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ark Stoner pins it
on the clarinet.
Ever since Stoner,
a 41-year-old cre-
ative director for
an advertising agency in Lancaster, Pa.,
realized that three out of four of his
childhood friends who played the clar-
inet grew up to be gay, he has taken
note of who among his adult gay
friends once played the instrument.
What he calls an “exhaustive but unsci-
entific” survey covering two decades
indicates that “there is an extremely
high correlation between playing the
clarinet and being gay,” he says.

“My theory is that most boys want
to play the trumpet,” the former
woodwind player says, only
partly in jest. “But the
more sensitive boys
wind up with the clar-
inet, and we're the ones
who tun out gay.”

Stoner’s theory, of

“THE
QUESTION
OF WHETHER
OR NOT GAYNESS
1S IMMUTABLE
IS RATHER
CRUCIAL IN

THE POLITICAL
ARENA.

THE AMERICAN
PUBLIC WILL
HAVE A
DIFFERENT
ATTITUDE
TOWARD GAY
RIGHTS
DEPENDING ON
WHETHER THEY
BELIEVE BEING
GAY IS A
MATTER OF
CHOICE OR NOT.”

—Neuroscientist Simon LeVay,
who found differences in the brain

course, is offered tongue-in-cheek.
But in the past decade or so, re-
searchers from disparate fields span-
ning genetics, audiology, and behav-
ioral science have amassed bits and
pieces of evidence that they believe
indicate what may determine sexual
orientation. If they're right, our sexual
orientation may well be fixed long be-
fore any maestro blows his first note.

But despite some compelling stud-
ies that indicate that the propensity to
be gay or lesbian is determined before
birth—either genetically or through bi-
ological processes in the womb—most
researchers today agree a complex

combination of genetics, biology,

and environmental influences
work together to make the
determination. Just how
much is predetermined
by the forces of genes
and how much is
shaped by influences
such as society and
culture remain un-
clear—and hotly debat-
ed. So too does the corol-
lary question of whether
sexual orientation is somehow
an innate trait and thus fixed for life or
whether it is malleable and thus
changeable over time.

More than scientific curiosity hangs in
the balance. For years the gay and les-
bian political establishment has leaned,
at least to some degree, on the argument
that sexual orientation is inborn and per-
manent and thus should not be a basis
for discrimination. The tactic has proved
incredibly successful. Polls repeatedly in-
dicate that Americans who believe sexu-
al orientation is either genetic or biologi-
cal are much more likely to support gay
and lesbian civil rights than those who
believe it is determined primarily by en-
vironmental influences.

In a Gallup Poll conducted in May,
half of those surveyed said they believe
homosexuality is genetic, and half said
it is environmental. In a 1977 Gallup
Poll, respondents pointed to the envi-
ronment over genetics by more than a
4-to-1 ratio. The poll calls this shift in
perception “one of the more significant
changes in American public opinion on
gay and lesbian issues.” It is clearly ac-
companied by increasing tolerance to-
ward gays and lesbians. In May, B
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_ ONICK VELASQUEZ

Stats: Student, 21, California native -
Gay relatives: “My dad was gay. He
died of AIDS in 1991 at 34 years old.
Also on my dad’s side I have two dis-
tant cousins, both leshian.”

Why are you gay®? “I identify as bi-
sexual, actually. I think it's very lim-
iting, the notion that people can’t
love both [sexes], that it is one way
or the other—it’s on a continuum.
I've always felt different, that there
was something that separated me
from other people, a different out-
look on life; even when I was so
young, [it was] in a nonsexual way.”

" @DEBORAH REECE

Stats: Security guard and student,
45, California native

Gay relatives: “I have a gay
grandmother, a bisexual aunt, and
at least two gay nephews. Half my
family is gay!”

Why are you gay? “That's the mil-
lion-dollar question. And if I knew
the answer, I'd be a millionaire! I
am who I am. I've known since [ was
4. 1t's natural to me. My mother told
me [I was gay]. She used to tell me,
‘Don’t bother with those guys.’”

©DANNY LEMOS
Stats: TV writer, 44, California native
Gay relatives: “Three gay brothers,
including my twin, who died of
AIDS.”

Why are you gay? “Destiny. Some
people are meant to be doctors,
artists. I was meant to be gay, out,
expressive. [ served as a role model,
especially to my younger brothers. If
there's a God, I think he picks it. If
it's science, that's what picks it. I've
never had a moment where I didn’t
know who I was.”

OKATE NIELSEN
Stats: Writer, 41, Colorado native
Gay relatives: None

Why are you gay? “[ think you're
born into it, just like some people
are born left-handed. It’s just what
you're dealt. I was 6, I went to see
The Sound of Music, and I wanted
to be Christopher Plummer because
I wanted to be with Julie Andrews.”




