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The Ethics of Genetic Research 
on Sexual Orientation 

by Udo Schuklenk, Edward Stein, Jacinta Kerin, and William Byne 

Research into the genetic component of some complex behaviors often causes controversy, 

depending on the social meaning and significance of the behavior under study. Research into sexual 

orientation-simplistically referred to as "gay gene" research-is an example of research that provokes 

intense controversy. This research is worrisome for many reasons, including the fact that it has been 

used to harm lesbians and gay men. Many homosexual people have been forced to undergo "treatments" 

to change their sexual orientation. Others chose to undergo them to escape discrimination and social 

disapprobation. But there are other reasons to worry about such research. The very motivation for 

seeking an "origin" of homosexuality reveals homophobia. Moreover, such research may lead to prenatal 

tests that claim to predict for homosexuality. For homosexual people who live in countries with no legal 

protections these dangers are particularly _serious. 

Research on the origins of sexual orientation 
has received much public attention in re­
cent years, especially findings consistent 

with the notion of relatively simple links between 
genes and sexual orientation. Investigation into the 
causes of same-sex attraction has, however, been 
ongoing for more than one hundred years. 1 Claims 
that such inquiry is dangerous, especially in certain 
social and political climates, are as old as the re­
search itself In this paper, we show that such genet­
ic research in particular gives rise to serious ethical 
issues. 

Genetic Research 

S cientific research on sexual orientation has taken 
many forms. One early idea was to find evi­

dence of a person's sexual orientation in such bodi-
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ly features as amount of facial hair, size of external 
genitalia, and the ratio of shoulder width to hip 
width. Today's seemingly more sophisticated mor­
phological research looks instead at neuroanatomi­
cal structures. Such inquiry usually assumes sexual 
orientation is a trait with two forms, one typically 
associated with males and the other typically associ­
ated with females. Researchers who accept this as­
sumption expect particular aspects of an individ­
ual's brain or physiology to conform to either a 
male type that causes sexual attraction to women 
(shared by heterosexual men and lesbians) or a fe­
male type that causes sexual attraction to men 
(shared by heterosexual women and gay men). This 
assumption is scientifically unsupported and there 
are alternatives to it. 

Another early approach was to find evidence of a 
person's sexual orientation in his or her endocrine 
system. The idea was that gay men would have less 
androgenic hormones (the so-called male-typical 
hormones) or more estrogenic hormones (the so­
called female-typical sex hormones) than straight 
men and that lesbians would have more androgenic 
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and less estrogenic sex hormones 
than straight women. However, an 
overwhelming majority of studies 
failed to demonstrate any correlation 
between sexual orientation and adult 
hormonal consritution.2 According to 

current hormonal theories of sexual 
orientation, lesbians and gay men 
were exposed to atypical hormone 
levels early in their development. 
Such theories draw heavily on the ob­
servation that, in rodents, hormonal 
exposure in early development exerts 
organizational influences on the 
brain that determine the balance be­
tween male and female patterns of 
mating behaviors in adulthood. Ex­
trapolating from behaviors in rodents 
to psychological phenomena in hu­
mans is, however, quite problematic. 
In rodents, a male who allows himself 
to be mounted by another male is 
counted as homosexual, while a male 
that mounts another male is consid­
ered heterosexual. This model defines 
sexual orientation in terms of specific 
postures and behaviors. In contrast, 
in the human case, sexual orientation 
is defined not by what "position" one 
takes in sexual intercourse but by 
one's pattern of erotic responsiveness 
and the sex of one's preferred sex 
partner. 

Although early sex researchers re­
ported that homosexuality runs in 
families, careful studies of chis hy­
pothesis are only beginning to be 
done. Several studies suggest chat 
male homosexuality runs in families ,3 
but they are not helpful in distin­
guishing between genetic and envi­
ronmental influences because most 
related individuals share both genes 
and environmental variables. Further 
disentanglement of genetic and envi­
ronmental influences requires adop­
tion studies. 

The only heritability study of 
male homosexuality that includes an 
adoption component is the highly 
publicized study of Bailey and Pil­
lard. 4 The study suggests a significant 
environmental contribution to the 
development of sexual orientation in 
men in addition to a moderate genet­
ic influence. This study assessed sexu­
al orientation not only in the identi-
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cal and fraternal twins, but also in the 
nontwin biological brothers and the 
unrelated adopted brothers of the gay 
men who volunteered for the study. 
The concordance rate for identical 
twins (52 percent) was much higher 
than the concordance rate for the fra­
ternal twins (22 percent). These con­
cordance rates show that the environ­
ment must play a significant role in 
sex orientation because approximate­
ly half of the monozygocic twin pairs 
were discordant for sexual orientation 
despite sharing both their genes and 
familial environments. The higher 
concordance rate in the identical 
twins is consistent with a genetic effect 
because identical twins share all of 
their genes while fraternal twins, on 
average, share only half. Genes can­
not, however, explain the remaining 
results of this study. In the absence of 
a significant environmental influ­
ence, the incidence of homosexuality 
among the adopted brothers of gay 
men should be equal to the rate of 
homosexuality in the general popula­
tion, which recent studies place at 
somewhere between 2 and 5 percent. 
The observed concordance rate was 
11 percent ( two and five times higher 
than expected given the estimates); 
this suggests a major environmental 
contribution. Further, no genetic ex­
planation can account for the fact 
that the concordance rate for homo­
sexuality among nontwin brothers 
was about the same whether or not 
they were genetically related ( the race 
for homosexuality among nontwin 
biological brothers was 9 percent; 
among adopted brothers it was 11 
percent). 

