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Introduction


I grew up in a broken, non-churchgoing, nominally Catholic home. As a young child and a teen, I both witnessed and then lived a life diametrically opposed to Catholic Church teaching on sex and marriage. Concentrating on Women’s Studies early in college, I identified with a radical feminist contingent and was adamantly anti-Catholic. For these reasons and more, I am an unlikely candidate to bring together the women who contributed to this book.


Yet, by the grace of God, it is precisely because of these reasons that I have felt compelled to do so. A long and painful road led me back to the doors of my baptismal faith. It was a road on which I can recall falling to my knees repeatedly. First, asking the God who had already pulled me from the clutches of anxiety and despair whether he had a Son who had come in flesh, as my Christian acquaintances were claiming. Then, begging him to show me a church in which to reverence him that was not the “antifeminist” Catholic Church. And then finally, resigned to the movements of my soul toward the Church, bringing to God each qualm I had about Rome, asking him to grant me clarity.


Along the way, I discovered that a high percentage of girls whose parents had divorced shared my unease about life, love, and relationships, and that many of us acted out in ways that served only to perpetuate our fragile self-esteem. Patiently reserving my heart for one man required constant prayer and vigilance, but it allowed God time to heal my wounds and to teach me the virtues of friendship.


I also came to see that the doubts that had surfaced interiorly about abortion, just before my flirtation with Christianity, were quite reconcilable with my feminist spirit. Though I can speak for no other feminist of radical leanings, it became obvious to me that my particular drive to eradicate gender differences spoke more of my low self-worth than it did of any rational claim to merit. Once I came to understand the irresistible love God has for each one of us—a love whose healing power I had personally experienced—the nature of my feminism changed. My desire to work for the benefit of women (and children) did not lessen; I simply recognized original and personal sin, not the patriarchy, as my adversary, and self-sacrificing, redemptive love, rather than legal commands, as the primary vehicle for cultural transformation.


My “reversion” to the Catholic faith was borne of experiences and insights like these, and then confirmed by intense intellectual study. The teachings of the Church on sex and marriage are not easy to live. Through them the Church asks us to do much that is against our (fallen) nature, much that is against our culture. But by prayerfully living according to Church teachings on sex and marriage, we are not only protected from much emotional, physical, and spiritual harm, but these teachings also have the power to transform us into persons capable of both giving and receiving the selfless love for which we were designed. It is a love that works wonders, that delights, that restores. It is a love that delivers a peace that I, personally, never imagined possible.
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Despite boasting one-fifth of the world’s population, the Catholic Church is by no means a “popular” institution. Classical teachings on abortion, premarital sex, divorce, and especially contraception, are thought by many—both outside the Church and within—to reek of, at best, old-fashioned ideas of sex and, at worst, patriarchal views of women. The reservation of the priesthood to men, for its part, is often simply regarded as male chauvinism. These Church teachings lead many to wonder how any self-respecting woman or woman-loving man can stay and pray within the Catholic Church.


Yet, it hasn’t always been so. Historically, it was precisely the early Church’s teachings on polygamy, divorce, birth control, abortion, and infanticide that most attracted pagan women into the Christian fold.1 Moreover, Rome hasn’t always stood alone on these controversial matters. Every Christian church, and therefore most Christians, agreed with Rome on each of these practices up through the beginning of the last century.


The modern advent of the birth control pill, liberalized views of women, and the sexual revolution inaugurated a cultural reordering throughout the Western world wherein principles and institutions that had traditionally guided decision-making on even the most “private” of matters were trumped within the span of a generation by the preferences of the apparently autonomous individual.


Indeed, a 2005 study published in American Catholics Today indicated that the majority of Catholics now look to themselves rather than to the Church as the “proper locus of moral authority” on issues of abortion, divorce, birth control, and “nonmarital” sex—despite their continued allegiance to the Church on matters of social justice and concern for the poor.2 Catholic voters differ little with their nonreligious counterparts on their views of abortion, and Catholics seek civil divorce in similar numbers. But perhaps most strikingly, few believe that ignoring the Church’s teachings on sex and marriage makes them any less Catholic. For many, and for perhaps many more since the sex abuse scandal that erupted in 2002, sex has simply become an aspect of life on which the Church no longer has authority to teach.


One could assume that many ordinary Catholics dispensed with the teachings on sex and marriage during the turbulent 1960s for the simple reason that these teachings are difficult to live, that they require, for some of us, a degree of self-control and selflessness that is beyond ordinary means.