‘OSUSAN DOST
Stats: Owner of an assisted-living
company, 36, Michigan native
Gay relatives: “There seems to be
a lineage of women in my family
who end up ‘single.’”
Why are you gay? “{ believe that
is the way the universe intended
for me [to be]. [ don't think I have
a choice in the way I am. I think
it's biological."

AGHAINES
WILKERSON

Stats: Magazine creative director,
46, California native

Gay relatives: “One, but not out.”
Why are you gay? “1 didn’t have
any choice in the matter whatsoev-
er. It's completely genetic. Envi-
ronment modifies a gay person’s
behavior, but it doesn’t cause it. I
tried to impose straight attributes
for my life. They never stuck.”

® CHUCK KIM

Stats: Reporter and comic book
writer, 29, New York native

Gay relatives: None

Why are you gay? “I just remem-
ber always wanting to be around
guys. I think being gay is a combi-
nation of environment and genet-
ics—something that may act asa
catalyst, activating that potential.”

O CLAUDIA
SANCHEZ

Stats: Educator, personal chef, 26,
California native

Gay relatives: None

Why are you gay® “All my physi-
cal and emotional attractions have
been to women. It wasn't really a
choice, just something I've always
had. Men just never attracted me.
Being a lesbian is my reality.”

52% of Gallup respondents said homo-
sexuality is an “acceptable alternative
lifestyle,” compared with 38% in 1977.
And a majority, 54%, agreed that “ho-
mosexual relations between consent-
ing adults should be legal,” compared
with 43% in 1977.

“The question of whether or not gay-

ness is immutable is rather crucial in
the political arena,” says Simon LeVay,
a neuroscientist who in 1991 found
structural differences between the
brains of gay men and heterosexual
men. “The American public will have a
different attitude toward gay rights de-
pending on whether they believe being

gay is a matter of choice or not. You
can argue all you want that it shouldn’t
be that way, but that's the fact. If sci-
ence can show sexual orientation is a
deep aspect of a person’s being, there is
potential for immense good. But it does
mean the science gets politicized.”
Politics aside, scientists insist there
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is commanding research to show that
sexual orientation is largely influenced
by genetics. “There’s no debate on that
from any reasonable scientist. The evi-
dence for it stands fast,” says Dean
Hamer, a molecular biologist at the Na-
tional Institutes of Health and an early
pioneer in research linking sexual ori-

entation to genes. In 1993, Hamer was
the first to report finding a specific
slice of DNA that could be linked to
homosexuality.

He first studied the family histories
of 114 gay men and discovered that
many male relatives on the mother's
side of the family were also gay. Since
men always inherit an X chromosome
from their mothers, the study suggest-
ed a genetic link between the X chro-
mosome and homosexuality. Hamer
then scrutinized the DNA of 40 pairs of
gay brothers and found that 33 of them
shared a specific region on a portion of
the X chromosome.

His work supported earlier evidence
pointing to a genetic link to homosexu-
ality. In 1991, J. Michael Bailey, a psy-
chology professor at Northwestern
University, and Richard Pillard, a psy-
chiatrist at Boston University School of
Medicine, examined a group of gay
men, 56 of whom had an identical twin,
54 of whom had a fraternal twin broth-
er, and 57 of whom had a brother by
adoption. Among those with an identi-
cal twin, in 52% of the cases the twin
was also gay. Among fraternal twin
brothers, in 22% of cases both twins
were gay. Just 11% of those who had a
brother by adoption reported that the
brother was gay. Another study by Bai-
ley and Pillard found similar patterns
in lesbians.

Overall, a person with a gay identical
twin is at least 10 times more likely to
be gay. A man with a gay brother is any-
where from three to seven times more
likely to also be gay. And a woman with
a lesbian sister is anywhere from four
to eight times more likely to also be les-
bian. “All this shows that sexual orien-
tation is largely genetic,” Pillard says.

Hamer says genes provide about 50%
of the influence on sexual orientation.
Pillard wouldn't give a fixed percent-
age, although he said he believes it is
“substantially” greater than 50%. Other
scientists have estimated the genetic
contribution could be as high as 70%.

However strong the influence of
genes, it is not 100%. “We're never
going to find the ‘gay gene,”” Hamer
says. “There’s no switch that turns it on
or off. It's not that simple.”

