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1 
n an invited review of the book encitled Behind 
the One-Way Mirrar: Psychotherapy and 
Children, by Kacharine D. Fishman, to appear in 

the journaJ Contemporary Psychology, in 1997, Brito2 

emphasized some crucial philosophicaJ issues in 
reference to brain-mind relations and suggested thar on 
Darwin's dangerous idea (in a Dennettian sense -
Dennett1º) of evolurion through natural seleccion could 
alJow us to study the workings of che human brain in Lhe 
mediacion of normal and pachologicaJ behavior. 

INTRODUCTION 

Moreover, he advanced thenorion that "faccors related 
to rype of treatmenc (and cherapist) mighc very well 
interact with the preexisting brain reserve capacity (rhe 
neurraJ archictecture blueprinted by genetics and 
sculpted by the environment, thereby decermining 
outcome [ of psychopathology]) ". Bri co1 ended h is review 
with the consideration that "a rapprochement of 
neurology and the behavioral science seems inevitable". 
Therefore, che basic premise of the presem essay is that 
brain processes mediace behavior, inclucling hacing, 
lovingand mating! Forche sake of clarify, this essay will 
be divided into chree sections: 1) mating systems and 
sexual selection; 2) human mating strategies, and; 3) 
implications for the se.xually transmitted diseases. 

MATING SYSTEMS AND SEXUAL 
SELETION 

"This form of selection depends, not on a srruggle for 
existence in relarion to other organic beings or to 
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externai conditions, bur on a scruggle between the 
individuals of one sex, generally the males, for the 
possession of the other sex. The result is not death to 
the unsuccessful competitor, but few orno ofíspring" 6• 

The above note oo the possible relevance of sexual 
selection for the evolution of mating systems was 
followed by a treatise on the subject, The Descenc of 
Man and Selection in Relation to Sex, published cwelve 
ycars lacerº. Mosc of this volume pertained to the scudy 
of counship, i.e., mating strategies, of animais. 

For a complete review of mating systems, the reader 
is referred to Brown4• Briefly, matingsystems are "those 
aspects of a species' social organizarion that determine 
the ways is which males and femalei; come together for 
breeding"1 • Perennial monogamy madng systcms are 
characterized by pair bonds being formed for life or at 
Jeast for several years (e.g., swans), while seasonal 
monogamy refers to pair bonds lascing only for the 
breeding season. Polygamy is a system in which and 
individual has more rharone mace, none of which mates 
to anorher individual, and implies a kind of bond 
determined by dominance or amaction, between the 
mates. The bondmay be successive, as in selial polygamy, 
or simultaneous polygamy. Polygamy can be further 
subdivided inro polyginy, the most common, in whicb 
a male mates with cwo or more females, and polyandry, 
in which a female mares wirh more than one male. 
According to Brown4, polygyny is the preferred mating 
system for the most mammals and about 2% of the 
world's bird species. Finally, ia promiscuity, there are 
no pair bonds, and males and females copulate with 
many individuais of rhe opposite sex. Therefore, 
promiscuiry is differenr from polygamy in tbe sense that 
no individual has exclusive righcs over any individuais 
of the opposite sex. 

Brown4 correctly emphasize that rhe mating system 
species cannot be clearly categorized, but represents a 
mixcure of different maling systems. According to him, 
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r 
Tbe perennial 

mo110gcn11ymating 
a worldwide survey of mating syscems systems are chClracterized 
in human populations reveaJed the by pair bonds being A 

Afcer chis bricf overview, we can 
turn our attention on rhe relevancc of 
differem mating sysrems and rhe 
concept of sexual selection for our 

cxiscence of percnnial monogamy. formedfor life. / ' 
serial monogamy, polygyny, polyandry '---- _ 
and promiscuity. Therefore, "to 
categorize che human species intoany 
of these types would be a gross oversimplificacion" 4. 

How are we co underscand che evolucion of a gamuc of 
different typcs of mating syscems? Most likely, as 
consequence of a differemial eff ect on Lhe rate of evol ution 
of matingbehavior. The predicamemofamale (usuallybuc 
not only) which cannor finda mace is bleak in evolurionary 
rerrns. This predicamem is concepcualized by sexual 
selecrion, i.e., the differcmial producrion of progcny by 
differem genorypes as a resuJt of competitive macingt. 