When all the data from the twin 
study are considered, it appears that 
sexual orientation is the result of a 
combination of both genetic and en­
vironmental influences. Further, the 
combined effect of genetic and envi­
ronmental influences might not sim­
ply be their sum; these factors could 
interact in a nonaddicive or synergis­
tic manner. In face, recent heritability 
studies consistencly find that almost 
half of the identical twin pairs are 
discordant for sexual orientations 
even though they share the same 

genes and similar familial environ­
ments. This finding underscores how 
liccle we know about the origins of 
sexual orientation. 

Of all the recent biological studies, 
the genetic linkage study by Dean 
Hamer's group is the most conceptu­
ally complex. This study presents sta­
tistical evidence that genes influenc­
ing sexual orientation may reside in 
the q28 region of the X chromo­
some.5 Females have two X chromo­
somes, but they pass a copy of only 
one to a son. The theoretical proba­
bility of two sons receiving a copy of 
the same Xq28 from their mother is 
thus 50 percent. Hamer found that 
of forty pairs of gay siblings, thirty­
three instead of che expect~d twenty 
had received the same Xq28 region 
from their mother. Hamer's finding is 
often misinterpreted as showing that 
all sixty-six men from these thirty­
three pairs shared the same Xq28 se­
quence. In face, all he showed was 
chat each member of the thirty-three 
concordant pairs shared his Xq28 re­
gion with his brother but not with 
any of the other sixty-four men. No 
single specific Xq28 sequence was 
common to all sixty-six men. 

There are several problems with 
Hamer's study. First, a Canadian re­
search team has been unable to dupli­
cate the finding using a comparable 
experimental design.6 Second, Hamer 
confined his search to the X-chromo­
some on the basis of family inter­
views, which seems to reveal a dispro­
portionately high number of male 
homosexuals on the mothers' side of 
the family. Women might, however, 
be more likely to know details of 
family medical history, rendering 
these interviews less than objective in 
terms of directing experimental de­
sign.7 Third, one of Hamer's coau­
thors has expressed serious concerns 
about the methodology of the study.8 

Fourth, there is some question about 
whether Hamer's results, correccly in­
terpreted, are statistically significant. 
His conclusions rest on the assump­
tion that the rate of homosexuality in 
the population at large (the base rate 
of homosexuality) is two percent. If 
the base rate is actually four percent 
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or higher, then Hamer's results are 
not statistically significant. A lead­
ing geneticist argues that Hamer's 
own data support the four percent 
estimate.9 

To understand what is at issue 
here, it is useful to contrast three 
models of the role genes might play 

necessarily many intervening path­
ways between a gene and a behavior 
and even more between a gene and a 
pattern that involves both thinking 
and behaving. For the term "gay gene" 
to have a clear meaning, one needs 
to propose that a particular gene, per­
haps through a hormonal mecha-

nism, organizes the 
brain specifically to 

There are many intevening pathways support the desire 
to have sex with 
people of the same 
sex. No one has, 
however, presented 
evidence in support 
of such a simple 
and direct link be-

between a gene and a behavior and even 

more between a gene and a pattern that 

involves both thinking and behaving. 

in sexual orientation. '0 According to 
the "permissive effect model," genes 
or other biological factors influence 
the neural substrate on which sexual 
orientation is inscribed by formative 
experience. On this view, genetic fac­
tors might also delimit the period 
during which experience can affect a 
person's sexual orientation. According 
to che "indirect effect model," genes 
code for (or other biological factors 
influence) temperamental or person­
ality factors that influence how one 
interacts with and shapes one's envi­
ronment and formative experiences. 
On this view, the same gene (or set of 
genes) might predispose to homosex­
uality in some environments, to het­
erosexuality in others, and have no 
effect on sexual orientation in others. 
Finally, according to the "direct effect 
model," genes (or other biological 
factors) influence the brain struc­
tures that mediate sexual orientation. 
Hamer, LeVay, and most other re­
searchers seem to favor the direct 
model. 

One version of the direct model 
involves talk of "gay genes." It is im­
portant to remember that genes in 
themselves cannot directly specify 
any behaviors or psychological phe­
nomena; rather, a gene directs a par­
ticular pattern of RNA synthesis chat 
in turn specifies the amino acid se­
quence of a particular protein that 
may influence behavior. There are 
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tween genes and 
sexual orientation. 

Importantly, "gay genes" are not 
required for homosexuality to be 
heritable. This is because heritability 
has a precise technical meaning; it 
refers ro the ratio of genetic variation 
to total (phenotypic) variation. As 
such, heritability merely reflects the 
degree to which a given outcome is 
linked to genetic facrors; it says noth­
ing about the nature of those factors 
nor about their mechanism of action. 
Homosexuality would be heritable if 
genes worked through a very indirect 
mechanism. For example, if the indi­
rect model is right and genes act on 
temperamental variables that influ­
ence how we perceive and interact 
with our environment, then tempera­
ment could play an important role 
from the moment of birth in shap­
ing the relationships and experience 
that influence how sexual orienta­
tion develops. The moral is that any 
genetic influence on sexual orienta­
tion might prove to be very indirect. 
In general, there is no convincing ev­
idence to support the direct model; 
current biological evidence is equally 
compatible with both the direct and 
the indirect model. 