He and other researchers agree that
the remaining influences are a complex
mixture of biological developments P
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We asked our
online visitors to
tell us their stories
about why they're
gay. Here are some
of their responses

No doubt about it in my family: God
made us the way we are—genetical-
ly. I suspect that my grandfather
was gay for many reasons. His sec-
ond son, my uncle, came out to the
entire family at my parents’ 50th
wedding anniversary parfy—he was
70 at the time! His son, my cousin,
is gay. [ am gay. Pretty sound evi-
dence, considering we were all born
in different decades, in different
places, and were raised in totally
different environments.

W.Z., Indianapolis, Ind.

I don'’t have a history of abuse, and [
didn’t just wake up one morning and
decide to be lesbian. Also, I don't
think it was anything my mom did
while she was pregnant with me, as
she often laments. I am this way.
must have been born this way. When
1 was growing up, The Dukes of Haz-
zard was popular. [ watched it every
night, religiously. Daisy stirred
something in me that I couldn’t
explain. I was 8 or 9 then.

T.M, Indiana

I am sure I was born gay. I used to
steal dolls and jump ropes from girls
then hide them, knowing that I
would get into big trouble if I didn’t
like “boy things.” Luckily I learned
to “pass for a boy,” so I didn't get
bullied too often, but I did bear

witness to the horrors bestowed
upon more fey-type males.
A.S, via the Internet

Clearly genetic. No straight person I
know can tell me the date, time, and
event when they “decided” they
were straight—so this notion of
“choice” is pure crap. It can't be a
gift—it would be one that most peo-
ple would return. But to where and
to whom? Is there a customer ser-
vice line for this? It's not a “choice,”
and it is not a “lifestyle”—it's a ge-
netic “orientation.” It was an initial-
ly unwelcome visitor. ..now [it]
gives me comfort as well as chal-
lenges me every day.

E.B., Chicago, 11l

[ was raised in the archetypal situa-
tion for being a gay man: with a
chronically overbearing, fiercely
possessive mother; a weak, quiet,
completely uncommunicative fa-
ther; and a thorough disinterest in
violent sports! I, like many, many
thousands of other gay men of my
generation (I was born in 1950, ina
tiny town), went through absolute
hell growing up “hiding.” Growing
up “gay” (never liked that word—
there’s nothing “gay” about being
gay!) nearly destroyed my life!
Frankly, I wish to God (or whoever
or whatever is out there) that I had
never been homosexual!

M.D., San Francisco, Calif.

I think genes are passed on with
neutral sexual orientation. To me,
homosexuality or heterosexuality is
totally due to the environment in
which we are raised. In a nutshell, I
believe a male who stays bonded
with his mother is usually homosex-
ual. A female who bonds more
strongly with the father is usually
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homosexual. A male and a female
who bond about equally with the
mother and the father are more
likely to be bisexual.

My mother died when I was 8
months old. My father remarried
when I was 1 year old. His new wife
did not want him to have much to do
with his first children. I had five
older brothers and three older sis-
ters. My brothers did not want to
have much to do with me. My three
sisters adored me, so I spent most of
my time with them. The sisters paint-
ed my deceased mother as being al-
most a saint. I think I naturally iden-
tified with my sisters’ values and the
values of my mother, which they told
me about in detail. This included
their sexual orientation.

We all inherit certain physical
characteristics from our parents and
we can inherit certain abstract
characteristics such as tempera-
ment. [ do not think that these ge-
netically inherited qualities lead to
homosexuality.

J.D., via the Internet

I personally believe I am gay be-
cause God made me such. I believe
it is a gift and that he has a special
reason for creating me as a lesbian.
It doesn’t matter if I was created
this way biologically or if circum-
stances in my life molded me; this is
who [ am meant to be. I am proud to
be a lesbian and at peace.

D.S., Poland, Ohio

[ embrace the gift God gave me. [
believe God chose each and every
gay, lesbian, bi, and transgendered
individual to teach others about
love, tolerance, and acceptance. So I
remind all my gay brothers and sis-
ters: Don't worry. God did not make

a mistake. He has a plan and a rea-
son for your existence.
A.G., Oxnard, Calif.

Before I met Mary-love and fell in
love with her, I never told myself I
wanted to be a lesbian. The thought
never crossed my mind. After a few
bad relationships with guys, T guess
falling in love with Mary-love after
two years and four months of friend-
ship was bound to happen—it was a
destiny I believe God gave to me.
E.D,, via the Internet

Although I have been married and
have two sons, I was a late bloomer
and decided in mylate 20s or early
30s that being a lesbian was OK and
that, for me, it is a choice.

J.L., via the Internet

As a graduate clinician in speech-
language pathology, I find it difficult
to deny that there is a genetic
propensity to homosexuality, just as
there is to stuttering. However, the
choice to act upon the drive is en-
tirely a symbol of our humanity. The
degree to which we embrace our ge-
netic predisposition is the degree to
which we marry our understanding
of our physical self and our identity.
TA., Boston, Muass.

