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Abstract

This article is an interrogation of Le Vay’s claim that in determining a
biological cause of homosexuality, biotechnology offers considerable
benefits for strengthening gay and lesbian identity and minimising
negative societal attitudes about homosexuals. I argue that Le Vay’s
position relies on a desire for a determinable and material homosexual,
and on the construction of a relationship that links the benefits of
‘health’ with the benefits of ‘biotechnology’. I focus briefly on key
assertions made by Le Vay in his book Queer Science: that research
into homosexuality has been characterised by ‘bad science’ which can
be eliminated by improving scientific methods, and that gene studies
(both family and molecular studies) have had the least harmful impact
of all research on the cause of homosexuality. In order to make these
assertions, I argue that Le Vay constructs science, men and materiality
as privileged over social constructionism, women and the social. As a
foray into the genre of popular texts, Queer Science is unlikely to have
had a significant impact on biotechnology debates, however, I argue
that Le Vay’s construction of a gay positive biotechnology is crucial
for understanding the reinvigoration of science in what is generally
considered to be a historically pathologising arena of research.

Technology is integral to the advancement of the world. Fire, the wheel,
steam power, electricity, radio transmission, air and space travel, nuclear
power, the microchip, DNA: the human race has ever been on the cusp
of innovation. Currently, biotechnology is the new frontier. Continuation
of research is critical to New Zealand’s future. As in the past we should
go forward but with care'.

In New Zealand, the Royal Commission on Genetic Modification
sought public and expert opinion on an aspect of biotechnology, that
of Genetic Modification?. Public opinion has been important to the
endeavours of biology and molecular science in constructing claims
that regard biotechnology as the new frontier of human innovation.
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A contribution to dialogue in the debates surrounding biotechnology
includes texts that aim to directly address public opinion on the topic.
In this article, I critically interrogate Simon Le Vay’s (1996) popular
scientific text Queer Science, and the positive role he claims for bio-
technology in determining a biological basis for homosexuality.

Simon Le Vay’s Queer Science’ makes compelling reading. Queer
Science (QS) outlines a history of various and prominent research
approaches concerned with determining a basis for homosexuality,
including psychoanalysis, behaviourism and genetics. Queer Science
was published after attention had been drawn to Le Vay and his con-
troversial study claiming differences in the brain structure between
gay and heterosexual men. The interest over Le Vay was also because
he is gay. In the introduction to QS Le Vay suggests that he was naive
to the implications of such findings, having ‘conducted that piece of
research fairly ‘innocently’—that is, without a great deal of knowledge
of or interest in its potential social implications’.* With this overture,
OS may be assumed to redress an absence of the social in research
querying ‘what causes a person to be gay, straight®, or bisexual?’®
This question forms one of two stated aims of the book; the second
aim asks, ‘who cares?’.” Similar to Le Vay, I glance over these aims
and question an important theme of OS; by potentially determining a
biological cause of homosexuality, biotechnology offers considerable
benefits for strengthening gay and lesbian identity and minimising
negative societal attitudes about homosexuals.

Biotechnology refers to the use of technological principles and
activities in the identification and analysis of biological materials,
often for the stated purpose of improving human life.® The discus-
sion in Queer Science refers to a definition of biotechnology that is
predominately associated with twin and molecular gene studies that
attempt to identify, locate and associate genes with homosexuality
in humans. Le Vay discusses the possible ‘modification’ of genes
through evolutionary processes in addition to other research technol-
ogy interested in locating a biological basis for homosexuality, such
as brain studies and endocrinology. The biotechnologies highlighted
in OS, however, do not encompass genetic modification or genetic
engineering (GE), an aspect usually included in the scope of biotech-
nology. The Royal Commission on Genetic Engineering extends the
activities, as discussed by Le Vay, of ‘finding’ and ‘separating out’
genes that control particular characteristics to include intervention



Health and Biotechnology in Le Vay’s Queer Science ® 69

in the deletion, change, or moving of genes within an organism; the
‘transfer’ of genes between organisms and, or other modification or
construction of new genes. Le Vay does refer to the destruction of
whole organisms or abortion in QS, yet his approach to biotechnol-
ogy appears to rely on partial interpretation and the absence of the
concept of Genetic Engineering.