But history reveals another force at work as well. For just as the world was coming to believe that there was more intrinsic value to sex than procreation, and that there is more to being a woman than birthing and nurturing children, the Church, too, was articulating a more nuanced understanding of human sexuality and the nature of women. A substantial number of vocal theologians believed that such development of doctrine was a sure sign that, at long last, the Church would “modernize” its teachings on abortion, sex, and marriage—and on the priesthood as well. This hoped-for view prevailed among progressive-minded academics and activists to such an extent that the Church was ill-prepared to handle their immediate protest of Humanae Vitae, the 1968 encyclical reaffirming the Church’s prohibition of contraception. Almost overnight, Catholics, whether in the pews or in the seminaries, received the strong impression from dissident theologians (through the mouthpiece of the media and the lecterns of the Catholic colleges at which they taught) that the Church was wrong about its teaching on contraception—and perhaps about much else when it came to human sexuality. The only responsible thing for a thoughtful Catholic to do, according to these academics, was to ignore Church teachings and “follow one’s conscience.”


To be fair, the Church did give these theologians a foothold for their views in the Vatican’s modern reconsideration of sex and women. While the Church had always prioritized the procreative, or baby-making, aspect of conjugal sex, buttressed by theological treatises that derided sexual pleasure even within marriage, she began to draw much more attention to the unitive, or love-making, aspect of marriage in the modern period. Similarly, the Church’s views on the nature of women also shifted. Increased papal attention to the dignity and equality of women, just prior to the Second Vatican Council, was ratified in the Council’s denunciation of sexual discrimination and support for greater recognition of the rights of women. In the wake of these changes, many waited with bated breath for the Church to dismantle restrictions on abortion, contraception, divorce, and sex outside of marriage, and to clear the way for a married priesthood open to women.


But no change came—or has come, in the decades since. Indeed, Pope John Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI have taken every opportunity to reaffirm the Church’s constant teaching on abortion, sex outside of marriage, divorce, contraception, and the priesthood. They have done this even as they continue to articulate, and rearticulate in new ways, the Church’s modern recognition of the dual purposes of sexuality and of women’s fundamental equality with men.


Many Catholic feminists, such as Rosemary Radford Ruether and Lisa Sowle Cahill, among others, take this “staunch” reaffirmation of old doctrines within new theoretical frameworks to reveal that whatever the rhetorical elevation of interpersonal unity in the sexual union and the declaration of the equal dignity of the sexes, the Church’s adherence to these traditional sexual taboos itself indicates that sexism is still alive and well in the Catholic Church. Regarding the Church’s views on sex and women, Ruether writes:


Feminist Catholics believe that the root of this defect [in the Church’s worldview on sexuality and women] is the view that sexuality is sinful in itself and opposed to the higher spiritual life, allowable only within heterosexual marriage for the purpose of procreation, and the concomitant view of women as a lesser form of humanity, linked with the inferiority of the body and sexuality, whose primary destiny is motherhood. Only by remedying these views of sexuality and women can progress be made on developing more adequate teachings that will liberalize Church policies on celibacy, divorce, homosexuality, contraception, and abortion.3


And while Cahill in her book Women and Sexuality applauds the new “personalist” themes in John Paul II’s writing on sexuality in what has since become known as the theology of the body, she writes:


In the end, the personalist shift has been incomplete. Current teaching attaches [to this personalist account] conclusions once derived within the old biologistic, procreative, and hierarchical model of sexuality, and especially women’s sexuality (as defined primarily in terms of motherhood, domesticity, and submission to the husband/father instead of equal partnership).4


But even more than the teachings on sex and marriage, what is most problematic for these older Catholic feminist theologians and ordinary feminist-minded Catholics alike is the Church’s insistence that the priesthood is an exclusively male institution. For surely it is possible to simply—and quietly—attempt to live as one wishes, ignoring much of the Church’s teachings on sex (though not so much on marriage) in hope that the Church will come around some day. But for the all-male priesthood, feminist Catholics share an unequaled antipathy; for them, their “institutional second-class status” is evident at each Mass when men alone serve at the altar.5


For centuries, theologians linked restrictions on abortion, sex, divorce, and the priesthood with the assumed inferiority of women. It is simply inconceivable to these older Catholic feminists that once women’s inferiority was rejected, such teachings would continue to be regarded as worthy of assent. But that is exactly what the Catholic Church has claimed to be true.


In her illuminating book The Catholic Priesthood and Women, Sister Sara Butler, professor of dogmatic theology at Saint Joseph’s Seminary in New York and a contributor to this volume, explains how the Church simultaneously affirms traditional doctrine while rejecting traditional rationales for such doctrine. Writing solely about the issue of the exclusivity of the priesthood, she details the misunderstood difference between the “deposit of the faith”—those teachings (or doctrines) handed down by the apostles orally (i.e., tradition) or through the written word (i.e., Scripture)—and how theologians have understood such doctrines. Whereas the deposit of the faith remains the same for all time, the way in which theologians understand and then explain such Church doctrine can and does change over the course of history. This happens as new questions are raised and prior explanations challenged by new insights, discoveries, or ideas about the world. Thus, Butler argues, while many theologians once based their argument for the male priesthood on the assumed inferiority of women, this doctrine has actually always been grounded in the facts of sacred history. Such facts concern Jesus’ example in choosing the Twelve and the unbroken tradition of the Church since then—though it wasn’t until 1977 that the Church found it necessary to say so.


