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What is love?
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Some experts contend that love is all about the hormones that interact to bring about this ‘feeling’. 
Is it really that simple?

IN the popular American crime TV series Bones, the character Dr Temperance Brennan, who is a forensic 
anthropologist, says that love is nothing more than brain chemistry, where “dopamine and norepinephrine 
stimulate euphoria because of certain biological triggers like scent, and symmetrical features”.

Do you think that this is true? Is love just a collision of hormones coming together at the right time?

If so, what explains the emotions that we feel? The happiness, anger, sorrow, excitement, or simply that 
amorphous “lovey-dovey” feeling that we experience? What about when our heart skips a beat, or starts 
pounding, or when we blush upon seeing someone we love?

Considering that hormones may be responsible for these emotional and physical reactions, does this mean 
that we are not in control of how we fall in love, or with whom?

The science of love

If we go on the premise of biology, living creatures mate simply to reproduce and ensure the continuity of 
their species.

As human beings, however, we are blessed with higher levels of cognition that allows us to rationalise the 
process of sexual attraction and mating as something we call love.

Let us look at the physiological process first. An anthropologist from Rutgers University in the US, Dr Helen 
Fisher, says there are three stages of love: lust, attraction and attachment.

Lust

This is the first stage you go through before you really experience any feelings of love. Lust is driven by the 
sex hormones testosterone and oestrogen, creating a strong physical attraction with the ultimate aim of 
getting two people to mate.

In this phase, your brain produces a lot of endorphins, which cause intense pleasurable sensations. This is 
why you always feel exhilarated (like being “high” on a drug), and infatuated with the other person.

Attraction

It is one thing to lust after someone, but attraction involves a whole different set of hormones, or 
neurotransmitters, in the brain. That feeling of being lovestruck or being madly in love involves adrenaline, 
dopamine and serotonin.

If you have ever experienced the initial stages of being lovesick, you will be familiar with the symptoms: a 
racing heart, sweaty palms, and a dry mouth. These occur because your body is undergoing a stress 
response, so it produces adrenaline and cortisol.

Dr Fisher also described another characteristic of being lovestruck. “When you are madly in love with 
somebody, and you walk into a parking lot, their car is different from any other car in the parking lot,” she 
said.

This intense focus on the person that you are in love with, and the desire to attach special meaning to 
them, is actually due to high levels of dopamine in the brain.



When Dr Fisher studied the brain MRIs of people in love, she found activity in the dopamine-producing 
region of the brain, which is usually associated with wanting or craving something – often active when there 
is a rush of cocaine!

Perhaps that is why there are songs about love being like an addiction.

Just like being hooked on cocaine, being attracted to someone gives you intense energy, less need for 
sleep or food, and excitement over every detail of the relationship.

Finally, serotonin, which is linked to obsessive-compulsive disorder, is believed to be responsible for the 
fact that you keep thinking about the other person all the time.

All these reactions make you feel that your attraction to the other person is something special, and paves 
the way for the next stage of love.

Attachment

Surely, you must be thinking that this stage of love, which usually involves long-term commitment or 
marriage, has nothing to do with hormones, but depends on individual choice.

You may be surprised at what scientists have found! It is believed that the hormones oxytocin and 
vasopressin may have something to do with the desire to mate for life and have children together.

Oxytocin is often called the “cuddle hormone” or “love hormone” because it induces feelings of bonding, 
love and trust. It is stimulated during sex (particularly during orgasm), childbirth and breastfeeding.

It is thought that a bond between a couple deepens with the aid of oxytocin, which is released during 
orgasm.

Scientists also discovered that vasopressin may play a role in long-term commitment by studying male 
prairie voles, a notoriously monogamous species.

When the animals were given a drug that suppresses vasopressin, the male prairie voles were found to 
lose interest in their female partners, and did not protect their partners from other males.

The heart of love

But love, as we know, isn’t just hormones. I think it can be more appropriately described as a confluence of 
brain chemistry and emotions.

We are not animals who have partners just for procreation; we want fulfilling relationships that make us 
happy and contented.

Hormones may trigger feelings of lust and attraction, and play a role in helping us fall in love, but staying in 
love takes work, attention and commitment, as many of us who are in long-term relationships or marriages 
know from experience.

At the end of the day, we are responsible for who we fall in love with, and how we behave in a relationship – 
making the right decisions together, keeping each other happy, and staying faithful.
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