Ethical Concerns 

W e have several ethical concerns 
about genetic research on sex­

ual orientation. Underlying these con­
cerns is the fact that even in our con-

temporary soC1et1es, lesbians, gay 
men, and bisexuals are subject to 

widespread discrimination and social 
disapprobation. Against this back­
ground, we are concerned about the 
particularly gruesome history of the 
use of such research. Many homosex­
ual people have been forced to un­
dergo "treatments" to change their 
sexual orientation, while ochers have 
"chosen" to undergo them in order 
to escape societal homophobia. All 
too often, scientifically questionable 
"therapeutic" approaches destroyed 
the lives of perfectly healthy people. 
"Conversion therapies" have includ­
ed electroshock treatment, hormonal 
therapies, genital mutilation, and 
brain surgery.' 1 We are concerned 
about the negative ramifications of 
biological research on sexual orienta­
tion, especially in homophobic soci­
eties. In Germany, some scholars 
have warned of the potential for 
abuse of such genetic research, while 
others have called for a moratorium 
on such research to prevent the pos­
sible abuse of its results in homopho­
bic societies. These warnings should 
be taken seriously. 

We are concerned that people 
conducting research on sexual orien­
tation work within homophobic 
frameworks, despite their occasional 
claims to the contrary. A prime ex­
ample is the German obstetrician 
Gi.inter Dorner, whose descriptions 
of homosexuality ill-conceal his het­
erosexism. Dorner writes about ho­
mosexuality as a "dysfunction" or 
"disease" based on "abnormal brain 
development." He postulates that it 
can be prevented by "optimizing" 
natural conditions or by "correcting 
abnormal hormonal concentrations 
prenatally"(emphasis added) .12 An­
other example is provided by psycho­
analyst Richard Friedman, who en­
gages in speculation about nongay 
outcome given proper therapeutic in­
tervention. 13 Research influenced by 
homophobia is likely to result in sig­
nificantly biased accounts of human 
sexuality; further, such work is more 
likely to strengthen and perpetuate 
the homophobic attitudes on which 
it is based. 
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Sexual Orientation Research 
Is Not Value Neutral 

Furthermore, we question whether 
those who research sexual orienta­

tion can ever conduct their work in a 
value-neutral manner. One might 
think that the majority of American 
sex researchers treats homosexuality 
not as a disease, but rather as a varia­
tion analogous to a neutral polymor­
phism. To consider whether or not 
this is the case, one must look at the 
context in which interest in sexual 
orientation arises. Homophobia still 
exists to some degree in all societies 
within which sexual orientation re­
search is conducted. The cultures in 
which scientists live and work influ­
ence both the questions they ask and 
the hypotheses they imagine and ex­
plore. Given this, we believe it is un­
likely that the sexual orientation re­
search of any scientist (even one who 
is homosexual) will escape some taint 
of homophobia. This argument is 
importantly different from one which 
claims that objective research can be 
used unethically in discriminatory so­
cieties. The latter logic implies that 
what should be questioned is the 
regulation of the application of tech­
nology, not the development of the 
technology in the first place. While 
we do provide arguments for ques­
tioning the efficacy of such regula­
tions should they be developed, our 
deeper concerns are directed toward 
the institutional and social structures 
that constrain sex research. Attention 
to these contextual details shows that 
research into sexual orientation is dif­
ferent from research into most other 
physical/behavioral variations. Since 
sexual orientation is the focus of in­
tense private and public interest, rel­
evant inquiry cannot be studied in­
dependently of societal investment. It 
is naive to suggest that individual re­
searchers might suddenly find them­
selves in the position of neutral in­
quirers. Social mores both constrain 
and enable the ways in which an in­
dividual's research is focused. 

We are not claiming that all re­
searchers are homophobic to some 
degree whether or not they are aware 
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of it. Nor are we talking about the 
implicit or explicit intentions of indi­
vidual sexual orientation researchers. 
Rather we are seeking to highlight 
that the very motivation for seeking 
the "origin" of homosexuality has its 
source within social frameworks that 
are pervasively homophobic. Recog­
nition that scientific projects are con­
stituted by, and to some degree com­
plicit in, social structures does not 
necessarily entail that all such science 
should cease. At the very least, how­
ever, it follows that sexual orientation 
research and its use should be subject 
to critique. Such a critique will call 
into question the claim that, by treat­
ing homosexuality as a mere variation 
of human behavior, researchers are 
conducting neutral investigations 
into sexual orientation. 

Predicting Sexual Orientation 
in Utero 

"\VTe are also worried that an am­
W niocentesis-like test will be 

developed that claims to detect genes 
or hormonal levels that might predis­
pose for homosexuality. This concern 
may seem paradoxical, since the de­
velopment of such a test seems to rely 
on the truth of the direct model of 
sexual orientation, which we describe 
as scientifically unsupported. Yet the 
development of such a test is, in prin­
ciple, compatible with either the di­
rect or indirect genetic model of sex­
ual orientation. While current scien­
tific results favor neither model, it is 
conceivable that future studies might 
clarify this impasse. Even evidence 
for the indirect model might inform 
the creation of a genetic screening 
technique that purporrs to influence 
sexual orientation in a given environ­
ment. Thus we are concerned that 
tests which do no more than suggest 
a · predisposition for homosexuality 
would be favorably received in ho­
mophobic societies. If prospective 
parents believe they are able to pre­
dict the sexual orientation of a fetus 
by using a prenatal screening tech­
nique, it is possible that they would 
choose to abort a fetus that seemed 
to be "homosexually predisposed." 