Similarly, though individual theologians had sometimes relied on false ideas of women’s subordinate status to explain Church teachings on sexuality (that both sex and women were made solely for procreation), they do not depend on such ideas for their validity.


Rather, the Church’s teachings on abortion, sex, marriage, and the priesthood depend on that which all other Church doctrines depend: the words and deeds of Jesus Christ and his apostles recorded in Sacred Scripture, guided by the Holy Spirit and the light of reason, preserved in the tradition of the Church.


Contrary to the old Catholic feminist view, it’s not that these controversial Church teachings are wrong in themselves; it’s just that the modern world is in desperate need of a pro-woman explanation.


Pope John Paul II has been called John Paul the Great in part because he began the difficult task of reexamining and rearticulating biblical truths and Church teaching in light of modern philosophical insights into the human person and human experience, foremost among them freedom and equality. John Paul II’s theology of the body, and the “new feminism” he championed, have afforded many intellectually curious Catholics a strong theoretical explanation for many truths of the faith that have been challenged in recent decades, especially those concerning sexuality and the role of women in the Church and in the world.


His writings have provided a unique philosophical critique of the secular humanist and feminist ideas that abound in Western culture. Catholic new feminist writers, inspired by On the Dignity of Women (1988) and his Letter to Women (1995), have expounded on John Paul’s vision of the equality and complementarity of the sexes. These writers have challenged secular feminists who either blindly deny gender differences or refuse to admit that such difference should amount to anything in the public (or private) sphere. John Paul’s consistent refrain and lived witness that true freedom is found in total self-gift has allowed his followers to confront a Western society based, in part, on claims of individual autonomy and false notions of liberty as license. He taught that the self-donation for which the human person is made is ultimately realized in the sexual union of the spouses. This teaching has elevated the meaning of sex at a time when our consumerist culture has debased sex, treating it as simply another form of entertainment.


And yet, despite the rich theological explanation of these controversial topics in recent years, as well as a vibrant orthodox faith practiced by many John Paul II-inspired young Catholics, the Church continues to be perceived as anti-woman and anti-sex, sometimes virulently so. It’s as though some inside (and outside) the Church cannot fathom how the Catholic Church can so appreciate the dignity of women and the beauty of sex, and yet still stand firm in her views on abortion, sex, marriage, and the priesthood. For many, a deep disconnect remains between the Church’s new, modern emphasis on equality and freedom, and her continued adherence to traditional teachings.


A practical, pro-woman defense of these controversial teachings is required to bridge the gap. As the late Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, a social historian and convert to Catholicism, whose elegant writings always evinced a deep concern for the welfare of women, wrote: “[A] viable new feminism must directly confront the realm of practice … the real terrain of struggle … [f]or most women understand their lives within [that] context.”6 Ordinary Catholics (and non-Catholics alike) need to understand, in non-theological terms, why self-respecting women and women-loving men can faithfully live these controversial Church teachings in the modern world. This book intends to help them do just that.


Marshaling sociological, biological, and medical evidence; anecdotal accounts; and personal experience, the women who write in this volume challenge the common misconception that the Church’s teachings are anti-women and anti-sex. Rather, these women believe that it is precisely the Church’s controversial teachings on abortion, sex, marriage, and contraception that bespeak the Church’s love of women—and reverence for sex. Recent empirical evidence reveals just how harmful breaking from these teachings has been for women, their children, and our culture over the past few decades. Moreover, this harm has disproportionately affected those for whom the Church holds a special concern: the poor. Indeed, the women who write these chapters argue that, contrary to popular belief (and old-guard Catholic feminism), following Church teachings on sex and marriage, in spite of the sometimes arduous difficulty of doing so, actually helps women to flourish—physically, emotionally, relationally, and socially.
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Before launching into a pro-woman account of each of the Church’s controversial teachings in practice, it is necessary to elucidate the Church’s theoretical understanding of equality and freedom. For in many of the cases examined in the chapters that follow, the harm that has come to women as a result of straying from these teachings is due to a fundamental cultural misunderstanding of these two key concepts. In chapter 1, then, philosopher Laura Garcia will look first at the Church’s modern view of the complementarity of the sexes, or equality in difference, and corroborate this theory with recent biological and sociological data on the differences between men and women. Garcia will then explain the Church’s account of human freedom, its difference from the secular view of freedom as license or autonomy, and its perfection in the self-giving acts of interdependent persons.


