexuality appears more fluid. The consensus now is that
people are “born gay,” as the title of a recent book by Rahman
and British psyc h o l o g i stGlenn Wilson puts it. But for decades,
re s e a rchers have sought to identify the mechanism that makes
a person gay.
■■

s o m e t h i ng seems to flip the sexuality switch before birth—
but what? In many cases, homosexuality appears to be genetic.
The best scientific surveys put the number of gays in the general population between 2 and 6 percent, with most estimates near
the low end of that ra n g e—contrary to the 10 percent figure that
is often reported in the popular media. But we know gayness is
not entirely genetic, because in pairs of identical twins, it’s often
the case that one is gay and the other is not. Studies suggest there
is a genetic basis for homosexuality in only 50 percent of gay men.
No one has yet identified a particular gay gene, but Brian
Mustanski, a psychologistat the University of Illinois at Chicago,
is examining a gene that helps time the release of test o st e rone
from the testes of a male fetus. Te st o st e rone masculinizes the
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fetal genitalia—and presumably also the brain. Without it, the
fetus stays female. It may be that the brains of gay men don’t feel
the full effects of testosterone at the right time during fetal development, and so are insufficiently masculinized.
But if that gene does prove to be a gay gene, it’s unlikely to be
the only one. Whatever brain structures are responsible for sexual orientation must emerge from a complex chain of molecular
events, one that can be disrupted at many links. Gay genes could
be genes for hormones, enzymes that modify hormones, or receptors on the surface of brain cells that bind to those hormones. A
mutation in any one of those genes might make a person gay.
More likely it will take mutations in more than one gene.
And that, as Rahman and Wilson and other re s e a rchers have
s u g g e sted, is one solution to the Darwinian paradox: Gay genes
might survive because so long as a man doesn’t have enough of
them to make him gay, they increase the reproductive success
of the woman he mates with. Biologists call it “sexually antagonistic selection,” meaning a trait survives in one sex only
because it is useful to the other. Nipples—useless to men, vital
to women—are one example, and homosexuality may be another. By interfering with the masculinization of the brain, gay
genes might promote feminine behavior tra i t s, making men
who carry them kinder, gentler, more nurturing—“less aggre ssive and psychopathic than the typical male,” as Rahman and
Wilson put it. Such men may be more likely to help raise children rather than kill them—or each other—and as a result,
women may be more likely to choose them as mates.
In this way, over thousands of generations of sexual selection, feminizing genes may have spread through the male population. When the number of such genes exceeds a certain
t h reshold in a man, they may flip the switch and make him want
to have sex with other men. Evolutionarily speaking, that is bad
for him. But for the women who are doing the selecting, the loss
of a small number of potential mates may be a small price to pay
for creating a much larger number of the kind of men they want.
■■
SOME GAY GENES may benefit women more directly—to the detri-

ment of their own sons. The evidence comes from groundbreaking studies by Andrea Camperio-Ciani, a researcher at the University of Padua in Italy. Camperio was interested in understanding
the evolutionary paradox and began by replicating a family-tree
study done in the early 1990s by geneticist Dean Hamer of the
National Institutes of Health. Hamer had concluded that some
cases of homosexuality are passed down on the X chromosome,
which a boy re c e i ves from his mother. Camperio and his colleagues compared the family trees of gay men to those of st raight
men, and confirmed that homosexuals had more gay male re l at i ves on their mother’s side than on their father’s side—w h i c h
s u g g e sts an X-linked trait. But the Italian researchers also found
something more intriguing: Compared with the st raight men,
the gay men had more relatives, period.
Camperio did not quite know at first what to make of these
re s u l t s —or how they might help him understand the Da r w i nian para d ox of homosex u a l i t y. Then one day, he was driving
through the forest with his daughter, on the way to their country

CTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTT
ACCTCGCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGT
AGTTGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGCCATACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATC
GACTAGTACCAGTTGACCGCTCCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGATCATTCG
GATCATAAGCAGTTCGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTATGACTAGTACCATGACTATGACTAGTACCC ATGACTAGTACCG
TCTGAGACTGGACTTCTGAGACTGGACTAAGGATCCATGACTAGCCATACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATA
HAVING SOME GAY GENES MIGHT PROMOTE FEMININE AGGATCT
AAGGATCCATGACTAG CC ATACCAGT TGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCGCTCCTGA
TRAITS IN STRAIGHT MEN , MAKING THEM KINDER,
GATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCTAGCTTCTGAGATTCGATCATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGAC
GENTLER, MORE NURTURING—AND AS A RESULT, WOMEN TAGTACT
CGT TGACC TCG AGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTATACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATA
MAY BE MORE LIKELY TO CHOOSE THEM AS MATES. GATCCAT