In many countries, the preference for 
male versus female offspring leads to 
the abortion of female fetuses. This 
preference is clearly connected to 
sexism operating at a societal level. In 
such instances, science is subverted 
to serve the interests of discriminato­
ry societies. Thus, discrimination can 
be institutionalized through genetic 
screening techniques. 

Moreover, tests can be both devel­
oped and well received even if they 
are based on bad science. People 
might make use of genetic screening 
procedures that are supposed to select 
for heterosexual children even if such 
procedures did not work. This is 
partly for the general reason that the 
public can, in various ways, be lead 
to accept unsound scientific proce­
dures. More specifically, potential 
users of sexual-orientation-selection 
procedures will have a difficult time 
assessing the efficacy of such proce­
dures for at least three reasons. First, 
since some children turn out to be 
heterosexual even without the use of 
such a procedure, many parents who 
make use of it will believe that the 
procedure has worked, even though 
the procedure has done nothing. Sec­
ond, many people take a long time 
to come to grips with their sexual 
orientation. Parents who made use of 
such a procedure might think that it 
had been successful, but only be­
cause their child had not yet figured 
out her or his sexual orientation. 
Third, because some lesbians, gay 
men, and bisexuals hide their sexual 
orientation, many parents will think 
that their attempt at selecting their 
child's sexual orientation has worked 
when in fact it has not. Further, if a 
lesbian, gay man, or bisexual knows 
that his or her parents used such a 
procedure, this would increase the 
likelihood that the person would 
hide his or her sexual orientation 
from them. For these reasons, such a 
procedure is likely to appear to work 
even if it does not. Given the appear­
ance, that such procedures work, as 
'YjY as the widespread prejudice and 
£ scrimination against lesbians, gay 
tnen, and bisexuals, some people will 
attempt to select the sexual orienta-
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tion of their children. This would 
likely engender and perpetuate atti­
tudes that lesbians and gay men are 
undesirable and not valuable, policies 
that discriminate against lesbians and 
gay men, and the very conditions 
chat give rise co such attitudes and 
policies. 14 

Replies to These Concerns 

Given the wide-ranging abuse of 
the results of biological research 

on sexual orientation in the past, it is 
not surprising that people realize that 
ethical justifications for this work are 
needed. Some researchers say their 
work can provide answers to century­
old questions surrounding religious 
propositions that homosexuality is 
abnormal or unnatural. 1s However, 
biological research on the causes of 
sexual orientation cannot possibly 
provide answers to questions con­
cerning the nature and normality of 
homosexuality. As we will go on to 
illustrate, the only senses in which 
homosexuality can be said co be, or 
fail co be, natural or normal are of no 
ethical relevance. Given chat some 
scientists claim their empirical re­
search can provide answers to norma­
tive questions, the danger of commit­
ting a naturalistic fallacy in this con­
text is very real. 

Nonnativity of Naturalness and 
Nonnality. Why is there a dispute as 
co whether homosexuality is natural 
or normal? We suggest it is because 
many people seem to think that na­
ture has a prescriptive normative 
force such that what is deemed natur­
al or normal is necessarily good and 
therefore ought to be. Everything that 
falls outside these terms is construct­
ed as unnatural and abnormal, and it 
has been argued that this constitutes 
sufficient reason to consider homo­
sexuality worth avoiding. 16 Argu­
ments that appeal to "normality" to 
provide us with moral guidelines also 
risk committing the naturalistic falla­
cy. The naturalistic fallacy is commit­
ted when one mistakenly deduces 
from the way things are to the way 
they ought to be. For instance, Dean 
Hamer and colleagues commit this 
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error in their Science article when 
they state that "it would be funda­
mentally unethical co use such infor­
mation to try to assess or alter a per­
son's current or future sexual orienta­
tion, either heterosexual or homosex­
ual, or other normal attributes of 
human behavior."17 Hamer and col­
leagues believe that there is a major 
genetic factor contributing to sexual 
orientation. From this they think it 
follows that homosexuality is normal, 
and thus worthy of preservation. 
Thus they believe that genetics can 
tell us what is normal, and that the 
content of what is normal tells us 
what ought to be. This is a typical ex­
ample of a naturalistic fallacy. 