Darwin<i recognized rwo main mechanisms by which 
sexual selcction can operace: (1) the influence of male 
dominance and (2) the inílucnce of female choice, or 
"sexual preference". However, Brown' notes that thcse 
categories are not mucually exclusive. 

Species in which sexual selection is predominantly of 
che malc-dominance typeshare many feamresas írequenc 
inter-male aggressive conflicrs wirh the female as rhe 
objccr of aggressive competition, high variabilicy in 
number of females per male, success in having access 
co females correlates with dominance over males. pair 
bonds tend to be faint or nonexistcm, sexual dimorphism 
is extreme, full physical mawracion is reached lacer by 
males. mortalicy rates are higher for males, especially 
during rhe breeding season. chere are more females than 
males among adules and, mosc imponantly, there is 
little orno paternal care of offspring. 

Species in which sexual seleccion operares mainly 
through the process offemale choice (sexual preference) 
share severaJ characteristics with species in which sexual 
seleclion is of the male-dominance cype. The major 
difference becween the cwo groups in that in the first 
group, signals and srructures in males are used to impress 
rhe females, whereas in che second group, signals and 
struccures are used for fighting against other males. 

Brown• emphasizes chac various in mating sysccms 
among species are partly due co phylogeny and also to 
ecology. According to his views, mammals are rarely 
rnonogamous because males, lacking mammary glands. 
cannot concribuce to the nurcuring of rhe offspring 
above what can be offered by che females. On the 
comrary, rhey mi gh t aswell compete for I i mi red resou rccs 
in the terricory. Therefore, monogamy would be 
disadvancageous for females. Birds, on Lhe other hand. 
are more likely rhan mammals to be monogamous 
because both che male and rhc femalc can contribuce in 
maturing of rhe nurturing of rhe offspring. Ic can be 
adduced chen that che role of paternal care exercs a 
major iníluence in rhe evolucion of mating syscems. 
Other relevant factors would includc the appearance, 
the behavior and che cerricory of rhe mate. Furthermore, 
genecic models of rhe consequences of sexual seleccion 
predict the presence of genes chat help females choose 
the mosc attractive males and also chat these genes will 
be tightly linked wilh genes iníluencing male 
-,rtractiveness (e.g., Brown◄) . 

species, or should chese concepcs bc 
considered complecely irrelevanc, and 

even preposcerous. for Homo sapiens sapiens? 

HUMAN MATING STRATEGIES 

Let us imagine for a minute to be possible ro travei 
back in time steps of a single generation and gradually 
resec che clock about 40.000 generations ago. A fcw 
rhings would emerge from chis adminedly specularive 
exerci se. The mere fact of our exiscence in che presem 
signifies that we are the producc of the successful 
macing of our parems, grandparems, greac-grandparents 
and so on in che past towards che dawn of our species. 
We are norhing but thc resulc of the strugglc of our 
ancesrors in thcir quesr for sU1vival, and reproduccion! 
Therefore, it would be na·ive to ignore our species' 
evolucionary history in an anempc co understand our 
currenr maríng strategies. 

As we discussed previously in the essay, ali cypcs of 
mating strategies found m animais are also found in 
human populations. We can then pose rhe quesrion: 
What do we expccr from a mating parcner? Psychodynamic 
oriented psychological cheories would suggest rhat people 
search for mates who resemble archetypical images of che 
opposite-sex parenr. Other psychological theories 
cmphasize choices baseei on complementary or similar 
characcerisrics to one's qualicies. Research in thc 
evolutionary psychology of macing selection, however, 
demonstrares char mcn and women use differenc 
strategies, as it would be expe<:ted from research in 
animals. As defined by BussS, the new discipline called 
evolutionary psychology represencs an attempt "to idemi fy 
underlying psychological mechânisms thac were che 
produccs of evolucion - mechanisms thac help co explain 
borh rhe extraordinary flexibility of human bchavior and 
the accive mating strategies pursued by women and 
men". However. Dennett 1ºviews cvolucionary psychology 
in a broader comexc as ''the marriage of sociobiology and 
cognitive psychology". ln this sensc then human macing 
strategies would only be one of many areas of ínterest of 
this new discipline. 