Reflecting upon my work as editor of The Cost of “Choice”: Women Evaluate the Impact of Abortion, I will take up the issue of abortion in chapter 2. I will show how Church teaching not only reverences every human life as unique and sacred, but in so doing, dignifies every mother, whether rich or poor, healthy or infirm, in her call to nurture new life in her womb. Abortion (alongside contraception) has been regarded as the sine qua non of the modern-day secular feminist movement. Yet, abortion has harmed women, physically and emotionally, in our relationships with men, and in our very social status as women. Societal structures will not change for the benefit of women and their families when women are willing to sacrifice their own offspring to further their educational and career aspirations. Moreover, abortion advocates often argue that poor and desperate women are the prime beneficiaries of liberalized abortion laws. On the contrary, I will show how the Church’s life-affirming message is actually the true champion of the poor.


In chapter 3, Cassandra Hough, founder of both the Anscombe Society at Princeton University and the Love and Fidelity Network, discusses the emotional and physical pitfalls for young women who engage in sex devoid of love and marital commitment. Recent studies and ample anecdotal evidence reveal that premarital, and especially casual sex, is inherently anti-woman. Regardless of whether young women want to be emotionally unaffected by sex—in the way it seems young men often are—the truth is that sex binds those who engage in it. This bonding makes women’s attempts to enjoy casual sex along the lines of the promiscuous male almost impossible. Early sexual activity focuses young women’s energies on young men, rather than on their own studies and goals, thus increasing the likelihood of depression and poor academic performance, among other setbacks. Perhaps most devastating of all is that, unbeknown to most women, sexually transmitted diseases are not gender-neutral: STDs are far more harmful to women than to men—especially to their future fertility and the health of their future offspring. Hough makes the case that the woman who waits for a man to commit is better prepared to find him in the first place—and to enjoy lasting love, free from the emotional (and sexual) baggage that often results from loveless sexual encounters.


In chapter 4, economist Jennifer Roback Morse, author of Smart Sex: Finding Life-Long Love in a Hook-Up World and Love and Economics: It Takes a Family to Raise a Village, and founder of the Ruth Institute, points to dozens of studies that show that, on the whole, married individuals are happier, healthier, more sexually satisfied, and more prosperous than single, cohabiting, or divorced individuals. Married women especially benefit when they share a lifelong commitment with their spouses. Though secular feminists criticize the institution of marriage for its lack of freedom and autonomy, indissoluble marriage actually increases a woman’s freedom to choose a path in life that a great many women wish for themselves: a life in which they are free to devote much of their time to their children. Moreover, Church teachings that promote monogamous, permanent marriage are especially crucial for poor women whose lives are greatly improved by it, and for whom divorce strikes an especially brutal financial blow. In chapter 5, Angela Franks, author of Margaret Sanger’s Eugenic Legacy, tackles by far the most controversial of the Church’s sexual teachings: contraception. She discusses the historically eugenic and anti-woman rationales for contraception, and the ways that contraception has hurt women in their relationships with men. Then, explaining the Church’s teaching on the crucial distinction between contraception and natural family planning, Franks shows how the latter is far more respectful of women’s bodies, the different sexual appetites of women and men, and the sacred relationship between spouses.


It has been said that natural family planning is one of the best kept secrets of the Catholic Church; this is especially so for those women and men who desire children but have been unable to have them. Just as the couple using NFP respect—rather than suppress—the natural fertility of the woman when the couple elect to postpone pregnancy, NFP-inspired reproductive medicine (i.e., NaProTECHNOLOGY) also has had tremendous success in assisting women to conceive. In chapter 6, educator Katie Elrod, writing with obstetrician Paul Carpentier, describes this holistic and cutting-edge approach to women’s reproductive health and illuminates the reasons for its success. The writers contrast such an approach with assisted reproductive technologies (ART). Such technologies are fraught with risk for both women and the children conceived through them. In ignoring the natural signs and symptoms of women experiencing infertility or miscarriage, these writers argue that the ART industry places profit motives ahead of respect for and attention to women’s bodies.


Once a proponent of ordaining women, dogmatic theology professor Sister Sara Butler takes up the subject of the priesthood in chapter 7. She explains the Church’s rationale for reserving the ministerial priesthood to men, and shows how these reasons in no way contradict the inherent dignity and equality of women. Looking first at the fundamental reasons for the Church’s teaching, she then describes the Church’s theological explanation for this much-maligned teaching.


