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Is homosexual behavior normal and natural? The answer to this
question is not a strictly scientific matter. Argquing this issue
from a Catholic natural-law perspective--which the author
believes to provide the most accurate vision of our common
humanity--he explains why our true natures are in fact hetero-
sexual.

In the past year, the clergy pedophilia scandal has reignit-
ed the debate over homosexuality.! The Catholic Church’s
millennia-old teaching is clear: Homosexual activity is
immoral because it is contrary to nature.2 Not surprising-
ly, however, this counter-cultural position has come under
much criticism in recent decades not only within the
Church but also within other ecclesial communions.3 One
popular argument that is often put forward by revisionists
is that the Church’s stance should be re-evaluated in light
of new scientific evidence which suggest that homosexual-
ity is a genetically inherited condition that is a permanent
state. Thus, it is claimed, homosexuality should be accept-
ed as a natural variant within a wide spectrum of gender
identities and sexual orientations, a manifestation of the
richness of God’s creation.

This essay will respond to this revisionist argument in
three ways. First, it will critically examine the scientific
evidence that has been used to argue for the genetic origins
of homosexuality. In recent years, the scientific reports that
originally proposed the existence of the so-called gay gene
have been seriously questioned and discredited. Thus,
today, the widely held belief that a single human gene
exists that determines homosexual orientation remains a
myth. Next, it will investigate the claim that homosexual-
ity is both permanent and nonpathological by reviewing
four recent studies that suggest that this may not the case.

First, a study authored by Robert Spitzer, a leading figure in
the 1973 American Psychiatric Association (APA) decision
that removed homosexuality from the official diagnostic
manual of mental disorders, has now shown that with some
form of reparative therapy, a few persons whose sexual ori-
entation had been predominantly or exclusively homosexu-
al became predominantly or exclusively heterosexual. Thus,
it appears that at least in select cases, the homosexual orien-
tation is not as permanent a state as it has been touted to be.

Second, three independent studies published in the past
four years have also shown that homosexual and bisexual
men and women are at greater risk of suicide and overall
mental health problems than their heterosexual counter-
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parts. These studies sug-
gest that contrary to
claims advanced by gay
activists, homosexually
active persons as a group
appear to be less psycho-
logically healthy than the
general population.

Finally, this essay will
review the ethical argu-
ment that used the flawed
scientific data to justify
homosexual  behavior.
This argument is flawed,
because it endorses too
much. In fact, the same
argument could be used to excuse many human behaviors
that are immoral. Not insignificantly, one of these behav-
iors would include rape.

Nicanor P. G. Austriaco, O.P.

Is There a Human Gay Gene?

Revisionists often cite three scientific studies published in
the early 1990s to prove that homosexuality is a genetical-
ly inherited condition. It is now clear that there were sci-
entific problems with each of these reports that undermine
the validity of their conclusions.6

First, in August of 1991, Simon LeVay, a scientist at the Salk
Institute in San Diego, reported that a group of neurons in
the hypothalamic region of the brain appeared to be twice
as large in heterosexual men than in homosexual men.?
Previous studies had suggested that the hypothalamus is a
region of the brain involved in the regulation of sexual
behavior in non-human primates. Furthermore, other
studies had shown that these neurons are larger in men
then in women. Thus, LeVay concluded that sexual orien-
tation had a biological basis.

There are three problems with LeVay’s paper. First, LeVay
compared the brain structures of 19 homosexual men with
the brain structures of 16 men whom he presumed were
heterosexual. However, he was unable to confirm the het-
erosexuality of the men in his control group. Significantly,
six of these 16 presumed heterosexual men had died from
AIDS, a disease whose transmission is often associated
with homosexual behavior! Thus, it would not be surpris-
ing if some of LeVay’s presumed heterosexual men were in
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fact, homosexuals, a possibility which would seriously dis-
credit the conclusions of his study.

Second, LeVay obtained his brain samples from homosex-
ual men who had all died from AIDS. In contrast, for his
control group, he obtained brain samples from men who
had died not only from AIDS (6 subjects) but also from a
diversity of other causes (10 subjects). As LeVay himself
acknowledged, however, this raises a legitimate scientific
question: Could the differences in the sizes of the neurons
have been caused not by sexual orientation but by AIDS?
This certainly is a possibility that was not definitively ruled
out the study.

Finally, LeVay concluded that the differences in neuronal
size could explain homosexuality. In other words, they
could be linked to a biological cause for a homosexual ori-
entation. This, however, is an illegitimate conclusion aris-
ing from faulty logic. One alternative explanation for the
differences in the sizes of the neurons in the hypothalamus
is that homosexual behavior is the cause for rather than the
effect of the difference in neuron size.