Normality can be defined in a 
number of ways, but none of them 
direct us in the making of moral 
judgments. First, normality can be 
reasonably defined in a descriptive 
sense as a statistical average. Appeals 
to what is usual, regular, and/or con­
forming to existing standards ulti­
mately collapse into statistical state- · 
ments. For an ethical evaluation of 
homosexuality, it is irrelevant wheth­
er homosexuality is normal or abnor­
mal in this sense. All sores of human 
traits and behaviors are abnormal in 
a statistical sense, but this is not a 
sufficient justification for a negative 
ethical judgment about them. Sec­
ond, "normality" might be defined in 
a functional sense, where what is nor­
mal is something that has served an 
adaptive function from an evolution­
ary perspective. This definition of 
normality can be found in sociobiol­
ogy, which seeks biological explana­
tions for social behavior. There are a 
number of serious problems with the 
socio biological project. 18 For the pur­
poses of this argument, however, suf­
fice it to say that even if sociobiology 
could establish that certain behavioral 
traits were the direct result of biolog­
ical evolution, no moral assessment 
of these traits would follow. To illus­
trate our point, suppose any trait that 
can be reasonably believed co have 
served an adaptive function at some 
evolutionary stage is normal. Some 
questions arise that exemplify the 
problems with deriving normative 

conclusions from descriptive science. 
Are traits that are perpetuated simply 
through linkage co selectively advan­
tageous loci less "normal" than those 
for which selection was direct? Given 
that social contexts now exert "selec­
tive pressure" in a way that nature 
once did, how are we co decide which 
traits are to be intentionally fostered? 

Positions holding the view that ho­
mosexuality is unnatural, and there­
fore wrong, also inevitably develop 
incoherencies. They often fail to ex­
plicate the basis upon which the line 
between natural and unnatural is 
drawn. More importantly, they fail to 
explain why we should consider all 
human-made or artificial things as 
immoral or wrong. These views are 
usually firmly based in a nonempiri­
cal, prescriptive interpretation of na­
ture rather than a scientific descriptive 
approach. They define arbitrarily 
what is natural and have to import 
other normative assumptions and 
premises to build a basis for their 
conclusions. For instance, they often 
claim that an entity called "God" has 
declared homosexuality to be un­
natural and sinfuJ. 19 Unfortunately, 
these analyses have real-world conse­
quences. In Singapore, "unnatural 
acts" are considered a criminal of­
fence, and "natural intercourse" is ar­
bitrarily defined as "the coitus of che 
male and female organs." A recent 
High Court decision there declared 
oral sex "unnatural," and therefore a 
criminal offence, unless it leads co 
subsequent reproductive intercourse. 

Historical Evidence. In response 
to some of the ethical concerns about 
biological research on sexual orienta­
tion, some people have appealed co 
previous research on homosexuality 
that has not been used to the detri­
ment of homosexuals. For example, 
Timothy Murphy invokes the work 
of Evelyn Hooker, which arguably 
provided evidence for the "normali­
ty" of homosexuals.20 However, his­
torical examples are often disanalo­
gous to present-day biological re­
search. Hooker's small-scale study, in 
fact, had nothing to do with the ori­
gins of sexual orientation. Rather, she 
sought to discover whether or not 
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homosexual people were "well-adapt­
ed" (by assessing the degree to which 
their daily practices conformed with 
that of "normal" Americans). Show­
ing that nonbiological research has 
not been used unethically does not 
show that biological research will be 
used ethically. It is important to dis­
cern which sorts of historical events 
can be considered relevant to the de­
bate concerning the implications 
and applications of research on sexu­
al orientation. 

Another defense of genetic re­
search on sexual orientation, offered 
by Simon LeVay, suggests that psy­
chological and sociological research is 
even more dangerous. Le Vay bases 
his argument on the assertion that, 
for ideological reasons, the Nazis did 
not generally consider homosexuality 
to be innate or a sign of degeneracy, 
but rather that they thought homo­
sexuality was spread by seduction.21 

This is historically not true. The 
Nazis were as supportive of genetic 
research as they were of any other 
type of research designed to support 
the elimination of homosexuality. 22 

Even ifLeVay's assertions were histor­
ically correct, however, they would 
not provide any support (ethical or 
otherwise) for genetic research. Argu­
ing that one type of research is ethi­
cally problematic does not legitimize 
the other; indeed, it only provides 
further reason to question the whole 
enterprise. 

U.S.-Specific Arguments. In the 
United States, several scholars and 
lesbian and gay activists have argued 
that establishing a genetic basis for 
sexual orientation will help make the 
case for lesbian and gay rights. The 
idea is that scientific research will 
show that people do not choose their 
sexual orientations and therefore they 
should not be punished or discrimi­
nated against in virtue of them. This 
general argument is flawed in several 
ways. 23 First, we do not need to show 
that a trait is genetically determined 
to argue that it is not amenable to 

change at will. This is clearly shown 
by the failure rates of conversion 
"therapies."24 These failures establish 
that sexual orientation is resistant to 
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change, but they do not say any­
thing about its ontogeny or etiology. 
Sexual orientation can be unchange­
able without being genetically deter­
mined. There is strong observational 
evidence to support the claim that 
sexual orientation is difficult to 

change, but this evidence is perfectly 
compatible with nongenetic accounts 
of the origins of sexual orientations. 
More importantly, we should not 
embrace arguments that seek to legit­
imate homosexuality by denying that 
there is any choice in 
sexual preference because 

bioethical reasoning, has limited or 
no relevance to the global context. 
Since the results of the scientific re­
search are not confined within Amer­
ican borders, justifications that go be­
yond U.S. legislation are required. 

The same sort of problem occurs 
in other defenses of sexual orientation 
research that discuss possible ramifi­
cations in U.S.-specific legislative 
terms. For instance, Timothy Mur­
phy claims that, even if a genetic 
probe predictive of sexual orientation 

the implicit premise of 
such arguments is that if 
there was a choice, then 
homosexuals would be 
blameworthy. 