In chapters 2 through 7, contributors defend the Church’s positions on what are understood to be definitive teachings, teachings that have been understood in different ways throughout history as our knowledge changes, but are not themselves up for debate. Chapter 8 turns to a subject upon which there is no definitive Church teaching, and about which many modern-day women struggle: balancing the need (or desire) to work with care of one’s family. Relying on the social teachings of the Church, St. Thomas Law School professor Elizabeth Schiltz seeks to bring an authentically Catholic perspective to this timely question, introducing secular feminists to Catholic thought, and Catholics to some like-minded secular feminists.


I conclude the volume with an examination of the relationship between the Church’s celebrated concern for the poor and her more controversial sexual teachings. As it turns out, the data reveal that authentic social justice cannot be separated from Catholic teaching on sex and marriage, as much as some in the Church would like to try. This truth is evinced by the disproportionate harm that straying from these Church teachings has had on the poor, especially poor women and children. Today, as in all times, the Church stands as a prophetic witness to the inherent worth of the human person regardless of his or her social status. The Church also courageously maintains the unpopular conviction that in promoting the intrinsic value of life, the dignity of the sexual union, and the indissolubility of the marital bond, she is protecting the poorest of the poor. Inasmuch as women of all walks of life have suffered at the hands of a culture that has denigrated sex, marriage, and life itself, all women of faith possess a distinctively feminine mission of cultural renewal: to reveal to the world the way of attentive, humanizing, self-giving love.


Erika Bachiochi


East Walpole, Massachusetts


December 12, 2009


The Feast of Our Lady of Guadalupe









Part I


Foundations









Chapter 1


Authentic Freedom and Equality in Difference


Laura L. Garcia


Many of my academic friends take issue with the Catholic Church’s teachings on women. Some disagree with moral principles regarding sex, marriage, and abortion, or with the Church’s practice of reserving priestly orders to men. But others react more to a rather vague gestalt, to a kind of cloud that hangs over the Church and manifests itself in the media and in popular culture. It’s almost axiomatic in the media these days that the Church fails to appreciate women’s full humanity (equality) and to promote opportunities for women in the public square (freedom). Given this situation, some find it shocking to learn that there are highly educated, seemingly sensible, reasonably well-adjusted women in and outside of academia who embrace Catholic teaching with enthusiasm and gratitude, including Catholic teaching on so-called women’s issues. Perhaps we can take a closer look here at what motivates their positive reaction to the Church.


It may be helpful to divide this rather large topic into three more specific questions. First, and most fundamental, what is current Catholic teaching, as expressed in official documents and declarations over the past three decades, about the nature of human beings and the meaning of masculinity and femininity? Second, what has been the practice of members of the Church hierarchy in their dealings with women? Finally, do the Church’s moral teachings and sacramental practices undermine the freedom and equality of women? I will have much to say about the first question, and others in this volume will address the third. As to the second question, while the historical details are outside my expertise, I suspect that some women’s experiences of the Church, through the actions of some of her priests and bishops, have been harmful and demeaning. Such experiences might lead a person to assume that, in some way or other, Catholic teaching must support or justify bad behavior toward women. That assumption is a faulty one. But until recently the Church offered little by way of official teaching on the significance of gender and its place in the Christian worldview.


All of that changed in the 1980s when, on the occasion of the United Nation’s Year of the Woman, Pope John Paul II published two ground-breaking documents: On the Dignity and Vocation of Women (Mulieris Dignitatem) and On the Role of the Christian Family in the Modern World (Familiaris Consortio). These laid out the philosophical and theological grounds for the consistent teaching of the Church on the equal dignity of women and men. They offered an expansive, almost cosmic, account of the vocation of women that insisted on a place for women in every corner of the public square. In fact, John Paul II suggested that the mission of the Church’s laity is more likely to be motivated and spearheaded by women than men.1 While acknowledging the wrongs done to women in the past, including those inflicted by members of the Body of Christ, John Paul II also emphasized the important contributions of women to salvation history, to the Church and its mission, and to the lives of countless men, women, and children. Finally, he offered an interpretation of key biblical passages on the relationships between women and men that honored the text without tipping the power balance in favor of men.


Previous attempts to honor women’s equality, including most strains of secular feminism, have employed a strategy of homogenization, downplaying differences between the sexes in order to justify a moral policy of equal treatment. John Paul II’s approach is just the opposite—he acknowledges, even glories in, the differences between the sexes, finding in this very fact the basis for the equal dignity of each and their equal need for each other. This view is captured by the term “complementarity,” a word that speaks of differences to be sure, but of differences that enrich each partner in the relationship, so that the resulting combination is greater than the sum of its parts.


In what follows, I will take a closer look at this complementarian view, offering support for both of its central claims: first, that women and men share equally in the dignity proper to human persons, and second, that gender-specific differences between women and men are the basis for natural gifts or aptitudes that together contribute to human flourishing (for individuals as well as for families and larger communities).