Le Vay’s reach into biotechnology is moderated by his attention
to social research and understandings. Le Vay is not unfamiliar with
Foucault or social constructionist debates surrounding the aetiology,
labelling, and categorisation of homosexuality; he draws on and
outlines these debates throughout the text. Queer Science features
discussions on cultural and historical contexts, including chapters
on the social context surrounding the sexological research of Ulrichs
and Hirscheld, the labelling and identification of ‘homosexuality’,
and the political activity surrounding its removal from the Diagnos-
tic and Statistical Manual (DSM). However, I will argue that Le Vay
constructs science, men and materiality’ as privileged over social
constructionism, women and the social in his claim that biotechnol-
ogy has a positive and crucial role in determining a biological basis
for homosexuality.

Le Vay’s Assertions

Le Vay proposes that if researchers clearly identified a material'® bio-
logical basis for homosexuality, then the understanding that homosex-
uality was not a choice must elicit favourable attitudes, and ultimately
end oppression against gays. Rather than examine the complexities of
this proposal, which Le Vay asserts by reference to attitudinal studies
and anecdotal evidence, he concentrates on his concern that research
into homosexuality is characterised by ‘bad science’. Le Vay also
maintains that in the scope of scientific research, gene studies (both
family and molecular studies) have had the least harmful impact of
research on the cause of homosexuality. His claim is that improving
scientific research and valuing the contribution of molecular genetics
offers the best prospects for understanding how diverse sexualities
arise. However, Le Vay’s construction of homosexuality in OS is a
gendered account which appears to favour men over women in its
ability to locate a material basis of homosexuality.
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Bad science

While there is a school of thought that questions the existence of ob-
jective phenomenon, I will stay within the commonsense tradition that
recognises a world ‘out there’ — a world that exists independently of our
explanation of it, but to which we have access through our senses. !

Similar to feminist empiricists, Le Vay characterises much of the
scientific research into homosexuality as biased by poor methods."
‘Bias’ may occur through individuals whose thinking has been shaped
by personal experience, or the incomplete way that science has been
practiced. Le Vay, for example, refers to the sexuality or ‘messianic
fervour’!3 of researchers such as Ulrichs and Hirschfeld who therefore
fail in being objective and detached observers.

Le Vay’s argument also relies on evidence that in the name of
research gays have lied about being straight (i.e heterosexual). De-
bates over participant “bias” appear to inflect responses to research
emphasising the constructed nature of sexuality, enduring in such
controversies as Margaret Mead’s ethnographic study of girlhood in
Samoa. Commenting that it has been almost impossible to categorise
sexuality, Le Vay asserts that most people are able to decode their
sexuality and that it is not desirable for gays to lie about it. His proposi-
tion is dubious. Le Vay elaborates on a ‘dark episode’ in the history of
experimentation into homosexuality carried out in Nazi concentration
camps where lying about one’s conversion to heterosexuality brought
about possible discharge from the camp, and occurred in the face of
incredible trauma and consequence.'* Le Vay’s decontextualisation of
such ‘bias’ could be regarded as wholly attentive to the particularly
local effect of the concentration camps (and prisons and psychiatric
hospitals). However, his focus on ‘bias’ is informed by his determin-
istic approach, and his restatement that such studies have enabled
further research in biological origins of homosexuality.

Le Vay asserts the need to follow scientific norms more rigor-
ously. His bad science argument is focused on applying science more
rigorously to research, and on retaining the ‘commonsense’ and ‘tra-
dition’ of science by leaving its understandings intact. This emphasis
is highlighted in a discussion over the validity of categorising sexual
orientation. Le Vay states that ‘observation and judgement alone can-
not tell us if the “sea/land” classification is the most appropriate way
to divide up the world surface’. He concludes ‘but, if these definitions
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are made sufficiently explicit, we can objectively assess whether and
to what degree these categories are based on an objective segregation
of the phenomena being considered’.!* The outcome of certainty in
the scientific categorisation of homosexuality relies on a belief in the
ability of science to achieve this.

Despite his familiarity with social constructionism, Le Vay does not
appear to address critiques of the assumptions and assertions of science,
or acknowledge any impossibility in eliminating bias.'® Le Vay writes
instead of ‘weak’ versus ‘strong’ social constructionism.!” ‘Strong’
social constructionism in his opinion would only be able to claim a
capricious sexual orientation. ‘Weak’ social constructionism is prefer-
able'® because it accords individuals an ‘intrinsic’ sexual orientation
which is far less important than the ‘extrinsic’ orientation that people
are assigned. [ would agree with developing an account of sexuality that
critically engages with corporeality.!” However, Le Vay’s view favours
a foundationalist convergence between ‘weak’ social constructionism
and biology in its premises, categories and presumptions.*

Le Vay’s Science

Le Vay consistently emphasises his interest in resolving a biological
cause of homosexuality. In his description of Ulrich’s theory of the
sexual development of the body as concordant with the development of
the mind,”' for example, Le Vay is concerned that Ulrich did not appear
interested in why this concordance occurred (or did not occur in others).
However, the position that Le Vay takes up here is a complex one.