It is always a choice whether to be
completely honest with yourself and
admit you are not in the majority
and are attracted to the same sex.
wasn't able to admit this to myself
until a few weeks before my 28th
birthday. The choice is to live your
life as best as you can. The question
“Why are you gay or lesbian?" is a
small part of a much bigger ques-
tion: “Why are you You?”

C.F.,, Louisville, Ky.
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and environmental stimuli. But how
much power each wields is as yet un-
known.

Evidence is mounting, however, for
the argument that much of the remain-
ing influence comes from prenatal bio-
logical phenomena. LeVay, for exam-
ple, found a size difference between
gay men’s and straight men’s hypothal-
amuses—a part of the brain believed to
affect sexual behavior, His “hunch,” he
says, is that gay men's brains develop
differently than straight men'’s because
they are exposed to higher levels of
testosterone during pregnancy.

“There’s growing evidence to sup-
port the idea that biological and devel-
opmental factors before birth exert a
strong influence on sexual orientation,”
LeVay says.

A host of biological indicators of
homosexuality boost the theory. For
example, research from the University
of Liverpool in England has shown
that gay men and lesbians are more
likely than straights to be left-handed
and that lesbians have hand patterns
that resemble a man’s more than a
straight female’s. Dennis McFadden, a
scientist at the University of Texas at
Austin, has reported that lesbians’ au-
ditory systems seem to develop some-
where between what is typical for het-
erosexual men and women. According
to studies done by Marc Breedlove, a
psychologist at the University of Cali-
fornia, Berkeley, there is a direct cor-
relation between the lengths of some
fingers of the hand and gayness. And
what gay man doesn't relish the study
that found that gay men tend to be bet-
ter endowed than their straight coun-
terparts?

The common thread in many of
these findings is the belief that differ-
ences in prenatal development are re-
sponsible for the variances in anato-
my—and in sexual orientation as well.
Like LeVay, Breedlove attributes his
finding of finger-length differences be-
tween gay and straight men to the level
of fetal exposure to testosterone.
“There is a growing body of research to
support the theory that different hor-
mone levels can cause the brain to dif-
ferentiate one way or the other—to be
straight or gay,” LeVay adds.

But it remains murky just how much
and just how strongly these biological

factors shape sexual orientation. “1
honestly can't be sure how to interpret
the differences I found in brain struc-
ture,” LeVay says.

Which leaves open the final, and
most controversial, possibility: How
much is sexual orientation determined

FROM LEFT:

JESSICA MENDIETA
Stats: Hairdresser, 31, Ohio native
Gay relatives: “I have a gay nephew
and at least four gay cousins.”

Why are you gay® “I was born gay. [
was always attracted to women. My
best friends all through junior high
and high school were all women. I
had my first lover when [ was 19,
When I met her, it was like, Bang!I
defintely love women.”

JOSHUA EWING
Stats: Student, 18,
California native

Gay relatives: None
Why are you gay?
“] think it's most
definitely genet-

ics. I grew up with
my mom and step-
dad, and in high
school moved in
with my biological fa-
ther. My dad thinks it's &

- choice, but I knew all along
that I wasn't like the other boys, chas-
ing girls. I was doing it, but more tofit
in, to conceal my true identity of
being homosexual. There are people
out there who say they choose, and
that's OK. But I didn’t have a choice.
Everyone is different.”

MICHAEL KING

Stats: Editor-designer, 28, West
Virginia native

Gay relatives: “I don't know of any
concretely, but there are a few that I
suspect.”

Why are you gay? “It’s just who I
am. [ grew up in the Bible Belt; 1
played football. I am the perfect exam-
ple of why environment doesn’¢ cause
you to be gay, because being gay in
West Virginia is not even an option.”
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by a person’s environment?

Even the most ardent geneticists and
biologists aren’'t willing to discount a
role for external stimuli. “I certainly
wouldn't rule out that life experiences
can play a role in sexual orientation,”
LeVay says. >

LIONEL FRIEDMAN
Stats: Retired from the entertainment
industry, 69, Missouri native

Gay relatives: “My younger brother
is gay.”

Why are you gay? “It's always been
there. I just like men. T absolutely feel
like I was born with it. I came out at a
very young age, 13. My dad was very
supportive. My mother wasn't.”

ALEXANDER CHO
Stats: Intern at The Advocate,
20, California native

Gay relatives: None
Why are you gay?