Normality can be defined in a number 

of ways, but none of them direct us 

Relatedly, arguments 
for lesbian and gay rights 

in the making of moral judgments. 

based on scientific evi-
dence run the risk of leading to im­
poverished forms of lesbian and gay 
rights. Regardless of what causes ho­
mosexuality, a person has to decide to 
publicly identify as a lesbian, to en­
gage in sexual acts with another 
woman, to raise children with her 
same-sex lover, or to be active in the 
lesbian and gay community. It is 
when people make such decisions 
that they are likely to face discrimina­
tion, arrest, or physical violence. It is 
decisions like these that need legal 
protection. An argument for lesbian 
and gay rights based on genetic evi­
dence is impotent with respect to 
protecting such decisions because it 
focuses exclusively on the very aspects 
of sexuality that might not involve 
choices. 

Another version of this argument 
focuses on the specifics of U.S. law. 
According to this version, scientific 
evidence will establish the immuta­
bility of sexual orientation, which, ac­
cording to one current interpretation 
of the Equal Protection Clause of the 
Fourteenth Amendment of the U.S. 
Constitution, is one of three criteria 
required of a classification if it is to 
evoke heightened judicial scrutiny. 
While this line of argument has seri­
ous internal problems, 2' such an argu­
ment, like a good deal of American 

were available, mandatory testing 
would be unlikely. 26 He bases this 
claim on the fact that in some states 
employment and housing discrimina­
tion against homosexual people is il­
legal. In many countries, however, 
the political climate is vastly differ­
ent, and legal anti-gay discrimination 
is widespread. And there is evidence 
that scientific research would be used 
in a manner that discriminates 
against homosexuals. 27 As already 
mentioned, in Singapore, homosexu­
al sex acts are a criminal offense. The 
Singapore Penal Code sections 377 
and 3 77 A threaten sentences ranging 
from two years to life imprisonment 
for homosexual people engaging in 
same-sex acts. Not coincidentally, in 
light of our concerns, a National Uni­
versity of Singapore psychiatrist re­
cently implied that "pre-symptomatic 
testing for homosexuality should be 
offered in the absence of treat­
ment, "28 thereby accepting the idea 
that homosexuality is something in 
need of a cure. 

Genetic Screening. Several at­
tempts to defend sexual orientation 
research against ethical concerns re­
lated to the selective abortion of 
"pre-homosexual" fetuses have been 
made. It has been claimed that this 
sort of genetic screening will not be-
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come commonplace because "diag­
nostic genetic testing is at present 
the exception rather than the rule. "29 

While this may indeed be true in the 
U.S., it has far more to do with the 
types of tests currently offered than 
with a reluctance on the part of ei­
ther the medical profession or the re­
producing public to partake of such 
technology. For example, the types of 
tests available are diagnostic for dis­
eases and are offered on the basis of 
family history or specific risk factors. 
The possibility of tests that are sup­
posed to be (however vaguely) predic­
tive of behavioral traits opens genetic 
technology to a far greater popula­
tion, especially when the traits in 
question are undesired by a largely 
prejudiced society. 

Furthermore, it has been claimed 
that the medical profession would 
not advocate such a test that does not 
serve "important state interests" (p. 
341) . This argument not only ignores 
the existence of homophobia among 
individuals within medicine,30 it as­
sumes also that public demand for 
genetic testing varies predominantly 
according to medical advice. How­
ever, should such a test become 
available, the media hype surround­
ing its market arrival would render 
its existence common knowledge, 
which, coupled with homophobic 
bias, would create a demand for the 
test irrespective of its accuracy and of 
any kind of state interest. Further­
more, this argument ignores the fact 
that genetic screening for a socially 
undesirable characteristic has already 
been greeted with great public de­
mand in countries such as India, 
where abortion on the basis of female 
sex is commonplace, irrespective of 
its legality.31 Techniques to select the 
sexual orientation of children, if 
made available, might well be widely 
utilized.32 

Some have argued that orienta­
tion-selection techniques involving 
genetic screening will not succeed be­
cause environmental factors influenc­
ing sexual orientation would elude 
genetic screening.33 While there are 
such environmental factors, we are 
still concerned about the potential ef-
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fects of the availability of orientation­
selection techniques, even if they fail 
to work. Further, if environmental 
factors are identified, their modifica­
tion could be defended on the same 
grounds as the elimination of "gay 
genes." In fact, behavior modification 
techniques have been, and continue 
to be, used to prevent homosexuality 
in children with "gender identity 
disorder" (that is, "sissies" and "tom 
boys").34 

It has also been claimed that if ho­
mosexual people themselves made 
use of orientation-selection tech­
niques (whether to ensure homosexu­
al or heterosexual offspring), the 
charge that such testing is inherently 
homophobic becomes "paradoxi­
cal. "35 However, just as the fact that 
homosexual people conduct scientific 
research on sexual orientation does 
not show that such research is ethical­
ly justifiable, the fact that some ho­
mosexuals might use such techniques 
would not prove that the technology 
does not serve to discriminate. To il­
lustrate this point, consider that in a 
society like India in which wide­
spread discrimination against women 
exists, there are many pragmatic rea­
sons why one might prefer a male 
child. We would not argue, however, 
that prenatal sex selection is no 
longer discriminatory against females 
because women sometimes seek abor­
tions for the purpose of having male 
offspring. Similarly, in societies with 
entrenched homophobia, a hetero­
sexual child might be preferable for 
reasons that might appear most 
salient to homosexuals themselves in 
lieu of the discrimination they have 
encountered. The use of a technology 
by people against whom it may dis­
criminate (even if they attempt to 
use it to their benefit) does nor es­
tablish its neutrality. It does, howev­
er, highlight the pervasive biases 
within a given society that should be 
addressed directly rather than be fos­
tered with enabling technology. Dis­
criminated-against users of discrimi­
natory technology might have a vari­
ety of motives, none of which neces­
sarily diffuse the charge of bias. 