house. Their tradition was to play mathematical games to keep
themselves entertained. This time, he began talking about a diff e rent puzzle. “I began explaining my re s e a rc h ,” Camperio
re c a l l s.“I explained to her that we found out that homosexuals
come from large families. I told her that there is an inheritance
f rom the mother—she’s giving the homosexual genes to her
son. I said, ‘This is impossible—how can they be surviving?’”
His daughter, 15 , replied, “But Dad, did you check if this factor that makes sons homosexual is not the same factor that makes
the mother produce more children and have big families?”
Camperio stopped the car, looked her in the eyes, and said,
“Shit! What is this? It’s a gre a t
suggestion!”
The next day he left his
daughter in the country and
went back to the lab to inve st igate the idea. Su re enough, the
mothers of homosexuals in the
study did indeed have between
a quarter and a third more children than the mothers of heterosexuals. Camperio also uncove red another dramatic finding:
In families with gay sons, the
aunts from the mother’s side had
many more children than the
aunts on the father’s side—the
l a rge families, in other wo rd s,
we re on the maternal side.
Camperio realized his daughter
was right. “There was something in the genes that, in the
m a l e,changed his sexual orientation, and in the female,
increased her probability of having children,” he says.
What could it be? Camperio spent the next few years going
to gay men and begging them to let him interview their mothers and aunts—a daunting task in deeply Catholic It a l y. In the
end, it took him three years to get 30 subjects. When he interv i e wed the women, though, he found they had fewer miscarriages, fewer infections, and used fewer contraceptives than the
mothers and aunts of heterosexuals, though the differe n c e s
we re only slight. One differe n c e, though, was not slight at all:
The homosexuals’ mothers and aunts had had between t h re e
and four times as many sexual partners. They seemed to really
like having sex with men.
Camperio’s explanation for all this re l i e s,like Rahman and
Wilson’s hy p o t h e s i s, on sexually antagonistic selection. Perh a p s, he suggests, the mothers of some homosexuals have a
“man-loving” gene. In women, it would be adaptive, causing

them to have more sex and more children. But in men, the “manloving” gene would be expressed differently, causing homosexuality. To the gay sons, that would be an evolutionary disadvant a g e—but one outweighed by the advantage to the mothers, who
would have more than enough other children to compensate.
And so gayness in men would persist in these families—as a side
effect of a trait that is beneficial to the women.
But even Camperio says his results can explain no more than
20 percent of the incidence of homosex u a l i t y. “The more we
study, the more we find there will be other mechanisms,” he says.
His research confirms that there are many ways to become gay—
including, perhaps, one way that
is much st ranger than the re st.
■■

in Camperio’s
study didn’t just have larger families than the straight men. They
also had more older brothers—
and not just because they came
from larger families. It’s true
across the board: The more older brothers a man has, the more
likely he is to be gay. The “fraternal birth order effect” was first
uncove red by Ray Blanchard
and Anthony Bogaert of the
Center for Addiction and Me ntal Health in To ro n t o, and has
since been replicated by a dozen
other st u d i e s.
For every older brother a
man has, his chances of being
gay go up by around a third. In
other words, if you have two older brothers, you’re nearly
twice as likely to be gay— re g a rdless of whether the older
b rothers are themselves gay. It is not possible to explain that
as an effect of genetics.
Some re s e a rchers have tried to explain it as an effect the
older brothers have on their sibling’s environment. Perhaps a boy
grows up homosexual, one argument goes, because the presence
of older brothers means more incestuous sex play early in life. Or
perhaps their presence makes his parents treat him differently.
But in another study, Bogaert found that it was only biological older brothers that contributed to the effect. Men who grew
up with older stepbrothers or adopted brothers—brothers born
of different wombs—were no more likely to become gay. Meanwhile, men with biological older brothers who died in infancy
or who we re raised separa t e l y—including brothers they had
n ever even met and sometimes didn’t even know about—did
T H E G AY M E N
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CTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTT
ACCTCGCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGT
AGTTGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGCCATACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATC
GACTAGTACCAGTTGACCGCTCCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGATCATTCG
GATCATAAGCAGTTCGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCTCGAGCTATGACTAGTACCATGACTATGACTAGTACCC ATGACTAGTACCG
TCTGAGACTGGACTTCTGAGACTGGACTAAGGATCCATGACTAGCCATACCAGT TGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATA
PERHAPS MOTHERS OF GAYS AGGATCT
AAGGATCCATGACTAG CC ATACCAGT TGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATATGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGTTGACCGCTCCTGA
HAVE A “MAN-LOVING” GENE—THAT
GATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGT TGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGATCGTTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGA
MAKES THEM MORE SEXUALLY TTAGTAC
GT TGACCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAAGGATCCATGACTAGTACCAGT TGTCCCTCGAGCTTCTGAGATTCGGATCATAGATCCAT
ACTIVE, AND MAKES THEIR SONS GAY.

