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I am delighted to be here, and am particularly grateful to Dr. Mary Lemmons and Dr. Cathy Jack Deavel for organizing this series.  


Nearly two years ago, Dr. Lemmons and Dr. Deborah Savage put together a week-long conference on the thought of John Paul II.  That time together inspired and helped direct my reflections today.  I have since been trying to work out a position on the nature and significance of sex and gender, and I am humbled and grateful for the opportunity to share some of my reflections and working thoughts with you.  I look forward particularly to your questions and responses at the end.

I. Introduction to series


I am envisioning this as a two part series, beginning with today’s discussion of more theoretical issues, focusing on an account of how women and men are both different and truly equal.  In the second talk tomorrow, I would like to address more practical issues—looking more specifically at how our differences might involve a call on our lives, a vocation if you will, and what such a vocation might look like in our concrete lives.  We know well what destructive and negative versions of gender roles might look like, but I would like to ask whether there are positive ways in which we can affirm a gender vocation that neither limits nor denigrates women or men, but instead reveals a genuine calling on our lives.  


So today, I would like to talk about “Difference, Sameness, and the Vocation of Sex: The Theoretical Issues.”  I would like to begin with a brief account of tensions and dilemmas in contemporary feminism and then turn to the account of gender I would like to defend.  
II. Complementarity Theory

There are those who talk about women and men as ‘different, but equal,’ claiming that there are real feminine and masculine distinctivenesses, but that these distinctivenesses in no way undermine our fundamental humanity and equality.  This is language common in the writings of, for example, Edith Stein, John Paul II, and Prudence Allen—all of whom are Catholic thinkers.  

Some fear, however, that these claims—these claims of difference yet equality—are simply a ‘cover’ for a quite problematic view.  It sounds good to say that women and men have two equal but different natures, but what it really means is that men can do everything women can (except what nature prevents) while women will be blocked by convention and by social pressure from many jobs and roles.  Further and even nastier, women will be blocked or discouraged from precisely those roles that involve the greatest prestige, honor, money, and security.
  


This fear has a great deal of basis.  Even if the Christian tradition has upheld and affirmed the dignity of women in certain ways, there are also some rather shocking and awful comments about, and treatment of, women.  Given this history, it is right to be quite hesitant in the face of claims about ‘difference, yet equality.’  


And yet, if it is really true that we are different as well as equal, then to forget the differences may itself be rather problematic.  To require sameness, where there is not sameness, may do damage that is at least analogous to the treating of unequal what is equal.  Today and tomorrow I would like to visit again the question of the differences between the sexes, certainly affirming our full and true equality, but asking again whether there are also differences of significance. 
III. Setting the context: Feminism in the U.S.

This question of difference has, by and large, been de-emphasized in the popular feminist movements in the United States.  During the past century, and certainly in the last forty years or so,
 there has been a marked interest in women—in the rights of women and the various forms and kinds of discrimination against women.  There have been campaigns to increase the role and visibility of women in public life, to re-consider women’s relationship to their own reproduction, and to investigate the various forms of personal and structural inequalities.  
There are few intellectual and social movements that have made as much progress in a relatively short period of time as the women’s movements.  This is not to claim that the work is by any means done, nor that equality in all areas has been reached.  It is simply to note and applaud the truly incredible accomplishments.  


Yet despite these accomplishments, certain tensions prevail.  Much of the success of the women’s movement in the US has been due to the efforts of liberal feminists (in contrast to, for example, radical, Marxist, or gender feminists).  Central to liberal feminism is a commitment to the fundamental similarities of women and men.  By and large, liberal feminism is convinced that—in at least all essential ways—women and men are identical.  And thus there is an interest to work for women’s rights, with the understanding that such rights do not differ from broader human rights.  
We have certainly failed as a society, and in a myriad of ways, to respect adequately women’s basic human rights, including the right to equal pay for equal work, legal protection in cases of abuse, full participation in the political process, etc.  
There has often been, however, a conviction accompanying liberal feminism that the gender differences between women and men are due primarily to nurture, to social and environmental concerns, and not to any intrinsic or natural element.  As such, there is absolutely no natural basis for differing treatments of women and men, and we ought, by and large, to discourage social conditioning that has contributed to such differing treatment.