Male/Female Equality


For most of the twentieth century, promoting the cause of women meant fighting against a prevailing historical and cultural assumption that women are inferior to men by their very nature—insufficiently rational or objective. Combating this perception meant focusing on that which is common to women and men, a shared human nature that does not admit of degrees. As women have challenged these stereotypes over the past few decades, they have proved by their achievements—scholastic, professional, even athletic—that they could perform on a par with men. While these achievements helped to change the public perception of women, they are not in themselves the foundation of equality between women and men. The crucial equality that must be recognized here is a moral one, that women have the same personal dignity and rights as men. They are, therefore, equally entitled to others’ respect and goodwill, as well as to the legal and political privileges that flow from this deeper respect for persons.


The moral point is fundamental, not just for society in general, but also for the collaboration of women and men in the family and in the Church. As the United Nations officially declared in 1950:


All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood. Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as race, color, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status.2


The realization of this fundamental moral truth in legal and social institutions is an ongoing process. But the early American feminist movement of the suffragists appealed to such principled reasoning long and often in order to pursue societal progress.


On the other hand, the feminist movement as it continued into the 1960s and 1970s began to make some proposals for advancing the cause of women that, it must now be admitted, were seriously flawed. Some actively undermined relationships between women and men (relationships that are important to many women). Other proposals foundered on unwarranted assumptions about the malleability of men’s and women’s personalities. In a sense, the very success of women’s achievements in the professions contributed to a shift in the strategy for achieving equality. Rather than invoking a moral principle as their predecessors had, these feminists set out to prove that women could do whatever men did as well or better than men could do it, in an effort to force men to accept women as their equals.


Sadly, this project was doomed from the start, and for many reasons. Some women worked themselves to exhaustion trying to do justice to their home and family life while climbing the corporate ladder, working toward tenure, or maximizing billable hours. Feeling the tension between work and family life, some “outsourced” domestic work and child care to housekeepers, landscapers, nurseries, au pairs, after-school programs, and the like. Others, instead, simply abandoned any thought of marriage or children in order to better compete with men. In her provocatively entitled essay “Motherhood: The Annihilation of Women,” Jeffner Allen calls for a twenty-year moratorium on having children, warning: “Until patriarchy no longer exists, all females, as historical beings, must resist, rebel against, and avoid producing for the sake of men.”3


While Allen represents an extreme position, many women would sympathize with her point that motherhood makes it harder to compete with men in the pursuit of power and prestige. Yet, by the time her essay appeared in 1983, women were beginning to reassess whether power and prestige were what they had most wanted in the first place. Western societies do tend to define personal success in these terms, but such default cultural assumptions have been shaped largely by men. These assumptions emphasize the individual over the group, and work that produces monetary gain over work that simply serves others’ needs. Women, on the other hand, tend to place a high value on relationships and give great importance to the kind of care for others that is largely unremunerated. Such care is motivated by love and concern rather than by monetary gain (let alone public prestige).4


Why did “second-wave feminism” (in contrast to the feminism of the suffragists) abandon human rights, grounded in a shared human nature, as the primary foundation for women’s equality? One obvious reason is that to ground human rights in human nature would entail acknowledging that abortion is gravely immoral. A human being at the very first stages of life is as fully human as any other member of the species; he or she is already part of the human family—one of us. Anyone who has read a book about pregnancy or seen an ultrasound image of an unborn child knows that abortion takes the life of a woman’s son or daughter. It does not simply eliminate a “product of conception” or a mere “clump of cells,” as pro-choice feminists are wont to argue. The unborn child already has his or her own genetic pattern, separate from that of the parents, and needs only nourishment and time to develop into an infant, toddler, teenager, and adult. For many women, these are indeed inconvenient facts. Hence, leaders in the National Organization for Women and lobbyists from Planned Parenthood and NARAL (a league of abortion providers) have spent millions to propagate the message that equality for women depends on the availability of abortion. Pro-choice has become the central dogma of mainline feminism.


What increasingly troubles younger women about this article of faith is that treating access to abortion as a necessity for career-minded women simply capitulates to the prevailing (largely male) attitude that productive work is incompatible with pregnancy, childbirth, and attentive nurturing of children. Why accept such an absurd view? It is true that most mothers of newborns or small children express a desire either to stay at home for a few years or to work part-time.5 But a truly pro-woman policy would be to make these options real possibilities for women so they can integrate their public and private lives without being penalized.