To illustrate this, let us say that a scientist tells you that he
has discovered that there is a difference in the size of the
bicep muscles between weight lifters and pianists.
Furthermore, he concludes that the large muscle mass is
the cause for these men becoming muscle builders. What
would you say? Would you not respond by pointing out
that it is more likely to be the case that the large muscle
mass was in fact not the cause for but the effect of muscle
training?

In the same way, LeVay’s study was unable to rule out the
possibility that homosexual behavior was not caused by,
but rather, caused the differences in neuronal cell size. In
sum, in light of these significant problems, it is difficult to
conclude with any certainty that homosexual orientation is
caused in any way by the neurons of the hypothalamus.

Second, in December of 1991, John M. Bailey and Richard
C. Pillard, reported that it was more likely for both identi-
cal twins to be homosexual than it is for both fraternal
twins or for both adopted brothers.8 They found that 52%
(29 pairs out of 56) of the identical twins were both homo-
sexual; 22% (12 pairs out of 54) of the fraternal twins were
both homosexual; and 11% (6 of 57) of the adoptive broth-
ers where both homosexual. Thus, Bailey and Pillard con-
cluded that there is a genetic cause for homosexuality.

Again, there were significant problems with the study. First,
if homosexuality is genetically determined, why did only
52% of the identical twins share the same sexual orientation?
How about the other 48% of the twins who differed in their
sexual orientation? How do we account for them?

Second and more importantly, the study was based upon a
sample of twins which was not random. As critics have
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pointed out, Bailey and Pillard did not rule out the possi-
bility that they had preferentially recruited twins were
both brothers were gay by advertising in homosexual
newspapers and magazines rather than in periodicals
intended for the general public. Indeed, it now appears
that preferential recruitment did occur in the 1991 study - a
more recent 2000 study by Bailey and his colleagues, using
volunteers recruited, not from the gay community but
from the Australian Twin Registry, revealed that only 20%
and not 52% of identical twins share the same homosexual
orientation.® This is not as significant a difference between
identical and fraternal twins as earlier reported. Thus, as
the authors of the 2000 paper conclude, it is very difficult
to distinguish the genetic from the environmental influ-
ences on sexual orientation.

The third and most publicized study suggesting a genetic
link for homosexual orientation was a paper published by
Dean Hamer and his colleagues at the National Institutes
of Health. The researchers studied 40 pairs of homosexual
brothers and concluded that some cases of homosexuality
could be linked to a specific region on the human X chro-
mosome (Xq28) inherited from the mother to her homo-
sexual son.10 This study has come under much criticism —
the Office of Research Integrity of the Department of
Health and Human Services even investigated Hamer for
alleged fraud in this study though it eventually cleared
him™ — and most significantly, has never been reproduced.
In fact, two subsequent studies of other homosexual broth-
ers have since concluded that there is 10 evidence that male
sexual orientation is influenced by an X-linked gene.12

In sum, all the scientific evidence to date has not conclu-
sively proven that genes determine homosexual orienta-
tion in human beings. The existence of a human gay gene
remains a scientific myth. Thus gay activists are incorrect
when they insist that science has proven that an individual
with homosexual inclinations is “born that way.”

Is Homosexuality a Permanent Orientation?

Another claim often associated with the revisionist posi-
tion that challenges the Church'’s teaching is that homosex-
uality is a permanent state. A recent study, however, has
challenged the truth of this belief. In a paper to be pub-
lished in the journal, Archives of Sexual Behavior, Dr. Robert
L. Spitzer, Professor of Psychiatry at Columbia University
and chairman of the 1973 APA committee which recom-
mended that homosexuality be removed from the official
diagnostic manual of mental disorders, interviewed men
and women who had experienced a significant shift from
homosexual to heterosexual attraction and had sustained
this shift for at least five years.!3 To his surprise, he dis-
covered that contrary to his own expectations, some high-
ly motivated individuals, using a variety of change efforts,
were able to make a substantial change in multiple indica-
tors of sexual orientation and achieve good heterosexual
functioning.14



In his study of 200 individuals, Spitzer reported that after
their change efforts, 17% of the men and 55% of the women
interviewed claimed that they were now exclusively het-
erosexual in their orientation. Furthermore, 66% of the
men and 44% of the women also reported that they had
achieved good heterosexual functioning defined in the
study as being in a sustained heterosexual relationship
within the past year, rating emotional satisfaction from the
relationship a seven or higher on a 10-point scale, and hav-
ing satisfying heterosexual sex at least monthly.

