
The Anatomy of Love: Evolution, Biology, and Desire 
 
Anthropologist Helen Fisher examines the biological and evolutionary roots of human attraction, 
arguing that romantic love is a powerful physiological drive rather than a mere emotion. Through 
brain imaging research, she identifies three distinct neural systems—lust, romance, and 
long-term attachment—that evolved to facilitate reproduction and pair-bonding. The text also 
explores how modern shifts, such as women’s economic independence and an aging global 
population, are returning society to ancient patterns of symmetrical marriage and equality. Fisher 
further warns that the widespread use of antidepressants may inadvertently suppress these vital 
chemical pathways. Ultimately, the source portrays love as an enduring, obsessive force that 
remains fundamental to the human experience across all cultures. 
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Function 

Associated 
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Psychological 

Characteristics 
Evolutionary 

Purpose 

Interaction with 
Other Systems 

(Inferred)  

Sex 
Drive 
(Lust) 

To 
motivate 
individual
s to seek 
out a wide 
range of 
potential 
mating 
partners. 

Testosterone and 
Estrogen; notably 
suppressed by 
elevated serotonin 
from 
antidepressants/SS
RIs. 

Craving for 
sexual 
gratification; 
described as 
an "intolerable 
neural itch" 
similar to 
hunger. 

To ensure 
individuals 
actively look 
for and 
engage in 
mating 
opportunitie
s with 
various 
partners. 

Operates 
independently but 
can trigger other 
systems; orgasm 
causes a dopamine 
spike that can trigger 
romantic love and an 
oxytocin/vasopressin 
rush that leads to 
attachment. 

 

Romantic 
Love 

To focus 
mating 
energy 
and 
attention 
on one 
specific 
individual 
at a time. 

Elevated Dopamine 
activity and 
Norepinephrine. 

Intense 
energy, 
elation, mood 
swings, 
obsession, 
sexual 
possessivenes
s, intrusive 
thinking, and 
craving for 
emotional 
union. 

To conserve 
mating time 
and energy 
by focusing 
reproductive 
efforts on a 
single 
preferred 
partner. 

Can be triggered by 
the sex drive via 
orgasm-induced 
dopamine spikes; 
conversely, high 
serotonin from 
antidepressants can 
suppress dopamine 
and stifle this 
system. 

 



Attachme
nt 

To 
maintain a 
bond 
between 
partners 
long 
enough to 
complete 
parental 
duties. 

Oxytocin and 
Vasopressin. 

A sense of 
calm, security, 
social comfort, 
and "cosmic 
union" felt for 
a long-term 
partner. 

To ensure 
pair-bonding 
and 
cooperation 
for the 
duration of 
child-rearing 
as a team. 

It often follows 
romantic love; can 
be triggered by 
orgasm 
(oxytocin/vasopressi
n rush) during casual 
sex, yet can exist 
simultaneously with 
lust for other people. 
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