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1.
It sometimes seems that as
much attention is given to the
causes of homosexuality as to
the causesof any other aspect
of human variation. Hetero
sexuals are fascinated by this
minority in their midst, and
homosexuals seem equally
curious about themselves. In
deed, almost everyone feels
free to float ideas on homo
sexuality, many of which fig
ure in Robert Alan Brookey's
acute study Reinventing the
Male Homosexual. Thus one
theory posits that homosexu
ality is "an altruistic behavior
in which one siblingforegoes
reproduction in order to bet
ter the survival odds for the
offspring of other siblings."
Another surmises that men
who identify themselves as
gay have "failed in the mas
culine competition for female part
ners," and must endure "the frustra
tion of unrealized heterosexual inter
course." These speculations, like many
others, are based on the premise that
heterosexuality is nature's norm, with
the corollary that homosexuality is a
deviation.

But not all inquiries occur in arm
chairs. In 1991 and 1993, the results of
two laboratorystudieswere published
in Science, a rigorous and reputable
journal.' The first was based onautop
sies conducted on nineteen gay men,
sixteen straight men, and six hetero
sexual women at seven hospitals in
New York and California. Dissections
of their forebrain hypothalamus found
that the glands in both the women and
the gay men were less than half the
size of those in the straight men. "This
finding," theauthor concluded,.. sug-

'Simon Levay, "A Difference in Hy-
pothalamic Structure Between Hetero
sexualand HomosexualMen," Science,
Vol. 253, No. 5023 (August 30. 1991),
pp. 1034-1037; Dean Hamer et al.. Sci
ence, Vol. 261 (1993), pp. 321-327.
Also see Dean Hamer and Peter
Copeland, The Science of Desire: The
Searchfor the Gay Gene and the Biol
ogyof Behavior (Simon and Schuster,
1994).
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gests that sexual orientation has a bio
logical substrate." The second study
examined forty families which had
two gay brothers. It found that in
thirty-three of the pairs, their other
gay relatives-uncles and cousins-
were mainly on their maternal side,
pointing to "a correlation between ho
mosexual orientation and the inheri
tance of polymorphic markers on the
X chromosome," which gay men re
ceive from their mothers.

Hence there has been an ongoing
debate over whether there is a "gay
gene. Part of thisdebate hascentered
onthe scope and reliability of the em
pirical studies, with some scientists ex
pressing doubts about their methods
and assumptions. Science has since

published the results of one attempt to
replicate the earlier studies, which re
ported its inability to find "a gene of
large effect mfluencing sexual orienta
tion."^ Still, Brookey seems to believe
that time will bring such a discovery,
and this prospect worries him. He is
particularly concerned by the findings
that the hypothalamus of gay men is
close in size to women's, and that the
supposed gay marker is transmitted
through mothers. These findings, he
feels, will promote not only "the belief
that male homosexuals are effemi
nate," but that they are "physically
feminized as well."

A s befits a democracy, members of
the public feel free to form opinions,
even if they have no knowledge of sci
entific studies. Not only that, their
views are solicited in polls and pub
lished in the media. On this subject, as
on others, ideology looms large. The
Gallup Poll responses in Table A show
that while two thirds of Democrats

take the innate view, most Republi
cans cluster on the environmental

^George Rice et al., "Male Homosexu
ality: Absence of Linkage to Micro-
satellite Markers at Xq28," Science,
Vol. 284, No. 5414 (April 23, 1999),
pp. 665-667.

side. The latter tendency seems to
arise froma conservative wish that ho
mosexuality did not exist, accompa
nied by the belief that eliminating it is
possible. Hence the view of conserva
tives that identifying oneself as gay is
either a freely made choice or results
from events and influences in one's
upbringing that could or should have
been avoided.

The "gay gene" also figures in poli
tics. Brookey cites the controversy
over a 1992 amendment to Colorado's
constitution, which was passed by a
statewide majority. Referring to "ho
mosexual, lesbian, or bisexual orienta
tion, conduct, practices, or relation
ships," it said that none of these could

entitle any person or class of
persons to have or claim any mi
nority status, quota preferences,
protected' status or claim of
discrimination.