“] have no clue. I grew
up in a conventional
home, and [being

gay] has been with
me as long as I can
remember, so I'd
probably say I was
born with it. It was
certainly not a choice,
although I did choose to
suppress it for a long time. 1
was filled with a lot of self-hate when 1
realized [I was gay], and it’s some-
thing that I'm just now beginning the
process of getting over.”

HIAOD HNO NO

MERCEDES SALAS
Stats: Waitress, 24, native of the
Dominican Republic

Gay relatives: “I have two bisexual
cousins, both female.”

Why are you gay? “I just feel it. I
feel no sexual attraction to men. In-
stead, I feel attraction to women. Even
when I didn’t know the concept, the
feeling was always there. It was at age
16, when I was reading about it, I
came to know that people were ‘gay.’
Women weren't as badly treated [as
gay men], so that made me feel more
comfortable asking questions.”




Historically, determining the “caus-
es” of homosexuality was left entirely
to the domain of psychology, which at-
tempted to explain homosexuality with
theories of mental maladjustment. Per-
haps ironically, today it is often psy-
chologists and psychiatrists who argue
most arduously against the environ-
mental influence on gayness.

“I've spent 30 years studying psy-
chology, and I don't see any environ-
mental differences that affect a per-
son's sexual orientation,” says Richard
Isay, a psychiatry professor at Cornell
University and author of the book Be-
coming Gay.

Psychiatrist Richard Pillard
agrees. “I strongly believe
that at birth the wiring in
the brain tells us if we
are gay or straight,”
he says.

Isay says that “all
the tired old postula-
tions"—that homosex-
uality is caused by, for
instance, an overprotec-
tive mother, a distant fa-
ther, or a sexual molestation or
trauma in childhood—have been
“completely discredited” by the men-
tal health profession. What the envi-
ronment affects, he says, is “how you
express your sexuality. Very, very few
mental health professionals hold on to
the notion that environment molds
sexual orientation, and there's just no
real evidence to support that.”

However, numerous researchers
point to what LeVay categorizes as the
“oodles of data” that sexuality appears
to be more fluid in women than in men,
suggesting that, for some people at least,
sexual orientation may not be genetical-
ly or biologically predetermined but
heavily influenced by factors such as
culture, customs, politics, and religion.

It's no secret why the long-standing
debate over environmental influences
is so critical and so contentious: If envi-
ronmental stimuli can “make” us gay,
can't other such stimuli then “make” us
straight?

The latest firebomb thrown into this
discussion is the now highly contested
report by Columbia University psychia-
trist Robert Spitzer, who in May dis-
closed results of a study in which he
claimed that 66% of the gay male partic-
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ipants and 44% of the

lesbians who were
- “highly motivated”

could change not just

their sexual behavior
but their sexual orienta-
tion. The study has come
under harsh criticism from
psychologists and psychiatrists
for its methodology, particularly for re-
lying on data provided solely by phone-
interviewed subjects recruited primari-
ly from religiously biased “ex-gay”
organizations.

“There’s no question in my mind that
what Spitzer reported was not a change
in sexual orientation but simply a
change in sexual behavior,” Isay says.

But Spitzer is sticking to his guns.
While he admits that “the kinds of
changes my subjects reported are high-
ly unlikely to be available to the vast
majority” of gay men and lesbians,
“there is a small minority of people in
which sexual orientation is malleable.”
He estimates that perhaps 3% of gays
and lesbians can change their sexual
orientation. “It would seem that repara-
tive therapy is sometimes successful,”
he says. He brushes aside questions
about his methodology of relying too
heavily on the self-reporting of obvious-
ly self-interested parties. ‘I talked to 200
people on the phone. Some may be ex-
aggerating [their changes], but I can't
believe the whole thing is just made up.”

Spitzer, who was among those who
worked to get homosexuality removed
as a mental disorder from the American

—Psychiatrist Robert Spitzer, who found that some gay people can
change their sexual orientation if they are “highly motivated”

Psychiatric Association in 1973 and
who has long been a supporter of gay
rights, says his work has come under
attack “because it challenges both the
mental health professionals and the gay
activists on their party line. I would
hope my work causes people in both
camps to rethink their dogma.”

Spitzer also acknowledges that his
research is being “twisted by the Churis-
tian right” for political purposes and
says that was never the intention of his
work. But science, he says, “will always
be manipulated by people on both sides
of the political debate.”

Spitzer's study notwithstanding, gay
and lesbian activists applaud the mount-
ing scientific evidence regarding the ori-
gins of sexual orientation. But even
though most results would likely be
considered favorable to the gay and les-
bian political agenda, activists remain
cautious about basing too much politi-
cal strategy on scientific findings.