manifest the effect. In other wo rd s, the effect could not be ■ ■
explained through upbringing.
so how do the pieces fit together? So far, they don’t. Rather,
If it wa s n ’t genetic and it wasn’t upbringing, then what could they exist side by side. “There is no all-inclusive explanation
it possibly be? The answer is the prenatal env i ro n m e n t— t h e for the variation in sexual orientation, at least none supported
result of something that occurs as the fetus develops in the womb. by actual evidence,” says geneticist Alan Sanders of NorthwestSo what happens in the womb to make a fetus gay? ern University. It’s one of the most consistent themes to emerg e
Re s e a rchers can only speculate, but Blanchard and Bogaert f rom the litera t u re on homosex u a l i t y: the idea that there are
s u g g e st the older- b rother effect could result from a mother’s many different mechanisms, not a single one, for producing
immune reaction against her male fetuses. During her first male homosexuality. Neither Camperio nor Bogaert sees much of a
pregnancy, the mother’s body reacts against some factor re l a t- connection between the female-fecundity theory and the olded to male fetal development. Her immune system detects male- er-brother effect. “They are somewhat disparate,” Bogaert says.
specific proteins produced by the boy’s Y
“But that is compatible with the idea that
chromosome—perhaps proteins located on
there are multiple biological pathways affect■■
the surface of his brain cells—and deems
ing sexual orientation.”
them foreign invaders. As a result, her body
The biggest gap in the science of homogenerates antibodies against them. Each sucTest your knowledge about breaking
s exuality concerns lesbians: Much less
research on homosexuality. By Jay Dixit
c e s s i ve male pregnancy strengthens this
re s e a rch has been done on them than on
immune response. The next time she’s pre gmen. That’s because wo m e n ’s sex u a l i t y
TRUE OR FALSE:
nant, the anti-male antibodies cross through
seems to be more complicated and fluid—
1. 10 to 12 perce nt of men are gay.
the placenta and influence the fetus’s brain,
women are much more likely to report fan2. G ay men have longer, thicker penises
interfering with the masculinization of his
tasizing about both sexes, or to change how
than st ra i g ht men, on ave ra g e.
brain and making him gay.
they report their sexual orientation ove r
3. As children, most gay men display
It may even be that women with st ro n g
t i m e—which makes it harder to st u d y.
g e n d e r-bending behav i o r, like dressing up in
immune systems are more likely to pro d u c e
“Maybe we ’ re measuring sexual orientatheir siste rs’ clothes or playing with dolls.
gay sons. The reproductive advantages to her
tion totally wrong in wo m e n ,” says Mustan4. In general, gay men are wo rse than
of having such a healthy constitution might
ski. Rahman and Wilson suggest that lesst ra i g ht men at certain co g n i t i veskills, like
reading maps, spatial orient ation, finding
outweigh the disadvantages of occasionally
bianism might result from “masculinizing”
missing objects, and packing trunks.
producing a son who will have no kids himgenes that, when not present to exc e s s,
5. Lesbians are better than st ra i g ht
self. Even if the immunization scenario is true,
make a woman a more aggre s s i vely pro t e cwomen at certain spatial, nav i g ational,
howeve r, it explains only 15 to 30 percent of
t i ve and thus successful mother—j u st as
and language tasks.
the cases of male homosexuality. “My theofeminizing genes might make a man a more
6. Men with the most masculine vo i ces
ry is not meant to explain homosexuality in
caring father.
tend to be st ra i g ht.
all males—obviously not in firstborn males,”
Right now, there is no one all-inclusive
7. Gay men often have dist a nt fathers,
s ays Blanchard. “And it does not explain
solution to the Darwinian mystery of why
suggesting that levels of childhood affection
homosexuality in women at all.” It’s really just
h o m o s exuality survive s, and no grand unihave an effe ct on sexual orient ation.
a “working hy p o t h e s i s,” says Bogaert, for a
fied theory of how it arises in a given individ8. The more older bro t h e rs you have, the
st range and puzzling phenomenon.
ual. Homosexuality seems to arise as a result
more likely you are to be gay.
Mo st recently, Bogaert, Blanchard, and
of various perturbations in the flow from
9. S exual orient ation co r re l ates with
their colleagues have found that older bro t hgenes to hormones to brains to behavior—as
w h ether you are right- or left-handed.
ers increase the likelihood of homosexualithe common end point of multiple biologi10. The ratio of the lengths of the second to
ty only in men who are right-handed—even
cal paths, all of which seem to survive as side
fourth fingers pre d i cts sexual orient at i o n .
though left-handed men are more likely to
effects of various traits that help heterosexbe gay in general. “We don’t really know what
uals pass along their genes.
ANSWERS: 1. False: 2 to 6 perce ntof men are gay. 2.
that means,” says Bogaert. It’s one more piece
“It’s the fundamental question for the
Tr u e.3. True. 4. True. 5. True. 6. Fa l s e.The vo i ces rate d
of ev i d e n c e, though, that homosexuality is
next 10 years,” says Mu stanski. “How do
as most masculine are those of gay men (and the most
determined biologically, before birth—j u st
these things interact? What is the model that
feminine are those of lesbians). 7. Fa l s e,though some
fat h e rs may become dist a ntin re a ctionto childhood
like handedness. As often happens with sciexplains all these things?” PT
gender nonco nfo r m i tyof boys who are born gay. 8.
e n c e, the my stery deepens and becomes
Tr u e.9. True. Homosexuals are 39 perce ntmore likely
more complicated before the ultimate patROBERT KUNZIG is a freelance writer living in
to be left-handed or ambidextrous. 10. Tr u e.
tern finally reveals itself.
France and Alabama.
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