Sex is understood to be natural, but gender is cultural, a social construction.  

There is, on this view, much reason to celebrate individual differences, differences in interests, temperament, and skills among individual human beings, but a great hesitation to differentiate these in any way that falls along sex or gender lines.  They see individual differences as attributable to our various choices, and as such to be affirmed and supported.  But insofar as those differences are due to gender conditioning, they are thought to undermine both our common humanity and our individual freedom.  Thus, in an effort to equalize the opportunities available to both women and men, any distinctions related to gender are significantly downplayed.  
We might think, for example, of Title IX in education, which calls for equal funding for both women’s and men’s school sports, and the proposed and highly influential Equal Rights Amendment, which declares that sex should not be a factor in hiring practices.  At times, there has been sexual affirmative action, encouraging greater numbers of women to go into fields often dominated by men, and thereby providing models and examples for other young women and a counter-weight to the dominant social formations encouraging the unequal development of women and men.    


There is no doubt that these efforts have done much good.  Liberal feminism has opened for women opportunities in advanced education, many professional careers, athletics at all levels, and the political realm.  Liberal feminism has truly changed our society.
Liberal feminism has not yet, however, been successful in eliminating various, what they might call, ‘gender stereotypes.’  There are still more women than men in nursing,
 still more men than women in high public office,
 still more attention given to men’s than women’s sports, etc.  And there are a certainly a plethora of jokes, cartoons, popular advice-givers, and folk sayings sharply distinguishing the characteristics of men (on the couch watching football) and women (on the phone chatting away), men (presiding in the board room) and women (off at a garden tea party).  Liberal feminism, by and large, understands these differences—these stereotypes, jokes, and patterns—as cultural, and ones to be, eventually, eliminated.  

In contrast, other feminists have celebrated these differences.
  For example, Carol Gilligan’s influential book In a Different Voice argues that women’s moral development often differs from men.  Mary Belenky and her colleagues built on Gilligan’s work and have argued that there are distinctive “Women’s Ways of Knowing.”
  
Although differing in many respects, these thinkers each claim that there are gender differences—not merely individual differences, but characterizations and patterns distinctive to our different genders.  Further, some of these thinkers argue that these differences are not incidental and cannot easily be eliminated.    

The Dilemma


Yet before citing Gilligan or Belenky as evidence of feminine and masculine distinctivenesses, it is worth noting that some individual women and men respond to their accounts—for example, Gilligan’s descriptions in In a Different Voice—by saying ‘that is not me.’  

Gilligan claims that women tend to be concerned about our connectedness, our relations, while men focus on autonomy and separateness.  But some women and men read her account and say ‘that is not my tendency.’  For some, the descriptions simply don’t ring true; they do not fit all experiences.  
Such a response elicits quite quickly the question of whether the gender categories presented are inadequate or whether the individual herself is inadequate.  Is it the author of the theory who has failed to articulate well ‘femininity’ and ‘masculinity,’ or is it me, have I failed to be properly ‘feminine’ or ‘masculine’?  
We can then ask whether we as a society ought to encourage such gender differences, and thereby, in some sense, critique those who fail in various ways to fulfill the gender ideals.
  Such an approach seems quite harsh.  If one affirms such categories as the ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine,’ is one not at least implicitly requiring us to measure and notice where and when individuals fall short?  
Were the failings simply a matter of will or moral vice, it might be admirable to encourage such critique.  We do condemn misogynists and those who spit doctrines of hate.  Such critiques are right and appropriate, and insofar as holding up certain ideals—for example, ideals of charity toward different cultures or ideals of civil discussion and disagreement—insofar as holding up such ideals leads to implicit or explicit critiques of misogynists, xenophobes, and racists, so much the better.  
But it is not obvious that failing to be characteristically ‘feminine’ or ‘masculine’ is comparable.  And thus the implicit critique arising from such ideals does seem more worrisome.    