Proponents of the amendment said
that states have the right to disfavor or
even ban certain proclivities and prac
tices. A case cited frequently was
polygamy, which is barred by several
state constitutions.

Dean Hamer, the biologist who con
ducted the hypothalamus study, testi
fied as an expert witness when the
amendment was challenged in court.
Not surprisingly, he cited his research
to argue that being gay was not a pref
erence like polygamy, but an innate el
ement in a person's makeup. As it
turned out, the Supreme Court by
passed the genetic issuein overturning
the amendment. Justice Anthony Ken
nedy, writing the 7-2 decision, said,
"It identifies persons by a single
trait... to make them unequal to ev
eryone else."^Or as Brookey adds, "It
denied homosexuals the same legal re
course and access to political partici
pation that is available to all other cit
izens." A corollary is that if states seek
to ban certain sexual practices, as
with anti-sodomylaws, the prohibition
must apply to all pairs of participants.

^Romer v. Evans, 517 US 620 (1996).



As can be seen, there's another
asymmetry in Table A. While the gulf
between men and women generally is
not as wide as the division between Re
publicans and Democrats, it still calls
for comment. (The percentage of men
favoring an explanation based on up
bringing or environment would proba
bly be higher had gay men been ex
cluded from the count.) So why do
men, especiallythose whoregard them
selves as straight, prefer to see homo
sexuality as deriving from choice or en
vironmentalelements? We might turn
the question around, andaskwhymost
men reject the genetic explanation.
Theymightthink that if beinggayisin
nate, it just could be that they have the
homosexual gene themselves. Even if
the gene is currently dormant, it might
surface at anytime, asseems to happen

occasionally among married
men. In viewof such possibil
ities, straight men may find it
comforting to vote for choice
or circumstance. This allows
them to presume that it is not
a choice they would ever
make, and that they have
weathered influences that
make other people gay.

2.
In his essay "Born Gay?,"
John D'Emilio says he really
doesn't care whether he was.

He then goes on to cite sev
eral reasons why he feels it's
best not to pursue that ques
tion. He begins by describing
changes in terminology, from
"sexual preference," with its
inference of choice, to a more
fixed "sexual orientation."

But even that denoted a di
rection in which someone

had changed his or her atti
tude, leaving open what in
duced the journey. Hence the
recent shift to "sexual iden

tity," which abandoned am
biguity, since it "went to the
very core of who one was."
But D'Emilio and others who

call themselves gay aren't always com
pletely sure about who or what they
are. In this vein, he alludes to "the
fluidity, the serendipity, the—yes-
choice that went into creating our sex
ual selves." Without using the word
"bisexual," he points to husbands who
have satisfying sex at home, but occa
sionally have a fling with a man.

While not discounting the power of
conservatives, D'Emilio is also unset
tled by "the ease with which many lib
eral Americans have embraced the
bom-gay approach." Being able to say
that being gay is genetic, he feels, al
lows them to "push aside their per
sonal squeamishness about what we
do." Nor is he sparing about the views
within the gay community. In his judg
ment, the premise that people may be
bom gay "allows us to sidestep our
own internalized homophobia." He
argues plausibly that the genetic ex
planation makes it too easy to deflect
"the uneasy—and unarticulated—feel
ing that, if we did have a choice, we
might choose otherwise." But it isn't
clear why he frames the issue as one of
self-hatred. Musing about having a dif
ferent life need not imply enmity to
ward the one you have.

If gays and lesbians make up a rela
tively small part of the US population

—my own estimate would be about 6
percent of all men and between 2 and 3
percent of women—they have many
ties with others. Apart from their par
ents. most have siblings who are
straight. A considerable number were
once married and have children, while
others are conceiving or adopting off
spring. In another essay, "Laying
Claim to Family." D'Emilio looks for
ward to "the acceptance of lesbian and
gay families as an integral part of
American society." He calls this a
"quest for family recognition," which
would include same-sex marriage, full
rights to adoption and child custody,
along with the granting of social and
legal legitimacy to varied domestic ar
rangements. Some steps toward such
legitimacy are already being taken.
Vermont allows same-sex couples to
register as "civil unions," and Hawaii
has a strong "domestic partnership"
law. Some businesses and localities ex
tend benefits to employees' partners,
and more hospitals are viewing com
panions as next of kin in situations
when only a few visitors are allowed.