Women are already an essential part of the workforce in Western economies. It is foolish to effectively coerce them to choose between exercising their talents in the public sphere (and resorting to abortion when pregnancy might inconvenience their employers), and living as permanent exiles from public life. John Paul II calls for a more enlightened set of social goals in this regard:


There is no doubt that the equal dignity and responsibility of men and women fully justifies women’s access to public functions. On the other hand the true advancement of women requires that clear recognition be given to the value of their maternal and family role, by comparison with all other public roles and all other professions. Furthermore, these roles and professions should be harmoniously combined, if we wish the evolution of society and culture to be truly and fully human.6


A truly egalitarian society is not a society in which men’s and women’s roles are indistinguishable. Rather, it is a society that gives equal importance, respect, and financial support to the work and contributions of all of its members.


Does the persistence of gender-based differences mean we must despair of achieving meaningful equality between the sexes? Not at all. But it might be that equality cannot be grounded in the now-discredited assumption that gender is irrelevant. Rather, it must be based on the truth that men and women share equally in a common human nature. It is in virtue of being human that we are owed the respect and goodwill of our fellow human beings. Many have attempted to find a different basis for human rights, appealing to attributes like intelligence, consciousness, or the capacity to make moral choices. But such theories fail to extend basic rights to the very ones most in need of protection—children, the elderly, the ill, or the disabled.


Further, human capacities admit of degrees—a person can be more or less rational, more or less aware, and so on—but human nature is an all-or-nothing affair. No human being is “more human” than any other.7 Grounding human dignity in human nature has the advantage, then, of placing the struggle for women’s rights within the same moral category as the struggle for the rights of racial or religious minorities. Recognizing the equal dignity of women and men, grounded in their shared nature as human beings, does not require that women and men be treated as interchangeable in all of their social roles. It does require that women be treated with the dignity proper to persons, who are by nature able to consider alternative means to an end and to choose freely which of these to pursue. A human is a moral agent, responsible for his or her attitudes and choices. A human is a subject, not merely an object; that is, humans have an inner life of thoughts, emotions, desires, plans, and choices. A human person is a self, unique and irreplaceable. Though some are less capable of exercising their reason and will (e.g., infants, the elderly, the developmentally disabled), strictly speaking, no one human can act for another, love for another, or choose for another. These facts about human persons are the basis for the fundamental moral law that it is wrong, at any time and in any place, to treat a person merely as a means to an end (that is, as an object).8


Taking human nature as the ontological basis for the equal dignity of all human beings provides a basis for male/female equality that is compatible with acknowledging differences between women and men. Many feminists have feared that acknowledging such differences will reinforce patriarchal arrangements in the family and in the wider society. But anthropological research on women’s roles in what anthropologists describe as “egalitarian societies” reveals that divisions of labor and other gender-specific features do not necessarily lead to patriarchy.


Social scientist Margaret Andersen describes an interesting anthropological study of several societies described as egalitarian vis-à-vis gender roles. The study lists three conditions that seem to make equality possible: (1) The economic well-being of each individual depends on the well-being of the whole group; (2) There is no sharp dichotomy between the public and private spheres; and (3) Those making decisions will also be carrying them out.9 With respect to this last point, it is true that when economic and political institutions are dominated by men, women will find themselves living with decisions in which they did not participate; but in any society of significant size, so will most men. One advantage of a complementarian theory in this respect is if there are important differences between women and men, there is strong reason to include both women and men in decision-making institutions.


The first two aspects of egalitarian societies are closely related—recognizing that the common good is crucial to the good of individuals highlights the importance of each person’s contribution to the common good, be it inside or outside the home. Andersen and her colleagues might be surprised to learn that John Paul II’s complementarian vision encourages policies that would promote both of these outcomes. Part of the power of his view is that it makes men and women aware of the unique contributions of the opposite sex. Again, equality is presupposed here; it is to be neither a one-sided dependence nor a hierarchy of power, but two (or more) people working side by side on shared goals that are deeply important to them all.


With respect to the second aspect of egalitarian societies, it must be admitted that in today’s economies, some split between public and private life is inevitable. Still, this need not be a wall of separation. Even if we assume that women will be more involved than men in the private sphere of home and family, which they seem more inclined to, this promotes patriarchy only if one forgets the first feature of egalitarian societies, that the good of each individual is intertwined with the good of the whole. Since the common good requires skilled, dedicated attention to both private and public life, it is false and foolish to underestimate or undervalue the importance of women’s contributions to both spheres. Strong families are as necessary to a healthy society as are capable workers—in fact, they are far more important.