The study concluded that some change in sexual orienta-
tion is possible. It is the latest and the most sophisticated
study that has shown that some change in sexual orienta-
tion is possible after therapy.15

Finally, two points should be made here to put the findings
of the Spitzer study in a proper context. First, it is impor-
tant to note that the subjects in the Spitzer study were not
chosen at random from among homosexuals who had
gone through therapy. Thus, the results should not be con-
sidered typical. As Spitzer himself remarked, a significant
majority of his subjects were “highly motivated” to
change. Second, given the difficulty he had in finding vol-
unteers for his study, Spitzer has acknowledged that a
complete change in sexual orientation is probably uncom-
mon. Rather, according to Spitzer, a better way to concep-
tualize “sexual reorientation” is to see it as the diminishing
of unwanted homosexual potential with a concomitant
increase in the heterosexual potential of a particular indi-
vidual.

Since the study was made public at the annual meeting of
APA on May 9, 2001, the conclusions of Spitzer’s report
have been heavily criticized both in the media and on the
Internet. Typically, there are two main objections.

First, critics charge that the study did not include data on
the subjects’ original sexual orientation.’6 Thus, they assert
that the study could not rule out the possibility that all the
individuals interviewed were not true homosexuals, who
by definition are persons who are sexually attracted exclu-
sively to members of the same sex. Hence, these critics
assert that the study was probably limited to individuals
who had had a bisexual orientation and had previously
engaged in at least some homosexual activity. After thera-
py, these critics propose that the subjects remained bisexu-
al though they now feel that they have successfully devel-
oped a relationship with a person of the opposite gender.
Thus, they conclude that the sexual orientation of the sub-
jects really did not change.

To respond to these critics, we should note that the study
did report that 42% of the men and 46% of the women
interviewed said that they were exclusively homosexual
before they engaged in the reparative therapy.
Furthermore, only 9% of the men and 26% of the women
had opposite sex masturbatory fantasies before their treat-
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ment. Together, both these results do indicate that prior to
therapy a significant number of the subjects were probably
not bisexually orientated as the critics charge.

Second, critics charge that the study was limited to a very
select group of individuals that is not representative. The
subjects were predominantly Evangelical Christians asso-
ciated with groups who condemn homosexuality: Of those
who participated in the study, 78 percent had spoken pub-
licly in favor of efforts to convert homosexuals to hetero-
sexuality; 93 percent said religion was “extremely” or
“very” important in their lives. Critics conclude that these
subjects were atypical and thus cannot be compared to the
majority of persons in the gay community.

To support their claim, critics contrast Spitzer’s study with
another study reported by psychologists, Ariel Shidlo and
Michael Schroeder, who found that the vast majority of the
subjects in their group, individuals recruited through the
Internet [through advertisements asking for people who
had been harmed] and direct mailings [a pool of subjects
who were, as in the Spitzer study, not a representative sam-
ple] reported failure in their efforts to change through
reparative therapies.1” As one commentator has noted, the
members of this second study were probably not Christian
since the study was supported by a pro-gay advocacy
group.18 Hence, these critics conclude that the Spitzer
study is biased and thus, unreliable. Some even charge
that the subjects of Spitzer’s study, given their anti-gay
sentiments, probably lied about their behavior and exag-
gerated their success stories by constructing elaborate self-
deceptive narratives.

To respond to these critics, Spitzer points out several
things. First, if there was significant bias, one might expect
that many subjects would report complete or near com-
plete change in all sexual orientation criteria after therapy.
Only 11% of the males and 37% of the females did so. One
might also expect that many subjects would report a rapid
onset of change in sexual feelings after starting therapy. In
fact, subjects reported that it took, on average, a full two
years before they noticed a change in sexual feelings. Next,
if systematic bias was present, one would expect that the
magnitude of the bias for females would be similar to that
for males. However, marked gender differences were
found. These gender differences are consistent with previ-
ously published literature suggesting greater female plas-
ticity in sexual orientation. Thus, Spitzer concludes that it
is reasonable to believe that the subjects’ self-reports in this
study were by-and-large credible and that probably few, if
any, elaborated self-deceptive narratives or lied.

Finally, we should not neglect to point out that the impor-
tance of Christian faith in those subjects who were capable
of reorientating their sexual behavior, rather than pointing
to bias, may be proof that grace is a necessary element for
any successful reparative therapy. As the Sacred
Congregation for Doctrine of the Faith correctly noted, “As
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in every conversion from evil, the abandonment of homo-
sexual activity will require a profound collaboration of the
individual with God’s liberating grace.”19

Is the Homosexual Lifestyle a Healthy One?