Le Vay gives the appearance of balance in attending the social and
the biological. The critiques of social and biological research throughout
0OS suggest that Le Vay is interested in a thorough and even-handed
interrogation of all research conducted into the aetiology of homosexu-
ality. As Stephanie Rixecker comments ‘Le Vay himself does not see
a distinction between the “culture versus nature” arguments attributed
to the “origins” of homosexuality’.??

A brief look at how Le Vay summarises his controversial brain
studies is illuminating. Le Vay devotes a chapter to describing studies
attempting to locate sexuality (and gender) differences in the brain
structure. This includes describing his own research into the size of
structures in the hypothalamus which he regards as correlating with
same or opposite sex attraction, in men. The nucleus of the hypothalamus
appeared smaller in the brains of gay men compared to brains of straight
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men. Le Vay is careful to stress limitations of the study, including that he
used autopsied brains from gay men who had died of AIDS, and that the
brain area chosen for study was already regarded as sexually dimorphic,
i.e. it was constituted as gendered.?

Le Vay does not refer to these limitations in the concluding chapter.
Rather, he offers the model of a ‘package’ incorporating varied ‘sources’
to account for sexual diversity.>* What is noteworthy is that Le Vay’s
package includes a synergy of biological effects devoid of any of the
reservations that each was subject to in their explication. This is more
than concluding optimism. Le Vay does not pay the same courtesy to
the other non biological accounts, and elaborates again on their weak-
nesses. ‘Psychodynamic theories, by themselves, are grossly deficient,
as explanations of why people become gay, straight, or bisexual’ he
writes, ‘but no one can rule out some role for childhood experiences
in the establishment of sexual orientation’.?> His approach consistently
undermines social theories. Le Vay, for example, uses the targetable
John Money case® to emphasise that biology is important, not social
environment. Despite arguing that he regards the notion of all effects
as important to homosexuality, he considers it possible to locate the
differences between homosexuals, completely in the effects of genes
rather than in environmental causes. He acknowledges ‘that interaction-
ist theories [...] might have some truth to them, [but] they seem unduly
complex for our present state of knowledge’.?’

Le Vay frequently accounts for both the need and importance of
biological studies offering simple answers. In contrast, he argues that
social constructionism is ill-equipped to offer such simplicity. I would
agree that in the modernist account of knowledge, the critiques offered
by social constructionism do appear to complicate. To assume that that
is a problem is also to assume that simple solutions provide the best and
most real accounts of the interactions and relationships between objects.
Le Vay’s own work has been subject to interpretations that have reduced
itto its simplest level as the ‘gay brain’ theory emerged in popular think-
ing from legal briefs, to journalism and plays.*

Relativism and genetic ‘harm’

In reality, the genetic approach so far has been the less harmful of the
various disciplines that have been brought to bear on the topic [biological
approaches to the study of sexual orientation].?
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Le Vay suggests that genetic research has been the least harmful
area of research into homosexuality. This is based on his argument that
it has not, yet, led to attempts to convert homosexuals and that it is not
considered acceptable to convert homosexuals, particularly if it can
be argued that a person is ‘born’ gay. Psychoanalysis, endocrinology
and brain studies are apparently positioned as relatively ‘more harm-
ful’. That Le Vay’s own research is included with the brain studies,
is redolent of a strategy for endorsing biological determinism rather
than reifying science as causing damage. In a popular context in which
genes are interpreted as ‘the buildings blocks’ of human development,
such claims may be important to make. Le Vay reassures his readers
that while screening for gender prior to birth has led to abortions of
female foetuses with disability or sickness, such abortions are rare.
His libertarian view is that the activity of foetal abortion should not
be controlled because it would lead to a restriction of human liber-
ties, and that other actions that might result from live unwanted births
would be more unacceptable. His view that genetic research may yet
have future potential to do harm draws on a similar account which
regards individuals rather than biotechnology as responsible for such
prospects. Le Vay’s problematic removal of biotechnology from any
discursive effects of the institutional, language, social or historical
contexts enables this position.