Finally, there is a fear that such gender divisions make our biology into our destiny.  Because one’s body is female, because one has a womb, must one therefore circumscribe one’s life in terms of the birth and care of children?  Does one’s biology determine that one will have interests and skills of a particular sort?  And are those who, for various reasons, fail to have such interests, opportunities, or skills, fundamentally failures?      

This leaves us in a difficult position.  If one claims that biology is insignificant and that gender divisions are inappropriate, then it will be difficult, as individuals and as a society, to accommodate any point at which biological features play a role.  If one claims that biology is significant and that some kind of gender divisions are appropriate, then it is difficult to avoid de-valuing those who do not fit easily the gender lines.  It is hard to understand how to value fully individuality and human freedom, and to prevent biology from turning into destiny.  

Given our long history of discrimination, this last concern is a legitimate fear.  The Nazi ‘program’ for women focused on three areas where women belonged:  “Kinder, Kirke, Küche,” that is, children, church, and the kitchen.  Were the Nazis the only ones who shared this view, things would not be quite so serious, but, unfortunately, the phrase and idea have a much longer history.  

Thus, on one hand, we have liberal feminism with its affirmation of equality and individuality but with little help in thinking, in any positive way, about gender distinctivenesses, and, on the other, attempts to affirm gender distinctivenesses but with the dangers of (1) making biology destiny and thereby (a) undermining or downplaying individuality, (b) affirming confining stereotypes, and (c) inadequately appreciating human freedom.  
IV. Responding to this Dilemma

a. Apologies for Aristotle

I would like to articulate an account of gender that, I think, can address these dilemmas.  But I would like to turn to an unusual source in order to do so.  It seems to me that a strong dose of Aristotle is what we need in order to answer well these challenges.  
Aristotle is an odd choice because he is hardly known to be a champion of women.  He famously describes women as ‘deformed males,’ and surely some of the blame for discrimination against women in the Western traditions needs to be laid at his feet.  
But I think that Aristotle’s thought is better than he himself knew.  Oddly, I am not claiming that, if one simply eradicates the misogyny and prejudice from Aristotle’s writings, we will end up with a good position.  Unfortunately, I do not think it was mere misogyny infecting Aristotle’s claims.
  His criticisms of women are, even worse, at least in part rational ones, the intelligible result of following out his general position.  In light of that, his thought does not seem easily reformed or safely used.

Falling prey to the same conclusions Aristotle drew is surely a risk in following his intellectual lead.  I’ll admit to you that risk up front, and would be delighted to talk more at the end about how Aristotle ends up where he does, and how we can both be broadly Aristotelian and yet avoid his problematic positions, but for now, let me simply acknowledge that there is a danger here that I believe can truly, genuinely, and fully be avoided.  We will need to be modified Aristotelians, but, I take it, some kind of modification will be necessary for anyone wanting to take Aristotle seriously in our contemporary world.  


Thus, I would like to offer an account of how we can affirm the full and fundamental equality of women and men, acknowledge real and important differences between women and men, account for and not in any way denigrate those who legitimately differ from the standard gender descriptions, celebrate our individuality, and recognize the import of human freedom.  Given this goal, my account will at best be a sketch, but I hope to articulate the general direction I think that we should head.

b. Using Aristotle

We all grow and develop, and must do so, ‘where we are planted,’ in the time and era in which we live.  Aristotelian hylomorphism, although perhaps in need of development in light of contemporary genetics, nonetheless provides a useful distinction between the formal principle—that is, the general pattern of development—and the material principle—the conditions under which the development occurs.  Such a distinction allowed Aristotle to affirm that all members of one species could genuinely be said to share something significant and yet so obviously and truly differ.  All of us, according to Aristotle, share the same type of form—or principle and general patterns of growth and development—and yet we also differ in ways that are not insignificant.  These differences are due to our differing material conditions, including not simply our differing matter but also our different cultural, social, and familial influences as well as our personal choices and habituation.  