D'Emilio claims that fully a quarter
of gay, lesbian, and bisexual adults have
youngsters living with them. The fig
uremay betrue forwomen, since many
are raising children from earlier mar
riages. ButI have seen no convincing
evidence thatoneoutofevery fourgay
men has a child in residence.^ What
ever their numbers, young people
whose parents are gay deserve to be
treated in their schools and elsewhere
likeanyotheroffspring, justasdo those
born to unmarried parents or without
a resident father. Yet even so benign
a sentiment can stir controversv.



Think of a class of six-year-olds
where one pupil is being raised by a set
of same-sex partners. If the child is
teased, the teacher may feel bound to
turn the situation into an educational
lesson. As it happens, there afe books
aimed at just this grade level. Among
the best known are Heather Has Two
Mommies and Daddy's Roommate.^ In
the first, the girl lives with two women.
In the second, the boy is with his
mother, but spends considerable time
with two men. The purpose of the
books isn't simply to make youngsters
with gay parents feel better about
themselves. It is also to convince their
classmates that their households are
an acceptable form of family life.
Needless to say, not all school systems
are using such texts. Their fear is that
some students could conclude that
being gay or lesbian has equal status
with heterosexuality. Indeed, they see

••D'Emilio cites an exit poll conducted
by the Voter Research Service during
the 1992 election. However, Lee Bad-
gett of the University of Massachu
setts at Amherst tells me that its sam
ple of 13,729 contained only 263 men
who were willingto say that they were
gay, and 186 women who identified as
lesbian. This subset yielded 61 men and
70 women who said they had children
in their homes, not really large enough
to warrant broad generalizations. Ken
neth Sherrill of Hunter College also
led me to a 2000 Harris Internet poll,
where 13 percent of gay men and 46
percent of lesbian women said they
were raising children. See www.harris-
interactive.com, November-December
2000.

^Leslda Newman, Heather Has Two
Mommies (Alyson, 1989); Michael
Willhoite, Daddy's Roommate (Aly
son, 1990).
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this as yet another example of an "en
vironment" that might lure youngsters
into homosexuality.

3.
A related concern—among those who
voice concern—has been the growth
of what might by called a gay presence
in the US and elsewhere, A gay part
nership is basic to the prime-time plot
of Willand Grace, just as gay charac
ters recur in network programs and
multiplex movies. Hence the question
is raised whether the number of gays
and lesbians is actually growing, rela
tive to the total population. By all out
ward indicators, more Americans than
ever before are now willingto say they

^are gay or lesbian, or allow others to

make that inference. The big shift
from the past is among young people
coming of sexual age, many more of
whom feel able to admit being gay
both to themselves and to the world.

If the gay population seems to be
on the rise, the easiest explanation is
that more people are coming out.
Look, for example,at the 2000Census
figures for men aged forty to forty-
four, who were reaching adulthood at
a time when disclosing being gay was
gaining acceptance. As can be seen in
Table B, the proportion of men of this
age who hadn't married by 2000 had
more than doubled since 1970. rising
from 7.5 percent to 15.8 percent. The

latter figure isnoteworthy, even allow-
mg for the later ages at which people
are now marrying. Of course, many
of these bachelors identify themselves
as heterosexual. Still, most straight
men have already married at least
once before reaching their forties, and
our most recent tabulations show that
fewer than 2 percent of men who
marry for the first time are over forty.