ln rhis book emilied Thc Evolution of Desire: 
Srracegies ofHuman Macing, Busss presented rhe resulcs 
of surveys of mating preferences of mate and female 
college studems in the Uníced Sraces and more chan 
10.000 men and women in 37 councries (including 
Brazil, Sweden, Gcrmany, Zambia, Paraguayan and 
Venezuelan indian cribes among many others), in a 
worldwide collaboracive effort. A summarized version 
of rhe dara was published elsewhcre6. Alrhough some of 
the resulcs from this research may be interprered as 
reflecting cultural biases, rhe great majoricy of the dara 
indicace thac human macing scracegies are independem 
of culcure. According to that aurhor, human maring is 
inherently scrategic in rhe sense of solving specific 
problems in human evolucionary history and so wc are 
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not necessarily aware of its intdcare 
workings. Moreover, Buss considers 
that maring srraregies are contexr
dependem, i.c., men and women 
behave diffcrently dcpending on 

ln promiscuity, 
males andfeniales 

copula/e with many 
individuais of the / 

opposilesex. / 

co economically support his wife and 
children is a significam sex-linked 
cause of divorce1

• 

wherher che context presents itself as 
a shorr- or long-cerm maring prospect. Finally, he 
emphasizes that men and women have faced different 
scracegies. Let us review briefly here the data gathered i n 
rhis cross-culcural research. 

There was no difference becween the sexes as to the 
inceresc in seeking a long-term mace. However, men 
werc found to be much more prone chan women are ro 
seek short-term mating (casual sex). Additionally, men 
reported to desire a greacer number of sex partners than 
women both in cheir lifetime and in certain period of 
rime. Furrhermore, il was reporced chat both men and 
women are equally likcly co consent to sex after about a 
five-year period in cheir relationship. However, men 
were much more likely Lhan women to consider sexual 
inrercourse for all shorter time intervaJs. 

8uss5•6 also repores rhar men value promiscuity and 
sexual experience in a partner for shorc-term mating but 
noc for long-term mating. Women, on the other hand, 
do noc find promiscuity desirable under any 
circumscance. By thc sarne coken, men are reported co 
ftnd women with a low sex drive much less desirable for 
shon-term, as opposed to long-term, macing. Also, men 
in search of a long-rerm mace are willing to commit and 
invest, bur in theconrextof shorc-term mating minimize 
commitment and investmenr. Women strongly want 
commicmem from a long-rerm mace, and find it only 
slighcly undesirable in a shon-terrn mate. 

Buss and his group of colleagues also found that men 
seeking cither a short- ora long-rerm mace prefer young 
and physically amaccive women probably because such 
fearures signal reproduclive value. Women also prefer 
physically arrractive men, but this was much less 
importam than to men. Additionally, Buss5•

6 rcported 
chac men value chasdty and dislike infidelicy more chan 
women. Furthermo.re, men place greacer emphasis on 
the sexual rather than chc emocional type of infidelity, 
whereas for women the converse is true.This difference 
is consistent wich the hypothesis of sperm compeution 
in the sensc char men will produce more sperm after 
spending rime away from his wife possibly to displace 
the sperm from ocher men from ber vaginal rracr as a 
consequence of che opportunity provided for casual sex. 

lt will be recalled t.hat paternal care of the offspring 
exerrs considerable influence on matingsrracegy. This is 
borne out by che results reported by Buss and 
collaboracors5•0 in the sense that wornen prefer boch 
short- and long-cerm mates who will lavish rhem with 
resources, and find highly undesirable men who are 
hesiranc co expend resources on them. They also found 
chat women are more ftnicky than men in choosing a 
shorc-ccrm mace possibly beca use chey use a short-cerm 
scraregy to assess prospective long-term mares. Along 
chis sarne line, womcn were shown to puc a premi um on 
men who could provide enough resources for her 
offspring. ln a somewhat differenc vein, a man's failure 