Aristotle’s general description and particularly his distinction between form and matter strikes me as possessing great of explanatory power.  It can provide a substantive account of commonalities among human beings and our human development—commonalities that make disciplines such as psychology, for example, possible—and yet do so in a way that does not undermine or make insignificant our true individual differences.
  The Aristotelian account is certainly in need of re-articulation and development in light of more recent philosophical and scientific concerns,
 but I think that the core Aristotelian insights should be preserved.  

The Aristotelian hylomorphic vision of the human being understands us as a unity of form and matter.  Form is the principle of our commonality; matter that of difference.  The two principles are distinct, but inseparable (at least insofar as we are fully human
) in an actual living human being.  

Further, Aristotle claims that a person does not ‘arrive’ in the world fully developed.  One must, rather, become oneself, actualize the set of human capacities – gradually and over time – through our matter and in our particular, historical conditions.  The quality of our development will depend in large measure on the material conditions, although also on our free choices.  Insofar as our form is of the same kind, we will all be of a common species and share basic capacities.  Insofar, however, as the matter and conditions in which the form must actualize itself differ, we will be quite different.  
The matter present in particular human beings and initially ‘united,’ one might say, with the form is not prime matter (utterly unformed matter), but designated matter (matter already formed).  Were we to try to understand such a claim in light of contemporary science, we would need to say that, presumably, such designated matter would include our DNA and other genetic material.  We should also include under the material principle the particular social, cultural, political, familial influences and the range of material upon which one uses and develops one’s capacities (e.g., the particular books one reads and role models one has). 

Were we to apply this approach to the question of sex, one could say that, on the formal level, at the level of capacities, each of us are fundamentally and equally human.  We are, qua form, neither male nor female.  But insofar as that form is actualized in certain kinds of biological matter, the individual is female; insofar as it is actualized in other biological matter, the individual is male.
   
We might be tempted by language of ‘embodiment’—e.g., the embodying of a soul in matter; such language might be helpful, but I want to reiterate that, according to Aristotle, the elements in question are principles and not pieces.
  The hylomorphic tradition strongly emphasizes that we are a unity, a single individual, and not a couple of things stuck together.  One may distinguish the form, the type of being one is, and thus the general patterns of development, from the material elements in which that development occurs, but these two are not separable.  There is no development without both something which is developing and that in which it develops.  

Thus, on this account, there are two principles:  the formal and the material.  All of us are human in terms of our capacities and basic patterns of development.  But none of us are ‘generically human.’  Each of us has particular matter and conditions in which we are developing.  And thus all individuals are sexed, and there are no human beings who are not sexed in some way.  One can distinguish within a particular human being that which is responsible for the humanity from that which is responsible for the sex, but the one is not what it is independent of the other.  We are not human souls contained within a sexed body, but sexed human beings.  

It is common to understand sex as a physiological description.  Based on certain biological features—and there is some debate about which biological features are most significant to one’s sex.  Gender, in contrast, is thought to include those more than biological features:  one’s thought patterns, sets of behaviors, longings and desires, etc.  Liberal feminism tends to understand sex as a biological fact and gender as a social construction (and thus amenable to re-construction).  

The Aristotelian account I am putting forward here would agree that sex is biologically based, based in our physical matter, and it would agree that gender is—to a degree—informed by our socialization and social conditioning, but it refuses to reduce gender to social construction.  

Aristotle claims that all human forms share the same basic capacities.  The matter in which the capacities are actualized, however, differs.  Each of our capacities must be developed over time and in our material conditions, and the matter and material conditions will affect the ease with which different capacities are developed.  Insofar as all women share certain common biological material features, they share common material conditions.  Insofar as men share common biological material features, they share common material conditions.  

These material commonalities mean that certain capacities may be easier for women to develop than men and vice versa.  And thus women may be inclined to develop certain of the human capacities more easily and quickly.  It is in virtue of this slight ease in certain respects that we can talk of ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’ traits.  
Thus, for example (and my example here is simply intended as an illustration):  perhaps due to the comparatively lesser muscle to body mass ration, women have a material condition that encourages the development of fine motor skills, while, due to greater muscle to body mass ratio, men have a material condition that encourages the development of gross motor skills.  I do not know whether this is actually true or not, but I do simply want to suggest that it seems likely that common biological conditions would encourage common patterns of development.  