“We welcome research that helps us
understand who we are,” says David
Smith, a spokesman for the Human
Rights Campaign, a gay lobbying group
based in Washington, D.C. “And we've
seen a growing body of evidence to in-
dicate there are genetic and biological
influences on sexual orientation. But
we believe the studies shouldn't have a
bearing on public policy. Gay, lesbian,
bisexual, and transgendered people
should have equal rights regardless of
the origins of sexual orientation.”

And Shannon Minter, a senior staff

| attorney at the National Center for Les-
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bian Rights in San Francisco, is “skepti-
cal that science can ever fully answer
the questions to something as humanly
complex as sexual orientation. Sure,
it’s interesting and worth studying, but
I'd be careful about jumping to too
many conclusions either way.”

Mark Stoner shares Minter's ambiva-
lence about finding “the answer” and her
wariness that human sexuality can be
easily tabulated and measured in the lab.

“It's interesting cocktail chatter, but I
don't particularly care what made me

gay,” says Stoner, who has two older
brothers and thus may be a personal
example of one theory that links having
older brothers with higher levels of pre-
natal testosterone and thus a greater
chance of being gay. “I don’t think we’ll
ever be able to boil it down to a finite
set of variables. It's probably genetic
and biological and environmental and
cultural and social and a whole lot
more that we can't squeeze into com-
fortable definitions. There are always
going to be exceptions to whatever
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gay. I was an

with my surroundings. My mother
‘was very protective. My first aware-
ness that I had a sexuality at all was
when I was 12 or 13. It developed in
an instance when I saw my room-
mate at camp undressed, and there
was a voice in my head that said,

Oh, my God, I'm gay. Only we didn't
call it that at the time; we called it
homosexual.”

@ TONY ROMAN

Stats: CyberCenter coordinator,

Los Angeles Gay and Lesbian Center,
56, New York native

Gay relatives: “I had a gay cousin,
who died of AIDS."

Why are you gay® “Nature and God
just made me that way. At first [
blamed my upbringing for it. I was
raised by my mom and stepdad; my
father died when I was young.

It was a strict Catholic upbringing,
[which] had a lot to do with the guilt
and suppressing these feelings. I
have no kind words for churches. I
did a lot of drinking. After I sobered
up, I realized I had no one to blame.
Tam who I am.”

—Profiles reported by Alexander Cho

rules the scientists discover.”

As if to underscore his point, Stoner
adds a footnote to his clarinet theory:
“Over all the years of doing my survey,
I did find one gay trumpet player.” H

Dahir, who writes for a number of
publications, played the clarinet from
age 8 to 17.

For more on research into the origins of sexual orien-
tation as well as additional information on the people
profiled and more reader responses, go to www.advocate.com

sissy boy, and felt uncomfortable = ‘



art of me would be fascinated to
know what makes me gay. My ear-
liest sexual fantasies—before I
knew what sex was—were always
about men. Interestingly, my earliest romantic
fantasies—those involving kissing, holding
hands, ete.—were about women. The hetero-
sexist cultural conditioning had already begun.

Though we may never know for sure, I sus-
pect that gayness results from a combination
of genetic and environmental factors. Ulti-
mately, however, does it really matter? Nature
or nurture, genetics or the environment,
choice or not, so what? Knowing what makes
us gay might be interesting, might help take
the discussion out of religious and moral are-
nas, but it won't change who we are or the fact
that we are here and always have been.

Clearly, evolution, in its mysterious and in-
exorable wisdom, would long ago have handled
the situation if queer folk did not serve some
kind of purpose. It may be more useful, then, to
ask a different question: What are we going to
do with the reality of our existence? If, in fact,
we serve a purpose, what might that be? What
contributions do we make? How do we make a
difference in the world?

In contrast to what “ex-gay” ad campaigns
would have us believe, far from needing to
“recover” from homosexuality in order to have
spiritual grace, it appears that throughout his-
tory and across different cultures queer people
have not only been spiritually inclined but
have actually been respected and revered for
assuming roles of spiritual leadership. Many
enact those same roles today. Mediators,
scouts of consciousness, keepers of beauty,
healers, teachers, caregivers, sacred clowns,
shamans, priests—these are roles to which we
have gravitated, for which we have exhibited a
propensity, and which we have filled in dispro-
portionate numbers.

Our outsider status gives us a special sense
of perspective—our ability to see the forest
and the trees. Because we stand outside the
mainstream in one area, we are not as rigidly
bound by its rules in other areas. Although this
may be stressful and cause pain, loneliness,
and alienation at some points in our lives, it
also creates the opportunity to live by our own
rules. We are privy to a more honest process of
enlightenment than blind acceptance of tired

rules handed down to us by past generations.