The evidence presenced above could 
be summarized by srating thac women 
are auracted to men who are willing 

and can provide unlimited resources for her and her 
offspri ng, whcreas men preferyoung, physícally attracàve 
and reproduccively valuable women.As discussed above, 
rhese general conclusions are consistent ,vich daca 
obrained in severa! differenr cultures in differenr 
counrries. Since the observations were found ro be 
consistem across culcures, it is tempting to conclude 
rhat biology, noc culcure, determines human maàng 
scracegies. Dennerc10 warns us against such inference: 
"showing thac a particular cype of human behavior is 
ubiquitous or nearly ubiquícous in widely separarcd 
human culcurcs goes nowayatall cowards showing thar 
there is a genecic predisposition for chat particular 
behavior". To put it in anorher way, the wheel could be 
reinvented severa! times over wichour the need of eicher 
genetic descem or culrural cransmission. However, 
considering lhe costs (physical and emocional) of 
pregnancy to women, the probable role of paternal care 
in the evolution of macing strategies, and the acceprance 
of Han1ilton's11 conceptual framework of kin selection 
among evolutionary biologists4 and philosophers10would 
render che hypochesis puc forth by Buss5

·,; ar least 
theorccically plausible. 

How would homosexualicy fie into summary provided 
in the lasr paragraph? How would homosexual men 
choose a mace: As a hererosexual female ora hecerosexual 
mate? Reciprocally, how would homosexual women 
choose a mace: As a heteroscxual mate or a heterosexual 
female? As discussed by BussS, the issue of homosexual 
relationship provides an acid tese for the evolutionary 
subscrace of sex differences in che desires for a mate. 
Jnrerescingly cnough, the available clara indicace thac 
homosexual men and women tend to choose a mace as 
their heterosexual counrerparcs, i.e., homosexual men put 
a premium on beauty and yourh, and lesbians place even 
less emphasis on physical appearancc than hecerosexual 
women5. lc can be concluded then that biological/hormo
nal sexual characccristics, and nor sexual orientation per 
se, detcnnine sex differences in mating preference thereby 
strengthening t.he hypothesis for an evolutionary basis of 
sex dffferences in che desires for a mate. 

The accepcance of the idea that human mating 
stracegies is firmly on evolutionary grounds would pose 
the issue of whac co make of such ideais as love and 
romance, or the "afetividade" of Brazilians;? lt might 
be suggested chat the words love and romance represem 
semanric shoncurs for the inheremly complex maàng 
stracegies of mcn and women in their selfish quest to 
eternize their genes. The acceptance of the biological 
roocs oflove and romance and, for that matter, afetividade 
should in no way demean whac chey represem for 
human life and culturc. 

What is somber to face is the prospect of fiddling 
with the genetic subsrrace of cvolution, a capabiLicy 
unique co our species. Infertile (and, therefore, 
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evolutionary dead-ends) people can 
now manage to eternize their genes 
chrough unnarural methods such as in 
vitro fertilization. Cloning cechniques 
are already ac hand and bcing used in 

Tbe people sea rch for 
,nates who resemble 
archetypica/ images To make things worse, STDs 

microorganisms seem to be develo
ping resistance to first and second 
generation anribiocics rendering che 
rreacmenc of severa! of the STDs coscly 

of tbe opposite-sex / 
parent. / 1 

agribusiness. lt is clearly possible to 
envisagc rhe potencial evolucionary impacc of advances in 
biology. On che othcr hand, our species may soon reach 
an evolucionary cult-de-sac and ir is likely that a super
human species will emerge as a kind of "paradigmaric 
shift" in a Kuhnian sense. It is beyond the purpose of che 
presem essay to dwell on these issues. However, they 
should cerrainly bereferred co rheattention ofbioethiciscs 
and philosophers for a proper treatmcnr. 

ln an auempt to unify concepts from evolurionary 
psychology (human maring stracegies), molecular biology 
(genomic imprincing), neurobiology and psyd,oanalysis, 
Bri lOl advanced a hypothecical model. Although che model 
is highly complex, a few commencs are in ordc.r for rhe 
presem essay. According to this model, evems related co 
genomic irnprincing along maternal and paternal lines 
exert impact on cortical and subcortical brain sLrUcrures, 
respecrively. lt can be presumed that cortical brain proces
ses mediate success in job performance and life in general 
(rhe Ego and Super-ego of psychoanaJysis), which is 
exactly whar women, expecc from amare. Subcortical brain 
mechanisms, on che other hand, are involved in basic drive 
mechanisms, such as sexual behavior (che Id of 
psychoanalysis), and ic is of incerest conote that rhe men 
prefer reproductively valuable mates. Sublimation would 
be represented, in this model, by the inrerplay of acóvity 
between brain sLrucrures relaced co genomic imprinàng 
along rhe maternal and paternal lines, i.e., conex and 
subconex. lt remains to be seen whether this hyporhetical 
model \Vill prove co have heuristic significance. 