I am not claiming here that common biological conditions determine common patterns of development.  The process of actualizing one’s capacities is not a simple process with a single explanation.  One actualizes one’s capacities in a particular order, with particular emphases, and to a particular degree for a variety of reasons, including the encouragement and opportunities of one’s social environment as well as one’s own choices about where to focus one’s energies and time.  
We have many human capacities, and all of them take time and energy to develop.  One must make choices among the various skills one might develop, and thus there is no reason to think that all women will develop their fine motor skills in the same way, to the same degree, or men their gross motor skills.

Further, the conditions under which we develop include more than merely female and male biological conditions.  They also include the particularities of our own genetic material.  Although all women have in common certain general biological features and all men others, they are only general features.  The precise amount of estrogen or testosterone present in any particular woman or man will differ from other women and men.  Thus the commonalities of biological condition are only general and not exact or precise.  
This is particularly significant because there is competition for our developmental energies and time.  All of our capacities require development and formation, and all development requires time and energy.  Slight biological differences may provide a fairly strong motive not to put one’s energy into something that is characteristically ‘feminine’ or ‘masculine.’    

If this general picture is right, then it seems to me that we have an account, first, of the commonalities among all human beings, based in our common human form, second, the general common characteristics of women and men, based in the common material conditions for women’s and men’s development, and, third, the true differences among individual women and individual men.  Our particular material make-up is significant, as well as the particular families in which we grow up, our friends, neighbors, free choices, etc.  Because all of our conditions differ to some degree, it is unsurprising that, although women might tend in certain directions, not all women need do so.  And so also for men.  For all kinds of reasons, particular individuals may develop various of the human capacities to different degrees and in differing directions.  

Thus, it is possible to talk of feminine and masculine characteristics because of the similarities in our material conditions and the motivation of those material conditions encouraging us to develop in particular ways, but we cannot claim that all women or all men will have the feminine or masculine traits in the same way or to the same degree.  There will be, rightly, significant differences among individuals.  

This general schema strikes me as useful for understanding both the persistence and rightness of gender categories and the difficulties of eliminating them simply by changing the social influences, and yet also affirming that gender traits are truly, if not wholly, susceptible to social influences and capable of being affected and adapted by our environment.  The number of men in nursing, for example, rose significantly as nursing programs opened their doors and encouraged more men to enter the nursing profession.  The number of women in law has shifted dramatically in the last half a century, and thus is surely due to changes in our society.  

Further, not only have jobs changed, but our attitudes have as well.  You are far more likely to have women valuing being assertive today than fifty years ago, of mothers teaching their sons and daughters different patterns of conflict resolution now than in previous eras.  The ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’ distinctivenesses are not immune to social conditioning.  But social conditioning is not the only significant factor, and it cannot, and ought not, to eliminate the motivating influence of our bodies.      

In broad strokes, thus, it seems to me that we can achieve these things if we affirm with Aristotle that there is some common formal principle which must nonetheless be actualized under different and distinct material conditions.  The material conditions do not determine the precise actualization of the form, although they are the conditions under which the form is actualized and thus motivate one to develop in certain directions rather than others.  Insofar as all females share certain material conditions, there are common motivating features for their human development.  Insofar as all males share a different set of material conditions, they are differently motivated.  But insofar as none of us share identical material conditions, none of us are presented with precisely the same set of material motivations.  Further, even if we were to share common conditions, we are also free and choose (to greater or lesser degree) from among those conditions the directions and subjects toward which we would like to put our developmental energies.  Thus, our material conditions, although relevant and important, do not determine the process of our development and thus the particular gender or individual traits.    