Countless people have suppressed their sex-
ual feelings—with varying degrees of success
and failure—throughout history and continue
to do so. But modifying or suppressing sexual
behavior is one thing; changing a person’s fun-
damental orientation is quite another, Far
from being an effort to be more “natural,” the
attempt to change such a fundamental charac-
teristic is an qffront to what is natural.

One year after [ came out to my father, a
Catholic psychiatrist, I understood what is
often meant by choice. After kindly reassuring
me that [ would always be his son and that he
and my mother would always love me, my fa-
ther proceeded to advise that I choose another
lifestyle. He said that it is a very difficult life,
that he knew because he had treated many
homosexuals, even “curing” some. What my fa-
ther didn't know, however, is that at least two
of those he'd “cured” I'd slept with postcure.

[ know because after we did our thing, they
asked if I was related to so-and-so, When [
answered that he was my father, they said,
“Oh, I used to go to him.”

Sexuality, like everything else, including
matter, is a form of energy. Though it can be
transmuted, energy cannot be destroyved. What
is suppressed in one place will inevitably sur-
face elsewhere. And when the suppressed en-
ergy of sexuality reemerges elsewhere, it too
often does so in ugly and unhealthy forms.

For me, repressing such an intrinsic part of
myself was no longer an option. It's been a very
long and arduous journey, but I have come to
such a profound place of acceptance that I ac-
tually live in a state of gratitude for being gay.

['look forward to the day when sexual orien-
tation will be a nonissue, and perhaps all the
energy now spent on trying to figure out why
we're here could be redirected toward maxi-
mizing our unique potential. More and more
people are beginning to realize that queers add
value to our collective human existence, and
given the desperate state of our world, we need
all the help we can get—whatever the source.

Being gay is an advantage. It is a gift, a
blessing, a privilege, In many ways it frees us
up to discover who we really are. And who we
are goes far beyond our sexual practices or the
people with whom we tend to make romantic
and emotional connections.

BEING GAY OR LESBIAN
IS A BLESSING, SAYS
SPIRITUAL WRITER
CHRISTIAN DE LA
HUERTA. THE BEST USE
OF THAT GIFT IS NOT

TO SEEK ITS CAUSE OR
TRY TO CHANGE IT

BUT TO USE IT TO FIND
OUR TRUE PURPOSE

Had there been a way to alter my sexual ori-
entation when [ was growing up—and barely
surviving the long, existential depression of my
adolescence—what would I have done? I don't
know, but now the answer is clear, To even
consider the possibility of changing is ludi-
crous to me. Sure, life is still much easier for
heteros. [ still experience self-consciousness—
truth be told, fear—in certain situations. Re-
cently, at a national park, the guy I was with
reached out and held my hand while a group of
tourists approached. I felt tension. I felt fear, I
pulled my hand away.

But would I change? Not a chance! I love
being who [ am and what [ am. I love being gay.
Iove the sense of perspective, the freedom
from societal rules, the generally more fun and
open outlook on life. These blessings don't tell
me why I'm gay, but they make me understand
that “Why?" is not a question I need to ask. ®

De la Huerta is the founder of QSpirit and the
author of Coming Out Spiritually and Coming
Out Spiritually: The Next Step.

"AINO SIS04HAD IALLVHLISAIII HO4 0ISN ONY STI00M I8V 03191430 374034 INL SSNODI CNOSAWOHL INITINOIYI :SAVVSI ‘SUIANNYS 07vH39 VIHINH ¥ 30




hatever we know about
the origins of sexual orien-
tation, we know that it isa
complex and fascinating
topic that will remain unresolved and contro-
versial for the foreseeable future. Many discus-
sions of sexual orientation’s causes have a sub-

AS A GAY RIGHTS BATTLE
CRY, “IT’S NOT OUR
FAULT” SHORTCHANGES
CUR HUMANITY, ARGUES
REBECCA ISAACS.
WHAT’S MORE, THE
FLUIDITY OF SEXUALITY
MAKES HARD-AND-FAST
DEFINITIONS POOR
POLITICAL TOOLS

text of the search for responsibility, even
blame. But we need to attach blame only if we
accept our opponents’ premise that homosex-
uality is bad. The major point for me as we
continue this discussion of the interplay be-
fween nature and nurture is that we need to
affirm a basic premise: Gay is good. As a par-
ent of a 6-year-old daughter, imparting a sense
of pride in her family is critical to her well-
being. Vanessa, my partner of 11 years, and I
want Rachel to know that the most important
value of our family is that we love and care for
each other. She has learned from an early age
about the importance of validating and believ-
ing in herself and her family.