H uman mari ng scracegies on way or another cul mjnare 
in sexual imercourse. The interchangeofbodilysecretions 
becwecn cwo organisms during sexual íncercourse 
providesan ideal medi um for che propagation and therefore 
perpecuiryof microorganisms. ltshould be apparencthen 
chac the understanding of the roots of human mating 
scracegics has major implications for the STDs. 

IMPLICA TIONS FOR THE SEXUALLY 
TRANSMITTED DISEASES 

Scxually transmicced diseases (STDs) continue ro 
represem a major health problem worldwide. Diseases 
once thoughr co be under che contrai of public healch 
authoriries are making a comeback withdisastrous 
consequences as, for example, syphilis. Other diseases, 
unknown to healch auchorities up umil recemly, are 
reach.ing epidemie proporcions as is the sirnation with 
SIDA. Wives are unknowingly infected by Lheir unfaithful 
(or, for chac marcer, bisexual) husbands with che HIV 
and may pass on the disease to their offspring. PubUc 
healch auchorities spend large amounrs of lirniced 
resources in educationaJ campaigns only ro 0nd cheir 
limiccd impact on Lhe cpidemiology of STDs. The Church 
admonishes that SIDA and other scou rges are rhe resu I t 
of cvil and luscful behavior co be mercilesslycondemned. 

borh economically and emotionally. 
Ali of this makes a very bleak scenario indeed. The 
quescion is whether biology or, more ro the poinc, 
evolucionary psychology can be of any assiscance in rhe 
understanding of the epidemiology and di fficulties faced 
by public health auchorities in relarion ro the STDs. Can 
hypocheses developcd wichin rhe framework of 
evolucionary psychology be ofassiscance in rhe design of 
educacional campaigns for the prevention of the STDs or 
even in the developmenc of nonmedical, supporcive 
psychotherapy for STDs, specially SlDA? 

As discussed previously in chis essay, the macing 
stracegies ofhuman populations can indude mosr of che 
strategies used by ocher animais. A major difference 
berween our species and ochers seems to be in the extenc 
of rhe signiílcance of the concext for mating. Dependjng 
on che concexr, humans may choose a shorc-term rather 
Lhan a long-term rnacing strategy (a good example of 
such a comexcual shift in scracegy would occur during 
Carnival, as most Brazilians would agree). Anorher 
concexcual factor, as noted by Buss5•6, would be the sex 
ratio found in a community. A surplus of men would 
shift the strategy towards monogamous relationships, 
whereas an excess of femaJes would favor casual sex as 
men would be relucram ro commic to a single woman. 
Simulraneously polygyny is commonly found in arabic 
cultural contexts, and pucs significam pressure on men 
to compete for women. 

Preoccupacion wirh infidelíty should depend on 
maring straccgy. Since rnen can never be 100% sure of 
cheir parternicy, and considering the cose of paternal 
care of che young, ir is reasonable to expccr thac 
preoccupation wich infidelicy (and, incidencally, 
prevalence of wife barcering) should be higher in 
monogamous chan polygamous maring systems, and 
che cvidence is consiscenr wiLh this expectation5

• Thc 
irony of infideliry (and promiscuity) is thac such a trair 
in men could noc have evolved had women denied chem 
its expression5• Additionally, expect for the perennial 
monogamous scracegy, maces are replaced for a variecy 
of reasons whenever costs become substancially bigher 
rhan accrued beneílts. Therefore, a mobllity in mating 
partners in human populations is to be expected. 

This discussion above would suggest that variables 
related to madng stracegy exen a major impact on the 
prevalence and incidence of the STDs. Higber inicial 
íncidence ofSIDA in men are consistem with the ideas 
cxpressed in Lhis essay in the sense thac homoscxuaJ 
and heterosexual men are more likely ro have casualsex 
chan homosexual or heterosexual women. The fact rhac 
rhe prevalence and incidence for AIDS for men and 
women are now almost equivalem may signify rhat 
unfaithful (or bisexual) husbands have been infeccing 
cheir wivcs, a speculation consistem with the available 
epidemiological dara. The sarne reasoning would apply 
LO adolescems just entering the mating markec. Ic is 



Tbe men seeking either 
a short- ora long-term 

l mate preferyoung and 
physically atlractiue/ 

women. 

reasonable LO hypod1esize d1ac young 
adolescenc women were initially 
infected wich HIV byolder, unfaithful 
or divorced men in search of younger 
mates, although scrong data to 
evaluate this hypothesis are lack:ing, 
as far as che aurhor is aware. 

