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[The Times, Thursday July 12 2007] 
 

Glossary: 

Borders: a bookshop chain based in the USA
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Affairs of the Lips: Why We Kiss  By Chip Walter 
 
Researchers are revealing hidden complexities behind the simple act of kissing, which relays 
powerful messages to your brain, body and partner. 
 
When passion takes a grip, a kiss locks two humans together in an exchange of scents, tastes, 
textures, secrets and emotions. We kiss furtively, lasciviously, gently, shyly, hungrily and 
exuberantly. We kiss in broad daylight and in the dead of night. We give ceremonial kisses, 
affectionate kisses, Hollywood air kisses, kisses of death and, at least in fairytales, pecks that 
revive princesses. 
 
Lips may have evolved first for food and later applied themselves to speech, but in kissing they 
satisfy different kinds of hungers. In the body, a kiss triggers a cascade of neural messages and 
chemicals that transmit tactile sensations, sexual excitement, feelings of closeness, motivation 
and even euphoria. 
 
Not all the messages are internal. After all, kissing is a communal affair. The fusion of two bodies 
dispatches communiqués to your partner as powerful as the data you stream to yourself. Kisses 
can convey important information about the status and future of a relationship. So much, in fact, 
that, according to recent research, if a first kiss goes bad, it can stop an otherwise promising 
relationship dead in its tracks. 
 
To the extent that kissing is linked to love, the act may similarly boost brain chemicals associated 
with pleasure, euphoria and a motivation to connect with a certain someone. In 2005 
anthropologist Helen Fisher of Rutgers University and her colleagues reported scanning the brains 
of 17 individuals as they gazed at pictures of people with whom they were deeply in love. The 
researchers found an unusual flurry of activity in two brain regions that govern pleasure, 
motivation and reward: the right ventral tegmental area and the right caudate nucleus. Addictive 
drugs such as cocaine similarly stimulate these reward centres through the release of the 
neurotransmitter dopamine. Love, it seems, is a kind of drug for us humans. 
 
Despite all these observations, a kiss continues to resist complete scientific dissection. Close 
scrutiny of couples has illuminated new complexities woven throughout this simplest and most 
natural of acts – and the quest to unmask the secrets of passion and love is not likely to end soon. 
But romance gives up its mysteries grudgingly. And in some ways, we like it like that. 

[From an article published in Scientific American, February 2008] 
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[The Sunday Times, 29 March 1998] 