The Value of Knowing the Truth. 
Finally, various scholars appeal to the 
value of the truth to defend research 
on sexual orientation in the face of 
ethical concerns. Scientific research 
does, however, have its costs and not 
every research program is of equal 
importance. Even granting that, in 
general, knowledge is better than ig­
norance, not all risks for the sake of 
knowledge are worth taking. With 
respect to sexual orientation, histori­
cally, almost every hypothesis about 
the causes of homosexuality led to 
attempts to "cure" healthy people. 
History indicates that current genet­
ic research is likely to have negative 
effects on lesbians and gay men, par­
ticularly those living in homophobic 
societies. 36 

A Global Perspective 

Homosexual people have in the 
past suffered greatly from soci­

etal discrimination. Historically, the 
results of biological re3earch on sexu­
al orientation have been used against 
them. We have analyzed the argu­
ments offered by well-intentioned de­
fenders of such work and concluded 
that none survive philosophical 
scrutiny. It is true that in some coun­
tries in Scandinavia, North America, 
and most parts of Western Europe, 
the legal situation of homosexual 
people has improved, but an ade­
quate ethical analysis of the implica­
tions of genetic inquiry into the caus­
es of sexual orientation must operate 
from a global perspective. Sexual ori­
entation researchers should be aware 
that their work may harm homosexu­
als in countries other than their own. 
It is difficult to imagine any good 
that could come of genetic research 
on sexual orientation in homophobic 
societies. Such work faces serious eth­
ical concerns so long as homophobic 
societies continue to exist. Insofar as 
socially responsible generic research 
on sexual orientation is possible, it 
must begin with the awareness that it 
will not be a cure for homophobia 
and that the ethical status of lesbians 
and gay men does not in any way 
hinge on its results. 

July-August 1997 



References 

I. Rudiger Lautmann, ed., Homosexual­
itiit: Handbuch der Theorie und Forschungs­
geschichte (Campus Verlag: Frankfurt am 
Main, 1993); Vern Bullough, Science in the 
Bedroom: The History of Sex Research (Basic 
Books: New York, 1994). 

2. Heino Meyer-Bahlburg, "Psychoen­
docrine Research on Sexual Orientation: 
Current Status and Future Options," 
Progress in Brain Research 71 (1984): 375-
97. 

3. For example, Richard Pillard and 
James Weinrich, "Evidence for a Familial 
Nature of Male Homosexuality," Archives of 
General Psychiatry 43 (1986): 808-12. 

4. J. Michael Bailey and Richard Pillard, 
"A Genetic Study of Male Sexual Orienra­
tion," Archives of General Psychiatry 48 
(1991): 1089-96. 

5. Dean Hamer et al., "A Linkage Be­
tween DNA Markers on the X Chromo­
some and Male Sexual Orientation," Science 
261 (1993): 321-27. 

6. G. Rice, C. Anderson, N. Risch, and 
G. Ebers, "Male Homosexuality: Absence 
of Linkage to Microsatellite Markers on the 
X Chromosome in a Canadian Study," pre­
sented at the 21st Annual Meeting of the 
Internacional Academy of Sex Research, 
1995, Provincetown. Mass. This presenta­
tion is discussed in E. Marshall, "NIH 'Gay 
Gene' Study Questioned," Science 268 
(1995): 1841. 

7. Evan Balaban, quoted in V. D'Alessio, 
"Born to be Gay?" New Scientist (28 Sep­
tember 1996): 32-35. 

8. Marshall, "NIH's 'Gay Gene' Study 
Questioned," p. 1841. 

9. Neil Risch, Elizabeth Squires-Wheel­
er, and Bronya Keats, "Male Sexual Orien­
tation and Genetic Evidence," Science 262 
(I 993): 2063-65. 

10. William Byne, "Biology and Sexual 
Orientation: Implications of Endocrono­
logical and Neuroanatomical Research," in 
Comprehensive Textbook of Homosexuality, 
ed. R. Labaj and T. Stein (Washington, 
D.C.: American Psychiatric Press, 1996), 
pp. 129-46. 

11. Jonathan Ned Katz, Gay American 
History (New York: Thomas Crowell, 
1976), pp. 197-422. 

12. Gunter Dorner, "Hormone-depen­
dent Brain Development and Neuroendo­
crine Prophylaxis," Experimental and Clini­
cal Endoerinolcgy 94 (1989): 4-22. 

July-August I 997 

13. Richard C. Friedman, Male Homo­
sexuality: A Contemporary Psychoanalytic 
Perspective (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1988), p. 20. 