Finally, revisionists often claim that both homosexual
behavior and the homosexual lifestyle are completely
harmless to the homosexual and to society at large.
Activists pushing this perspective often point to the 1973
decision of the APA that removed homosexuality from the
official diagnostic manual of mental disorders as support
for their position. Three recent papers published in the
peer-reviewed and well-respected journal, Archives of
General Psychiatry, have now challenged this decision. In
the first study, Herrell et al. used a powerful technique, the
co-twin control method to look at the psychological health
of homosexual men.20 They studied 103 middle-aged
male-male twin pairs where one brother reported male sex
partners after age 18 years while the other did not. The
study concluded that on average, male homosexuals were
5 times more likely to show suicide-related behavior or
thoughts than their heterosexual counterparts.

Significantly, most of the findings were valid even after the
researchers accounted for the influence of substance abuse
and depressive symptoms other than suicidality.

The second study followed a large New Zealand group
from birth to their early twenties.2! Corroborating the first
study, this independent report showed a significant
increase of depression, anxiety disorder, conduct disorder,
substance abuse and thoughts about suicide among those
who were homosexually active. As one scientist commen-
tator has pointed out, these two studies “contain arguably
the best pubished data on the association between homo-
sexuality and psychopathology, and both converge on the
same unhappy conclusion: homosexual people are at a
substantially higher risk for some forms of emotional prob-
lems, including suicidality, major depression, and anxiety
disorder.”22

Finally, the third and most recent paper showed that there
was an increase in mental health problems associated with
homosexual persons in the Netherlands.22 Remarkably,
HIV status was not a factor. The authors of this study sug-
gested that pressure from society may be a significant
cause for the higher incidence of mental health problems
found in homosexual persons. As one commentator has
pointed out, however, this is not a persuasive argument
because the observed differences in mental health status
between homosexuals and heterosexuals are just as great
in the Netherlands and in New Zealand, two societies
which are relatively more tolerant of homosexuality, as
they are in the United States, a society which is relatively
not as tolerant.2¢ If social ostracism is indeed a significant
factor in influencing the mental health status of homosex-
ual persons, then one would expect to see differences
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among societies with varying tolerances to homosexuality.
Can Homosexuality Ever Be Considered Natural?

According to revisionist theologians and gay activists,
homosexuality is natural because it is genetic, permanent
and nonpathological. As we have seen, however, scientific
evidence exists to challenge all three of these assertions.
Nevertheless, we should also acknowledge that it is still
possible that some future study could discover a genuine
link between a person’s genetic makeup and his sexual ori-
entation. For one, numerous reports have now shown that
homosexual behavior is more common in animals than
previously suspected.25 More likely than not, this behavior
is probably rooted in the genetic constitution of these crea-
tures. Furthermore, fruit flies have also been described
whose sexual behavior has been altered because of a single
genetic mutation that induces homosexual courtship in
males.26 These mutant male flies attempt to mate with
other males rather than with females. Therefore, given
these observations, it would not be surprising if genetics
did play some role in influencing human sexual behavior.
Hence, the questions arise: Would a future discovery of an
authentic human gay gene undermine the Church’s moral
teaching that prohibits homosexual activity? Would such a
discovery not prove the revisionist argument that homo-
sexual activity is natural and therefore not immoral? The
answer to both these questions is no. To see why, we need
to understand the moral reasoning that grounds the
Church’s teaching on human sexuality.

The Church’s teaching on human sexuality is rooted in
human reason illumined by faith. It attempts to do justice
to the rich reality of the human person, created by God in
his spiritual and bodily dimensions and heir, by grace, to
eternal life. The Church teaches that as embodied spiritu-
al creatures, human beings were created male and female
so that in the complementarity of the sexes, they can reflect
the inner unity of the Creator. This was recognized and
confirmed by the Lord Jesus who instituted the sacrament
of marriage to celebrate the divine plan of the loving and
life-giving union of men and women.

Therefore, as the Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches:

“Sexuality, by means of which man and woman give
themselves to one another through the acts which are
proper and exclusive to spouses, is not something sim-
ply biological, but concerns the innermost being of the
human person as such. It is realized in a truly human
way only if it is an integral part of the love by which a
man and a woman commit themselves totally to one
another until death.”27

The Catechism goes on to say that in the conjugal act, “the
spouses’ union achieves the twofold end of marriage: the
good of the spouses themselves, and the transmission of
life. These two meanings or values of marriage cannot be



separated without altering the couple’s spiritual life and
compromising the goods of marriage and the future of the
family. The conjugal love of man and woman thus stands
under the twofold obligation of fidelity and fecundity.”28
Thus, sexual activity is properly reserved to marriage,
defined here as the permanent and lifelong union between
one man and one woman.