Le Vay’s perspective that genetic research has been the least
harmful area of research into homosexuality is further reflected in the
concomitant discourse that biologists are less biased and more ‘gay
friendly’ than social constructivists, psychoanalysts, or behaviourists.
The research from the latter, he argues, has led to gross attempts to
revert homosexuals to heterosexuals. Le Vay’s response to the debates
over his own work produces his positionality here. He constructs himself
and other biological determinists ‘who think that lesbians and gays are
“born gay” [as] most likely to support gay rights’.*

Le Vay’s construction of ‘gay friendliness’ will be recognisable to
those familiar with gay and lesbian studies. Traditionally, ‘gay friendli-
ness’ is an approach that emphasises the use of ‘lay’ knowledge (such
as colloquialisms, anecdotes or verifications) from gay communities,
or sources and publications from gay communities (Advocate). This
strategy is evoked partly because of a limited amount of published
academic work on gay issues.?' ‘Gay friendliness’ could be charac-
terised as constituting an understanding of lived experiences as gay
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in terms of language, politics, culture, community, or a combination
of these, which is sympathetic to ‘gay’ subjectivities. Le Vay’s ‘gay
friendliness’ appears to be at odds with his science, but it enables Le
Vay to promote himself as a concerned researcher with the interests
of the gay community at heart.

Le Vay’s Gender

In his account of the materiality of homosexuality, Le Vay renders
gender almost completely indistinct. That is to say that in his asser-
tion that gene research has been the most favourable to homosexuals
he makes the direct claim that ‘there have been few if any attempts
to prevent gay people from reproducing.” On the contrary, he argues,
‘there has been uniform and relentless pressure on them to marry
and have children’.3? Neither the debates about fit parenting, the
sanctioning of celibacy for gay men and women are raised here, nor
are processes that have directly targeted women such as the histori-
cal sterilisation of lesbians and other proscriptions against ‘artificial’
reproduction or reproductive processes.>*

However, this is not sufficient to demonstrate Le Vay’s reliance
on gender in the production of his argument. Le Vay explicitly adopts
a sex/gender distinction.** Gender, the reader is informed, is a social
category of biological sex, in line with contemporary definitions.* Sex
differences become a key area for discussion in a chapter considering
potential differences in ‘mental traits’ between lesbians and gay men.
Le Vay’s demonstration of sex differentiated traits (e.g. handedness,
aggressiveness, fingerprint patterns) draws on studies that have been
heavily critiqued by feminist researchers.*® Yet Le Vay appears to find
it unproblematic that the conflicting evidence and inconclusiveness
over sex differentiated traits potentially undermines the ability to
determine a material basis for homosexuality without considering it
as potentially gendered.

Conceptualising a ‘third sex’ has enabled queer (and other) theo-
rists to discuss the intersexed body as a material object.’” But where
the intersexed body could be regarded as ambiguously gendered,
representations of ‘gay’ and ‘lesbian’ more closely reflect a gender
binary. Le Vay agrees that there is a possibility that the concept of
a third sex could evolve from a ‘combination of sex-typical and
sex-atypical characteristics’.?® This is an idea which he attributes to
Ulrichs and Hirschfeld. The notion of a third sex and/or third gender
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has also been favourable to some queer theorists in conceptualising
a gendering of the hetero/homo binary. * However, Le Vay dismisses
third sex and/or third gender perspectives on the basis that it will be
hard to distinguish the ‘source’ of sex typical or a-typical traits and
to ascertain if these are primarily the effects of socialisation, prena-
tal brain differentiation or both. Nor can it account for the diversity
within lesbians and gay men.

I concur that when the idea of a ‘material” homosexuality (such
as in Le Vay’s work) acknowledges gender, the notion of a third
sex/gender can be readily critiqued. I suggest that this is because of
its amenability to being rejected in a system of categorisation that
privileges the ‘male’, ‘material’ and ‘physical’ over the ‘female’ and
‘social’. Discourses from gays and lesbians about the aetiology of
homosexuality (and these are reproduced in QS) suggest a binary
between being born gay or realising in later life. This binary is gen-
dered; women are more often associated with the latter position and
men with the former. Drawing on this discourse, Le Vay comments
that there is ‘very strong evidence that genes play a role in sexual
orientation, at least in men’* and is of the view that homosexuality,
particularly male homosexuality, is inherently biological.