But men who stay bachelors make
up only part of the picture. The table
also shows that among men aged forty
to forty-four, theproportionwho were
divorced and had not remarried
leaped from 3.8 percent in1970 to 13 2
percent in 2000, over a threefold in
crease. As it happens, divorced het
erosexual men almost always remarry,
usually quite soon,often because thev

" feel bereft without a domestic nest.
This would seem to be especially true
among those who get divorced in
their forties, which maybe isa bit late
for mastering the domestic arts. But
the growth of the div6rced-and-not-
remarried group hints that it now con
tains a number of homosexual men
who were once married, and will not
be doing so again, (Or cannot until
many laws arechanged,) In 1970, most
homosexual men who had married
stayed married, since coming out was
much more hazardous than itis today.

So why have as many as 15.8 percent
of all men in their early forties chosen
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Table A

PUBLIC OPINIONS

as upbringing and environment?"

Born With Upbringing or
or Innate Environment

Republicans 39%
Democrats 66%

Men 45%
Women 530/^

61%

34%

55%

42%

Percentages based on persons who stated opinions

Table B

married and otherwise

2000

66.3%

4.2%

13.2%

0.5%

15.8%

1970 Men Aged 40-44

84.2% Currently Married
3.7% Separated
3.8% Divorced
0.8% Widowed
7.5% Never Married

100.0%

1970 Women Aged 40-44
80.4% Currently Married
4.9% Separated
5.6% Divorced
3.7% Widowed
5.4% Never Married

100.0%

Source: Bureau of theCensus

100.0%

2000

66.4%

5.3%

15.0%

1.5%

11.8%

100.0%



not to marry atall, and what about the
additional 13.2 percent who are di
vorced and have not remarried? To
gether, they total almost one in three
of men at this age, the higliest such
proportion mthe nation's history. In
1970 by way of contrast, bachelors
a_nd divorced men who hadn't remar-
ned made up only 11.3 percent of men
inthe same age range.

miSf explanation formuch of this sharp increase is that
more men are discovering that they
are gay, either early or after years of
pretending to be heterosexual. Does
this mean that male homosexuality is
more prevalent than in the past, aVd
not just that more men are^ coming
out? This question can't be easily an-

^ impossible to get
clearclear is t^hat more men are acknowl
edging homosexual inclinations al-
though not enough to affect popula
tion growth in the short term. The next
generation will come from heterosex-
al parents, as it always has. One day

the gay population may reproduce it-

Sends^ ®
Table B also shows distributions

for women. Between 1970 and 2000
i,nm! !, werenmamed or had been married but
were separated, divorced, or widowed
rose from 19.6 percent to 33.8 percent

will be fewer marriages or remarriages
for heterosexual women, partly L-
cause growing proportions ofmen are

The preL"^"!tion that there is aman somewhere for

anymore."™" "old
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4.
In Normal, Amy Bloom, a psycholo
gist who has taught at Yale's medical
school, takes the question of sexual
identity several steps further. The
three groups she considers are quite
small in size, which might lead them to
be dismissed as anomalies. They are
transsexuals who have actually under
gone surgery to embrace a new gen
der; heterosexual men who are drawn
to wearing women's clothes; and
adults who were bom with ambiguous
genitalia but now identify with one
gender. Bloom discusses several dozen
men and women, and most striking is
how "normal" all of them seem, which
is of course the reason for her title.
(One man may show you his collection
of women's wigs. But is he any odder
than his neighbor who boasts about his
guns?)

In the adult population, Bloom esti
mates, about one person in every
50,000 is a transsexual who has under
gone surgery; and of these, 80 percent
are men who want to become women.

Christine Jorgensen, Renee Richards,
and Jan Morris have been prominent
examples. However, Normal focuses
on the smaller group of women who
have become men, and their transition
has been more complicated anatomi
cally. (This chapter may contain more
than you want to know about "phallo-
plasty" and "metoidioplasty.") Most
of the new men she talks about are
now living with women, who are obvi
ously aware of their pasts. Many of the
women-to-men had been lesbians and
found their old circles shunning them
in their new incarnations. On the other

hnnd. one woman made the change so
she could bccome a male homosexual.
He has been asked why he didn't re
main a woman, who could as easily
sleep with men. He replies that this
misses the point: his basic identity is
male and gay. not female and hetero
sexual. All transsexuals came to feel
that their physical bodies weren't con
sonant with their dispositions. After
all. not all constitutions come into this
world congruous or complete. Many
children now survive and thrive under
a regimen of medicines. Bloom feels
thai for adults to seek their salvation

in surgery is not to defy nature but to
alleviate nature's oversights.