Seen within the context of the Church’s vision of authentic
human sexuality, homosexual activity is immoral because
it is contrary to the creative wisdom of God and as such is
unnatural.?? To choose someone of the same sex for one’s
sexual activity is to annul the rich symbolism and mean-
ing, not to mention the goals, of the Creator’s sexual
design. Same-sex union is not complementary union. It is
unable to transmit life and so thwarts the call to a life of
that form of self-giving which the Gospel says is the
essence of Christian living. In other words, the union in
same-sex union can never be the complete and total self-
gift properly that is properly associated with the conjugal
act because same-sex partners can never share their pow-
ers to procreate. The Church does note, however, that this
does not mean that homosexual persons are not often gen-
erous and giving of themselves. However, when they
engage in homosexual activity, they confirm within them-
selves a disordered sexual inclination that is essentially
self-indulgent. It is behavior that prevents the human per-
son from attaining his own fulfillment and happiness
because it is contrary to the creative wisdom of God.

Returning to the questions raised by a possible future dis-
covery of an authentic human gay gene, it is critical to real-
ize that the Church’s teaching is not based upon a purely
biological understanding of human nature. The human
being is a person and not simply another animal. Thus,
any authentic vision of human sexuality has to be rooted in
a personalist understanding of the human person that does
not lose sight of the truth that the human person is an
embodied creature.

As Pope John Paul II has noted, the natural law is called
the natural law not because it refers to a generic nature
common to all animal species but because it refers specifi-
cally to man’s proper and primordial nature, the “nature of
the human person,” which is the person himself in the
unity of soul and body, in the unity of his spiritual and bio-
logical inclinations and of all the other specific characteris-
tics necessary for the pursuit of his end.30 A man is creat-
ed to give himself to a woman and vice versa. This is a
truth inscribed in the very structure of their bodies.
Neither the discovery of a gene for homosexual orientation
nor the existence of homosexual behavior in non-human
animal species changes this.

The revisionist argument that attempts to use evidence
from biology to justify homosexual activity is flawed
because it fails to acknowledge that we are embodied per-
sons, with both spiritual and biological inclinations that
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need to be respected and realized.

The revisionist argument is also flawed because it would
allow too much. Gay activists often assert that homosexu-
ality is natural because homosexual behavior has been
observed in non-human animals. Recent research has also
shown, however, that rape - called forced copulation by
sociobiologists — is common in nature.3! For instance in
wild orangutans, most copulations by immature males and
almost half of all copulations by adult males occur after
fierce female resistance has been violently overcome by the
male.3? According to the revisionist argument, the com-
mon occurrence of rape in other animal species would sug-
gest that rape even in human societies should be consid-
ered natural.

But this is false. Human sexuality involves free acts of self-
giving which are best manifested in the complementary
union of bodily persons that occurs during marital love.
Regardless of what happens elsewhere in the animal king-
dom, both rape and homosexual behavior are incompatible
with an authentic understanding human personhood.
They are unnatural because both are violations of our
natures as embodied spiritial creatures. Both fail to realize
the total self gift of persons that ought to accompany every
sexual act. We are persons and this makes all the difference
in the world.
Conclusion

Science is often used to argue that the Church needs to
revise her teaching on homosexuality. Ironically, recent
research has now suggested that many of the presupposi-
tions accepted as dogma by gay activists in our society
may themselves have to be revised. At the time of this writ-
ing, there is still no conclusive evidence that homosexuali-
ty is genetically determined. Thus, it is still impossible to
know whether someone who has homosexual inclinations
was in fact “born that way.”

Next, as Dr. Robert Epstein, the editor-in-chief of
Psychology Today pointed out in a recent editorial, the
newly published scientific data reviewed in this essay sug-
gest that there is a need to reopen the question - can gays
change? — and revisit the issue of sexual conversion and ex-
gays.3 Reparative therapy may be more successful than
previously acknowledged especially when it is coupled
with religious faith.

Finally, the claim that homosexuals are as mentally healthy
as heterosexuals is simply not true. Though the source of
the psychopathology is not yet clear, homosexual activity
is associated with higher rates of depression, anxiety dis-
order, conduct disorder, substance abuse and suicide. H
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