The positioning of ‘lesbians’ with respect to materiality is helpful
to expand on here. In my own research on discourses of lesbian health
and sickness (which formed part of a larger, critical poststructural
analysis of lesbian health and bodies), | was particularly interested
in the construction of a lesbian health discourse, which appeared to
refuse a biological or material imperative for locating sickness (as they
were understood by the ‘self-identified’ lesbians that I interviewed).
The historical context of lesbian health includes the construction in
medicine and psychology of lesbians as sick, unhealthy and deviant,
and refers to strategies such as electroshock treatments, hormonal
injections and clitoral surgery for conversion to heterosexuality.*!
However, I found that in the context of a ‘gay positive’ and liberal
account of lesbian health, a reclamation of lesbian ‘health’ occurred
through a privileging of the social.*> Health in lesbian terms is about
overcoming the societal oppressions associated with being gay. The
dominant construction of lesbian health was one of being healthier
(having healthier lifestyles) than heterosexual women, or through
having less stress or overcoming stress commonly associated with
‘being gay’. Even in a discourse of lesbian sickness, physical health
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issues such as sexually transmitted infections, ovarian or breast cancer
were attributed to a social rather than a biological difference between
heterosexual and gay women.

Constructing a case for the determination of a physical basis for
homosexuality through biotechnology, Le Vay appears to negotiate the
discourse of the social and the biological in much the same way as
the women I interviewed about lesbian health. In my research, lesbian
‘health’ is constructed through the social, and is wary of biomedical
claims. In OS, Le Vay argues that gay men particularly will benefit, in
health terms, from biotechnology finding the material cause of homo-
sexuality. A gendered and binary relation between these perspectives
is obvious here. In a discussion of benefits for gay women and men of
biomedicine and biotechnology, men and materiality appear constituted
in binary relation to women and the social. Two considerations must
be made here. Le Vay implies that the benefits of biotechnology for
gay and lesbian identity can only occur when there is certain scien-
tific evidence of a biological basis for homosexuality. He also does
not consistently make a distinction between gay and lesbians but, as
demonstrated earlier, where the similarities are tenuous his account
relies on the association of women with the social.

Attempts to refute the hegemonic construction of homosexuality
as a sickness, in my opinion, motivate and underlie research into the
causes of homosexuality. Queer Science includes a specific chapter
on sickness and health. Le Vay is primarily concerned here with his
proposal that the removal of homosexuality from the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual in 1973 was motivated by politics and not by sci-
entific evidence over the cause of homosexuality. This stance is not
surprising to Le Vay’s conception of science because it reflects a key
area of debate in biotechnology — that ‘lay’ voices are positioned in
opposition to medical science and these non-experts are devoid of the
reason that science brings to a debate. His concern that political debate
could have been so effective over science lends him to redrawing a
distinction between medicine and science. He conceptualises medicine
as requiring interpretation of human experience; a distinction which
enables him to distinguish between cancer as a disease, and schizophre-
nia or homosexuality as not — what they have become is also not clear.
Depathologising homosexuality in this way is problematic because
although Le Vay is alert to the idea that research into homosexuality
is infused with social, cultural and historical meanings, his strategy
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for taking account of it is somewhat dubious.

Concluding comments

The Royal Commission on Genetic Modification constructs biotech-
nology as integral to progress in New Zealand. Such progress proposes
health gains through a favouring of reductionism and biological deter-
minism. This perspective is integral to the claims made by Le Vay, that
to locate the physical cause of homosexuality would achieve an end to
the oppression of gays and lesbians. The desire for health benefits, as
constructed by Le Vay in Queer Science, presumes that the progress
of science is equivalent to its good.

It could be said that debates over the harms of biotechnology inevi-
tably position scientists as necessarily making extravagant claims, yet
the “homosexual’ has been an object of study in scientific research and
medicine, constructed in the main as pathological, sick, and deviant.
Le Vay is mindful of the need to explore the possibilities of biotech-
nology for gays and lesbians, despite a general shift in gay positive
research away from talking about the biological basis of homosexuality.
Le Vay’s investment in, and apparent desire for, the material queer,
is continually reasserted in Queer Science in the advantages that he
claims for the homosexual (man); ‘he’ connotes a tangible substance
and stability of the category ‘gay’. If science could be responsible for
a revolution in the removal of stigma from gays and lesbians, in his
view this could certainly be progress.

It is tempting, even to this author, to consider what might be the
positive consequences of research that proposed a ‘gay gene’; a ‘gay
brain’. Le Vay proposes that it could be possible in the future to inject
cells into the brain to change the nature of sexual orientation — that is
to convert from homosexuality to heterosexuality. However, Le Vay
does not also make the reasonable assertion that it would be entirely
possible or preferable to convert from heterosexuality to homosexual-
ity. Yet even this ideal is unrealistic because the scientific and social
constructions of the material queer not only inform but are informed
by the construction of male/female, gay/lesbian, healthy/unhealthy
subjectivities. This epistemology is crucial to understanding current
debates on biotechnology in New Zealand.
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