Imperfect Match

Do ideal mates come in symmetrical

Second of two articles

he fuss about symmetry’s link to
human beauty began with the dis-

covery of the Greek statue of Venus
de Milo in 1820. The archaeologist who
unearthed this famous sculpture wrote a
research paper praising the pulchritude
of his find. Shortly
thereafter, however, a
German  physician >
asserted vehemently
that this Venus was
flawed because of her
many distortions.

The dispute flared,
prompting physicians
throughout Germany A\
to measure their \
patients. Their efforts -
made it clear that the
human form possess-
es fluctuating asym-
metries — slight, ran-
dom deviations from
true bilateral symme-
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try (SN: 1/21/95, p.46) | | }
— but did little to set- |
Today, results of z l:’.

genetic and psycho-

logical surveys suggest that people, like
animals, have evolved a preference for
symmetry. That preference could have
stemmed from the way the nervous sys-
tem works (see sidebar). Or it could have
arisen because symmetry signals fitness.

What a frightening thought! Already,
a pretty face (that is, a largely symmet-
rical one) tends to elicit more gracious
treatment than a homely one. Just
imagine the boom in plastic surgery if
health insurance companies could clas-
sify people as high risks on the basis of
lopsided features.

Some previous studies have verified
the appeal of faces with average-size or
well-proportioned features, while cer-
tain other features — a wide jaw in
men, for example — make one sex irre-
sistible to the other. Randy Thornhill
and Steven W. Gangestad, of the Univer-
sity of New Mexico in Albuquerque, and
their colleagues have examined these
preferences further.

For men, successful mating parame-
ters, such as number of sexual partners
or age of first sexual experience, corre-
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late with low fluctuating asymmetry,
Thornhill and Gangestad reported in the
September 1994 PSYCHOLOGICAL SCIENCE. In
other work, they found that symmetrical
female faces generated as composites of
individual photographs by a computer
generally appeared
-~ more attractive and
sexier to men than
actual faces of indi-
vidual women. In con-
trast, individual male
faces seemed sexier,
healthier, more domi-
nant, and more
attractive to women
than composite faces.
Symmetrical men are
more attractive and
tend to have a larger
number of sexual
partners and extra-
marital affairs than
asymmetrical men,
Thornhill adds. They
flirt more frequently
and generally invest
| less time in their pri-
mary relationships.
In many ways, they are a lot like desir-
able male birds or scorpion flies, says
Thornhill.

Gangestad, Thornhill, and New Mexi-
co colleague Randall Comer then exam-
ined female orgasm. Scientists have
long speculated that female orgasm
evolved because it serves a purpose in
mating. It may
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studies suggest, then their sexual part-
ners should be more likely to reach
orgasm in synchrony with them than
with other men. Otherwise there would
be little benefit for those men in flirting
more or having more sexual partners.

A survey of 86 University of New Mexi-
co couples bears that prediction out.
Symmetrical men not only have an easier
time finding willing partners, they are
also more likely to have partners whose
orgasms occur in synchrony with their
own, Thornhill reports.

He and his colleagues have begun to
delve more deeply into perceptions stim-
ulated by symmetry. They are asking
male and female romantic partners
about each other’s vigor, muscularity,
and coordination — all traits that early in
human history would aid survival,
Thornhill explains. Their analysis to date
indicates that both men and their part-
ners rate the symmetrical man high in
those traits. The analysis for women is
not finished.

symmetry, spurs dissent. An indi-
vidual's fluctuating asymmetry

can be fairly challenging to assess, cau-
tions John T. Manning, who studies the
phenomenon at the University of Liver-
pool in England. Researchers use multi-
ple raters to ensure reliable results, but
they still must deal with slight inconsis-
tencies. Also, because most individuals
randomly exhibit symmetry for one
trait but not another,

T his research, like most studies of

help bond a cou-

the determination of

ple, for example.
Or it may help a
woman “choose”
whose sperm will

one’s overall asymme-
try requires the assess-
ment of at least 10 char-
acteristics.

most likely result
in conception.
The New Mexi-
co researchers
think that simul-
taneous female-
male orgasm aids
the sperm’s jour-
ney to the egg.
Thus, if symmet-
rical men truly
have a mating ad-
vantage, as earlier
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What’s more, “it’s
very difficult to find a
good measure of asym-
metry that the envi-
ronment since birth
hasn’t modified,” says
Therese A. Markow of
Arizona State Univer-
sity in Tempe. So
Markow depends on
fingerprint data in her
work. Those ridges
and whorls appear dur-
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ing gestation and stay the same for the
rest of an individual’s life. Therefore, the
difference between right and left hands
truly reflects stresses incurred in the
womb, she notes.

Markow began seeking good markers
for fluctuating asymmetry in people
after she demonstrated links between
low asymmetry and fitness or mating
preferences in some fruit flies. She
decided to investigate whether asym-
metry could help her make sense of the
unusual patterns of inheritance in con-
ditions, such as schizophrenia, that
have complicated genetic bases. Her
results indicate that people with schiz-
ophrenia indeed have high degrees of
fluctuating asymmetry in their finger-
prints. Their unaffected relatives dis-
play more symmetry but not as much
as unrelated healthy individuals.

Markow and other researchers
believe that variation in the severity of
some diseases with complex genetic
bases may hinge on the diversity of an
individual’s genetic makeup. Each per-
son possesses two versions of each
gene. If the two versions are the same, or
homozygous, for too many traits, that
individual may be less able to withstand
the vagaries of the environment. When
homozygosity exceeds some threshold,
then disease, including schizophrenia,
may result, she and others think.

This idea also intrigues Gregory
Livshits, a population geneticist at Tel
Aviv University in Israel. A decade ago,
he assessed the symmetry of 250
preterm and 150 fullterm babies. The
babies born early tended to be more
asymmetrical. Moreover, the more asym-
metrical the infant, the greater the likeli-
hood of inborn heart or circulatory prob-
lems. Livshits suspects that those babies
were more homozygous and consequent-
ly less able to cope with the developmen-
tal stresses that led to their early births.

Now, he is taking X rays of adults’
hands and assessing both the density
and symmetry of the bones. He wants to
know whether fluctuating asymmetry can
predict an individual’s risk of developing
osteoporosis, a condition in which bones
become brittle, sometimes to the point of
fracturing. Could osteoporosis result
from excess homozygosity? he wonders.

Livshits readily admits that no one has
pinned down a consistent tie between
health and symmetry. Sometimes the tie
seems real; other times it does not.

Indeed, some worry that a few propo-
nents of this idea are pushing its signifi-
cance too far. “I think there are some
people who would see [fluctuating asym-
metry] in a glass of milk,” says Markow.
“It has the potential to explain a lot of
things, and people are jumping on a
bandwagon.

“But [ would be really careful. It’s not
a general rule, and I don’t think we're
close to understanding why we see it
when we see it.” O
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