Public healch campaigns should incorporate the 
context-specific characceristic of human mating 
straregies. Mosc of the resources sbould be invesced 
(and chey seem to be) during periods of time chat favor 
casual sex such as Carnival and summer vacations. ln 
addition, special attention should be directed ac men 
and womem most likely co prefer short-term mating 
stracegiesas, forexample, recemly separaced and divorccd 
mcn and women, and possiblehomosexual men. Young 
adolescem females also meric special accencion since 
chey are die rargec of older, recemly separaced or 
unfaithíul men. Wich rime, the human landscape of 
SIDA affiiction should encompass ali age groups unless 
ofcourse we make major srrides in its medical creaunenc. 

Nonmedical supponive psychotherapy is frequenrly 
recornmended for STDA paáencs. lt is hoped thar an 
undersranding of the biological roots of human mating 
scracegíes will provi de che assisting health prof essionaJ 
wich a broader view of the drcumstances surrounding 
infection. Additionally, such knowledge should help 
this professional in the counseling of patienrs in order 
co minimize contagion of significam others in the 
family. Furthermore, this knowledge should also 
minimize t.he impact of the guilt usually imposed upon 
che patient by religion. 

1t must be the case that millions oíyears of evolucion 
cannot be easily written off. Therefore, we in the health 
care community should expecta hard road ahead in the 
prevenrion of the STDs given diewide opLions of mating 
scracegies available co human populations. The face diac 
thismightbe biologicallytrue should in nowaydiminish 
ow: resolve as che scakes are very high indeed. A brighc 
side of this admitcedly sornber story m.ighr be to view 
the SIDA epidemies as a srrong type of evolutionary 
pressure on human mating strategies. 

ABSTRACT 

The presenc essay examines the probable impac.t of 
human mating scracegies on the incidenceand prevalence 
of rhe sexually Lransmitred cliseases (STDs) in lighc of 
recent hypolherical developmencs in the evolurion of 
such scrategies in our species (Homo sapiens sapiens). 
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The ideas offered by the audior are 
based on the revoluLion engendered 
by Darwin's conceptual insights on 
na rural sclection, and more importanc 
for the presem essay, sexual selcction. 

Jc is boped that a more biological 
view ofhuman macing strategies (and, by excension, of 
!ove) will b_roaden in perspectives oí the epidemiolgy 
the STDs. Addirionally, it is hoped that chís view will 
place nonmedical (behavioral) interventions such as 
marital (couple) counselling in cases of STDs on firm 
biological grounds. Furthermore, a srrictly biological 
view is consisrent wich die limited success of sexuaJ 
education in che prevenrion of these cliseases. 

Key words: evolucion, human maring srrarcgies, 
sexually rransmitred diseases. 
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RESUMO 

No presente ensaio teórico, o autor examina o provável 
impacco de estratégias do acasalamento humano na incidência e 
prevalência das doe1tças sexualmente transmissíveis (DSTs) à 
luz de teses recentes sobre a evolução destas estratégias na nossa 
espécie (Homo sapiens sapiens). As idéias aqui apresentadas se 
fulcram na revolução engendrada por Darwin, no século passado 
pelos conceiros de seleção namral, e mais importante para os 
nossos objetivos no presente ensaio, seleção sexual. Espera•se que 
uma visão mais biológica do acasalamento humano (e. por 
extensão, do amor) possa ampliar o horizonte das questões 
epidemiológicas relacionadas às DSTs, além de colocar as 
intervenções mio medicamentosas em casos de DSTs, como, por 
exemplo, aco11selhame11to de casal, em bases solidamente biológi• 
cas. Ademais, esta visão é consistenre com o sucesso limitado da 
educação sexual na prevenção destas doenças. 

Unitermos: evolução, estratégias de acasalamento humano; 
doenças sexualmente transmissíveis. 
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