14. Edward Stein, "Choosing the Sexual 
Orientation of Children," Bioethics (1998), 
forthcoming. 

15. Udo Schiiklenk and Michael Ristow, 
'The Ethics of Research into the Causes of 
Homosexuality," Journal of Homosexuality 
31, nos. 3, 4 (1996): 5-30. 

16 .. Michael Levin, "Why Homosexuali­
ty Is Abnormal," Monist 67 (1984): 251-83. 

1 7. Hamer et al., "A Linkage Between 
DNA Markers on the X Chromosome and 
Male Sexual Orientation,"p. 326. 

18. Philip Kitcher, Vaulting Ambition: 
Sociobiolcgy and the Quest for Human Na­
ture (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1985). 

19. Udo Schuklenk and David Mertz, 
"Christliche Kirchen und AIDS," in Die 
Lehre des Unheils, ed. Edgar Dahl (Ham­
burg: Carlsen, 1993), pp. 263-79 and 309-
12. 

20. Timothy Murphy, "Abortion and 
the Ethics of Genetic Sexual Orientation 
Research," Cambridge Quarterly of Health­
care Ethics 4 (1995): 340-50, especially p. 
347. 

21. Simon LeVay, Queer Science: The Use 
and Abuse of Research on Homosexuality 
(Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1996), pp. 
38 and 113. 

22. See, for example, Julius Deussen, 
"Sexualpathologie," in Fortschritte der Erb­
patholcgie, Rassenhygiene und ihrer Grenzge­
biete 2 (1939): 67-102. Interestingly, the 
British Eugenics Society showed a keen 
interest in the outcome of this research. 
Matthias Weber, Ernst Rudin. Eine kritische 
Biographie (Berlin: Springer, 1993). See also 
Pauline M. H. Mazumdar, Eugenics, Hu­
man Genetics and Human Failings: The Eu­
genics Society, Its Sources and Its Critics in 
Britain (London: Routledge, 1992). We 
thank Professor Hans-Peter Kroner, Insti­
tute for Theory and History of Medicine, 
Westfalische Wilhelms-Universitat Mun­
ster, for bringing this information to our at­
tention. 

23. Edward Stein, "The Relevance of 
Scientific Research Concerning Sexual Ori­
entation to Lesbian and Gay Rights," jour­
nal of Homosexuality 27 (1994): 269-308. 

24. Charles Silverstein, "Psychological 
and Medical Treatments of Homosexuali­
ty," in Homosexuality: Research Implications 
for Public Policy, ed. J. C. Gonsiorek and J. 

D. Weinrich (Newbury Park, Calif: Sage, 
1991), pp. 101-14. 

25. Janet Halley, "Sexual Orientation 
and the Policies of Biology: A Critique of 
the New Argument from Immurabiliry," 
Stanford Law Review 46 (1994): 503-68. 

26. Murphy, "Abortion and the Ethics 
of Genetic Sexual Orientation Research," p. 
341. 

27. Paul Billings, "Genetic Discrimina­
tion and Behavioural Genetics: The Analy­
sis of Sexual Orientation," in Intractable 
Neurolcgical Disorders, Human Genome, Re­
search and Society, ed. Norio Fujiki and Dar­
ryl Macer (Christchurch and Tsukuba: Eu­
bios Ethics Institute, 1993), p. 37; Paul 
Billings "Internacional Aspects of Genetic 
Discrimination," in Human Genome Re­
search and Society, ed. Norio Fujiki and Dar­
ryl Macer (Christchurch and Tsukuba: Eu­
bios Ethics Institute, 1992), pp. 114-17. 

28. L. C. C. Lim, "Present Controver­
sies in the Genetics of Male Homosexuali­
ty," Annals of the Academy of Medicine Sin­
gapore 24 (1995): 759-62. 

29. Murphy, "Abortion and the Ethics 
of Genetic Sexual Orientation Research," p. 
341. 

30. Kevin Speight, "Homophobia Is a 
Health Issue," Health Care Analysis 3 
(1995): 143-48. 

31. Kusum, "The Use of Prenatal Diag­
nostic Techniques for Sex Selection: The In­
dian Scene," Bioethics 7 (1993): 149-65. 

32. Richard Posner, Sex and Reason 
(Cambridge, Mass. : Harvard University 
Press, 1992), p. 308. 

33. Murphy, "Abortion and the Ethics 
of Genetic Sexual Orientation Research," p. 
346. Indeed, the recently announced Envi­
ronmental Genome Project launched by the 
NIH has begun with research on the inter­
action of genes and the environment. 

34. See Richard Green, The 'Sissy Boy' 
Syndrome and the Develcpment of Homosex­
uality (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1987); Phyllis Burke, Gender Shock: Explcd­
ing the Myths of Male and Female (New 
York: Anchor Books, 1996). 

35. Murphy, "Abortion and the Ethics 
of Genetic Sexual Orientation Research," p. 
343. 

36. For further elaborations on chis ar­
gument see Edward Stein, Udo Schuklenk, 
and Jacinta Kerin, "Scientific Research on 
Sexual Orientation," in Encyclopedia of 
Applied Ethics, ed. Ruth Chadwick (San 
Diego: Academic Press, 1997). 

H AST INGS CENTER REPORT 13 


	The Ethics of Genetic Research on Sexual Orientation
	Recommended Citation

	Scanned using Book ScanCenter 5131