V. Further Questions

There are several further issues worth considering that I do not want to spend time with, but I would like to mention three of them briefly.  
First, there are different types of hylomorphists.  I have been using Aristotle, but he is not the only, or even the best version of hylomorphism.  Thomas Aquinas, for example, can be considered a qualified hylomorphist, and he distinguishes the differing degrees to which our human faculties are conditioned by matter.  
Such a distinction, I suspect, will be critical for working out a fuller version of this account.  Surely certain of our human capacities are more affected by our differing material conditions than others.  
Second, we ought also to ask about the kind of motivation our physical bodies provide and precisely how it affects our development.  Does our body affect the pattern of how some capacities are developed?  Does it affect the comparative emphases among the faculties?  The order in which they are developed?  The objects toward which they are turned?  Etc.  
Each of these questions is significant and would be relevant to fully working out this view, but for the moment, I simply want to claim that our bodies are in some way significant for our human development.

Finally, what traits or emphases characterize each gender?  
Gender, on this account, is neither pure nurture nor nature.  Both are true in differing respects.  The common human pattern of development is inflected by our various material conditions, including importantly our sexed bodies.  That, though does such an inflection look like?  What traits and emphases are particular to each gender?  
The answer to this will be a ‘for the most part’ answer, but it will not be a precise and rigid answer.  And this is rightly so.  For the general development and capacities are fundamentally human ones, not female or male ones.  The order, emphases, etc., among these capacities might be commonly inflected in certain ways that we can describe as feminine or masculine, but—for all kinds of reasons—all of us will differ to some degree and in various ways from the common gender patterns.  
But what does the ‘for the most part’ answer look like?  It seems to me that we have a number of good guides—Carol Gilligan, Edith Stein, John Paul II, Prudence Allen.

Tomorrow I would like to draw on Edith Stein’s answer, laying out briefly her account of women, and I would like to say something about how these differences might involve a call on our lives.  

� See also Sarah Borden “What is Complementarianism?: John Paul II on Woman,” presented at Boston College’s conference Truth, Life and Solidarity: Philosophical Perspectives on the Thought of Pope John Paul II, February 25, 2006.





� We might place the 1963 publication of Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique as the beginning of second-wave feminism in the U.S.  Friedan founded the National Organization of Women (NOW) in 1966, which has become a central force in the fight for women’s equality.  





� In 1996, 5% of nurses were men.  See www.geocities.com/Athens/Forum/6011/sld028.htm.


� See the research done at the Center for American Women in Politics, www.cawp.rutgers.edu.


� This is not to imply that they disagree or in any way want to criticize the political and social advances of liberal feminism, but they do want to question the denial of significant differences between women and men.  


� See Women’s Ways of Knowing ed. Mary F Belenky, Jill Mattuck Tarule, Nancy Rule Goldberger, Blythe McVicker Clinchy.


� Gilligan does think that too much connectedness or too much separation are both bad, and one ought to work for a balance of both.  


� It is possible that misogyny is part of the story.


� Some, such as John Duns Scotus and Edith Stein, would strongly disagree with my claim that Aristotle preserves the significance of our individuality, and thus Scotus and Stein—albeit in different ways—posit formal principles of individuality.  I do not yet see, however, that it is necessary to follow the Scotist and Steinian line, so long as one has a sufficiently charitable read of how our material conditions and freedom are involved in our individuality.  


� I do think that both philosophical development, especially Kantian and phenomenological developments, and scientific developments, especially in light of evolutionary theory and genetics, need to be addressed and incorporated.  Much work has, however, already been done in both of these areas. 


� Thomas Aquinas is a qualified hylomorphist – that is, he does not think that the soul is exhausted by its duties of forming the body.  Rather, the soul has higher, non-bodily powers (e.g., mathematical and abstract reasoning) in virtue of which we can see that the soul is more than the form-er of the body and thus can survive the death of the body.  Our soul, however, longs to be re-united to a body in the resurrection of the body, and we are not fully human in the absence of our bodies.  


� In certain cases, the matter may be such that the individual is not exclusively male or female.  Such cases of innersex (or, as previously called, hermaphrodites) would be accounted for at the level of matter, or the material principle, and not at the level of form or soul.  All human beings—regardless of sex—have the same kind of formal principle.  Sex is determined by the material principle.  


� See Edmund Husserl’s Logical Investigations, Investigation III for a more detailed discussion of the nature of pieces in contrast to what I have here termed principles and which Husserl refers to as moments.