The next group consists of hetero
sexual men who feel drawn to wear
ing women's clothes. Here they must
be distinguished from gay drag
queens. Most straight men who cross-
dress do so furtively, settling for un
derwear or trying on their wives'
dresses when they are alone at home.
Often the wives don't know, or for
bear from airing their suspicions.
(Bloom estimates that more than 5
percent of all men experiment with
women's clothes, although she grants
that there is no way to verify the fig
ure.) However, the men in Normal do
their dressing in the open. Or at least
they do when they join in cruises and
conventions, where they bring gowns
and pumps and makeup, and can be
their sartorial selves. Typical partici
pants are "Presbyterian accountants
from Cedar Rapids and Lutheran en
gineers from Omaha." along with at
least one Baptist minister and a state
trooper. We take it that they gel some
emotional satisfaction from acting



out the fantasy of cross-drcssinu. but
Bloom has little tosay about this.

While some wives are sympathetic
and supportive. Bloom says that most
or those she met were maintaining a
brave face, but patently wished that
heir husbands had other inclinations.

What IS also evident is that many cross-
dressmg men hardly try to be "femi
nine. For one thing, many have builds
that prevent them from resembling a
woman: nor do they soften their de
meanor when in women's garb In
short, they are very much men^ except
lor their preferences inclothes.

After about one ofevery two thou
sand births, the parents hear a physi
cian saying something like "Somehow
your baby's genitals haven't finished
developing, so we don't quite know
right now what sex it is." (Nowadays
many parents are able to find out prior
to the birth.) Here, too. surgeons are
ready to step m. But first come hor
monal tests to see toward which gen
der the infant is inclined, even ifonly
marginally. Yet the practice of most
doctors I.S to declare most hermaphro
ditic children girls, since in the words
of one specialist, it's "easier to make a
hole han build apole.'- They also con-
end that if the child is treated as agirl,

that s what she'll turn out to be.
Unlike transsexuals and cro.ss-

dressers. who largely make their deci
sions as adults. Bloom was unable to
nnd or interview persons who were
born as "intersex" children, as thev
are now called. One who is known i's
John Colapinto, who was made into a
Joan shortly after being born, and de
cided in his teens that he really was a
boy. Bloom located a man who has al
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ways had a very small penis, but whose
parents resisled when doctors urged
its removiii. For this, he says. "! will be
gralcful for the rest of my life." nol
cast becaii.se he and his wife have

highly enjoyable sexual relations.

5.
RcinYaxtinf^ the Male Homosexual
hardly anything about women, which
should not be taken as a criticism.
•Mnce Brookey's chosen subject ismen
Yet 11 IS worth noting that there have
been very few refcrcnces toa "lesbian
pne." We do know that rclalivelv
fewer women—from a third to a half
as many-call themselves lesbians
compared with men who identify as
gay. The main rea.son is that women
who have had intimate experiences
with partners of their own sex are
icss apt to redefine them.selves.
iney can move on to men. or back to
inem. without .seeing this as affecting
their basic .sexual identity. It is nol
so much that women are more "bisex
ual as that they are more fluid and
flexible about love and attraction and
their physical expressions. What mav
be added is that men. whether homo
sexual or heterosexual, tend to be
more "monosexual." Not only arethev
uneasy with ambiguity abouttheirse.x-
ual selve.s. but men in both croups arc
firm in insisting that there is no likeli
hood of changing from what thev
now are.