From my perspective, the question is not
so much “Where does homosexuality come
from?” but “Why are we so concerned about
knowing the ‘cause’?” In the political arena,
as in our daily lives, we need to assert the
validity of our sexuality and our humanity as
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered
people without the need for caveats or expla-
nations. After all, there is little discussion

about the origins of keferosexuality.

[t's ironic that while heterosexuality is so
entrenched and unquestioned, the right wing
continues to paint marriage and heterosexual-
ity as being in a constant state of instability
and crisis, with alternative sexualities asa
principal threat. Right-wing ideclogy puts
forward the premise that homosexuality is an
enticing disease that people will catch if ex-
posed, that it's a choice or temporary mental
condition that must be overcome by counsel-
ing, prayer, coercion, abstinence, repression,
or electroshock therapy.

The counterassertion, that sexual orienta-
tion is a fixed and immutable characteristic,
has also long been a part of the legal and polit-
ical arguments we make for equal rights. If
sexual orientation is fixed, the argument goes,
then we are not responsible for being gay and
are therefore worthy of protection from dis-
crimination. Yet a definitive answer to “Why
are we gay?"—even if it were found—would
not resolve our quest for equal rights, because
those who would block our rights would con-
tinue to oppose us on other grounds.

I think that most people extrapolate a uni-
versal homosexual-origin story from their own
personal experience. If they remember feeling
different, feeling attraction to the same sex at
an early age, they tend to think that sexual ori-
entation is fixed from birth. Yet many people,
women in particular, experience sexual orien-
tation as more fluid than fixed. We need to be
open to the range of personal, scientific, and
social science theories that analyze sexuality
in all its manifestations. Sexual orientation is
not fixed in the same way for all
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sexual orientation truly were a part of each
person’s journey of self-discovery?

In my own experience I came to lesbianism
through feminism, both personally and
politically. Ti-Grace Atkinson said, “Feminism
is the theory, lesbianism is the practice.” [
truly believed that, and I was in college in the
1970s at a time and in an environment where
the heavy curtain of heterosexuality was mo-
mentarily lifted. My friends and [ came out
during that time of openness. Life after the
lesbian nirvana, when we left our created
community, was not so open. The pressures of
dominant structures like heterosexual mar-
riage reappeared. Today, some of us are still
lesbians, some became straight-identified, and
some identify as bisexual. I don't believe we
each followed our one true, essential path or
that there was only one path for each of us. A
confluence of societal and personal experi-
ences shaped our identities. Explaining that
away with a scientific theory of sexual orienta-
tion seems unnecessary and indeed impossible.

I really do believe that for many people,
sexuality involves acting on a range of feelings,
behaviors, and opportunities. And I also believe
that in a society that exacts a toll on people
open to same-sex desire, options are more lim-
ited than they should be. We have learned
from the bisexual movement that there is a
range of sexual orientations and that desire is
much more complicated than the identity cat-
egories we have set up. We box ourselves into
a corner when we let others set the agenda
and narrow the possibilities of expression.

Those who oppose our equal status politi-
cally and socially do so to deny

people. our validity as human beings.
We know, for example, that Proving a biological or genetic
there is a range to when people s basis will not sway them from
identify their sexual orientation.  [ubbAtaA SAAB that goal. The burden of equal
Many recognize same-sex at- - treatment is on a society that
traction from an early age, but Dﬂ YGH T—hmk : discriminates, not on those who
others come out later in life, in iEisimportant experience discrimination, We
a particular context, with a par- fo find the speciﬁu must assert our fundamental
ticular person. Becausg we gause of rights to equal trea?ment and
must e§nbrace these differ- : - flomosexuality? freedl_Jm from dmcr:unm:_itmn,
ences, it also becomes more dif- ; coercion, and physical violence.
ficult to embrace a unified the- We must show that the toll on a
ory of sexuality’s origins. . bt society that tolerates homopho-
It is very hard to know what leave your commens. Resulfs will bia is great, that all of us suffer
sexuality would look like freed L e ) oo when any one group is targeted
from the dominance of hetero- VRN CRRIE  for discrimination and harass-

sexuality. What if there were no
stigma attached to being gay, lesbian, or bisex-
ual? What if being gay didn't correlate to isola-
tion, violence, rejection, and limited horizons
for many teens? What if the strong arm of nor-
mative heterosexuality didn't force all of us
into a separate and unequal box? What if

ment. Each of us has a unique
origin story that must be embraced. Our rights
and freedoms depend not on what causes our
sexuality but on our common humanity. &

Isaacs is director of policy and public affairs
at the Los Angeles Gay and Lesbian Center.