Martin Duberman s essays in U-ft
cover a broad range, inciudingdis-

cu.ssions of Cuba and Vietnam.^ and
racial and academic politics, along with
articles on Paul Robeson. William .Stv-
ron. and Anita Bryant. However h'is
mam emphasis ison gav life, and con
tains recurring allusions to what he
calls "Freud shoary suggestion that all
human beings are potentially recep
tive to bisexual stimulation." Freud
said all of us are sexually polymor
phous. orarc inherently that wav. And
he surely knew what he was'doing
when he used "poly" instead of "bi"
The permutations of human .sexual
behavior verge on the infinite, includ
ing threesomes and foursomes, pen
chants for brutality and bondage, in
public or by purchase, nol tomention
fa.scination with children, which grips
enough adults to keep entire societies
on edge.

Duberman quotes Donald Webster
Cory, who called homosexuality and
heterosexuality "rather meaningless
oversimplifications." as well as Albert
Elhs. who wrote that "exclusive het-
erose-xuality canbejustas fetishistic as
exclusive homosexuality." And he
notes that Masters and Johnson de
vised the term "ambisexuality," for
persons whoshow "complete neutral
ity in partner preference."

If the great majority of men and
women regard themselves as either
heterosexual or homo.sexual. this still
leaves a considerable number who re
sist eitherdesignation, and who often
identify themselves as bisexual. In
deed. on many campuses, gay and les
bian organizations include such stu
dents among those they represent.
Even .so. people who actually refer to
them.selves as biisexual are avery small
group. In Kinsey's surveys—which did
not u!5e the term-only 1.9 percent of
the men and 0.7 percent of the women
said they were "equally hetero.sexual



and homosexual.-" While the last half-
ccnlury has certainly seen huge chances
n the soxua sphere, there isn't mJch

reason tobelieve that figures would be
far different today.

cniT.r peoplecall thcMnselves ,s what they do or have
done^ The most reliable recent studv
which was ba.sed at the University of
Chicago and supported by seven foun
dations. found that most lesbians and

any gay men had had hetero.sexual
sex in the past.' But ifthis signifies a
bisexual history, they are hardly the
only ones with that experience.

We know that .same-sex cxperimen-
tenr. Z H'c teenyear. However, these episodes arc
usually too youthful and tentative to
be recorded as homosexual or bisex-

thrlr . r® =='"dy probed further, and found that among adults who
currently viewed themselves as ^t-
wXn" """"vwomen asmen said they had also had

aftLTh relationships
" eighteen. While thereal numbers may be higher, those we

bchlio" ' of

York

'̂ ""=''27.2003

Bmndly spcakins, Nscxunlily lend.,
t( have two expressions. The first is
found mainly in women who have had
bo hmen and women partners. Anne
Htchc and Sinead O'Connor have
ccn rccent examples; earlier. Mar-

l«-ne Dietrich. Greta Garbo. and Vir
ginia Woolf come to mind, each in her

Ahson Lune snovel T/.e Last Re.sor,.)
Starting younger, some women stu-
den s now speak of "being eav until
graduation. - meaning that they are
now deeply mlove with agirlfriend but
areopen tootherchoices lateron.

With men. a more usual pattern in
volves ahusband who comes to realize

m-irH.S-''' earlier, butmarried anyway. In the past, most of
these men remained with their wives

^ time, they look for encounters with
iTu.h isTh'I"'" "'e
know / hushnnd.
sex wi h7i^hat
Tf ihTi is not expressiveof their core identity. So it might be a
rmsnomer to call these men bisexual
(Quite another question is how many
of the,r wives know what is going on
but decide to remain silent.)

It could well be that we are all in-

$"2"n"orhomo-
uaror bisexual or ambisexual. Rather, we are
capable of being attracted to a .spec
trum ofour fellow creatures: whether
they carry XX and XY chromosomes
may not determine sexual preferences
Perhaps it ,s a triumph of our .species
h^at there sno clear accounting for the
maginativene.ss ofse.xual fantasy and

pleasure.

t^red ^vas captured by the wedding eue.st—eendpr
not specified—who was^overheard re-

Thcj re acharming couple. I've slept
with both of them."

//« s^'E';
'Edward O. Laumann. el al The So

sity of Chicago Pre.ss. I9<)4). p. 305.