Mars and Venus: Male/Female Differences


Current research in biology and in the social sciences overwhelmingly supports the claim that there are deep-seated biological and chemical-based differences between girls and boys, women and men.10 Since the 1960s, this claim has been vigorously denied by many feminists, in spite of its correspondence with common sense and ordinary experience. The concern is that acknowledging gender-specific differences of any kind beyond the obvious physical ones will justify the kind of restrictive and condescending attitudes toward women that were characteristic of earlier times, prior to the advent of feminism as a movement in the academy and in the media. This concern is partially justified, since some thinkers have condoned and even defended the oppression of women based on real or imagined differences between the sexes. Still, it makes little sense to ignore differences that are overwhelmingly supported by the empirical evidence. Nor is this necessary, since equality does not require sameness, whether of gender, race, ethnicity, age, ability, or beliefs. Further, feminists’ ideological commitment to gender sameness has resulted in proposals for family and social life that are wildly unrealistic. While some of our attitudes and expectations about the opposite sex and ourselves are heavily influenced by culture, it is simply false to assume that (even in principle) these can be adjusted so as to become completely gender-neutral.


In an exhaustive review of the literature on sex differences (the bibliography alone runs nearly seventy pages), Steven Rhoads, a professor of government and foreign affairs at the University of Virginia, concludes that the empirical evidence for deep-seated and important differences between males and females is overwhelming.11 He also makes the important point that ignoring these differences is more damaging for women than it is for men, because the goal of a gender-blind society tends to transform itself into the goal of making women more like men. Even if the end is to “empower” women, the path to power is usually defined by those who already have most of it—i.e., men. As a result, male interests, values, and priorities set the agenda for women aspiring to break into the ranks of the powerful. As it happens, women have largely succeeded in this quest, arriving at positions of influence undreamed of by their grandmothers. But among these successful women, many have been surprised to find that they are not appreciably happier or more fulfilled by their public accomplishments.12 No doubt some berate themselves for a lack of proper ambition, but others begin to wonder whether economic power and public prestige have primary value for them. I will explore this theme at greater length in the section below on freedom.


Past generations have accepted as a matter of common sense and experience that there are clear differences between boys and girls. Anecdotal evidence abounds, and many a devotee of gender neutrality has become a reluctant convert when the first child arrived. But now scientific evidence from fields as diverse as anthropology and neurology is also producing a steady stream of data in support of received wisdom on this subject. It turns out, in fact, that differences between males and females are inscribed in our very brains.13 For example, females have more neurons connecting the right and left hemispheres of the brain, and women’s brains are more “networked.” Women use both sides of the brain regardless of the task in which they are engaged. Men, instead, are able to focus on some tasks with one side of the brain alone, oblivious to (for instance) emotional cues in the environment. Scientific American reports on a recent study pinpointing the brain difference that gives girls an advantage in verbal ability:


Girls completing a linguistic abilities task showed greater activity in brain areas implicated specifically in language encoding, which decipher information abstractly. Boys, on the other hand, showed a lot of activity in regions tied to visual and auditory functions, depending on the way the words were presented during the exercise.14


Further examples of this kind abound in the current scientific literature, as noninvasive research on the brains of living subjects has been made possible by MRIs and PET scans. It turns out, for example, that women hear better than men, detecting a wider variety of sounds and variations in tone than men. Men and women also react differently to stress, and the difference in testosterone levels means that males are naturally more aggressive than females. In fact, differences between the sexes are so great that neurobiologist Larry Cahill reports:


In a comprehensive 2001 report on sex differences in human health, the prestigious National Academy of Sciences asserted that “sex matters. Sex, that is, being male or female, is an important basic human variable that should be considered when designing and analyzing studies in all areas and at all levels of biomedical and health-related research.”15


It turns out that some medications effective for men with certain mental disorders are much less effective for women with the very same mental illness.16


Gender differences alone tell us little about the prospects for male-female relationships. Will these tend to be fruitful and productive or hostile and alienating? Difference makes either of these possible, and it is safe to say that both are realized in some male-female relationships, or even in the same relationship at different times. Complementarity theory claims that the differences between men and women are such that the strengths of each combine in positive and productive ways to achieve common goals.17


The most basic, long-term collaborative project a man and woman undertake is marriage and the care and formation of their children. In this project, nothing succeeds like a mother and father who both work hard at preserving their marital friendship and meeting the needs of their children. Sociological evidence is overwhelming on this point, in spite of the protests of some feminists who claim that fathers are irrelevant to the family (except, perhaps, for their income).18


Although isolated exceptions exist, fathers and mothers bring different skills to the table when it comes to preparing children for adult life. Women, sensitive as they are to persons and their needs, provide children with encouragement, understanding, and support. The mother/child relationship is often held up as our closest paradigm of unconditional love. While most men are less sensitive to emotional cues, they have advantages of their own, including greater physical strength and stronger reactions to perceived threats to the family. Since males are oriented more toward the world of action and objects, they help prepare children for their role in the world outside the family. Measuring themselves against one another and against objective (public) criteria, they measure their children in the same way and encourage them to develop the skills that make for success.19 Often in family life, women strengthen relationships while men focus on making the family secure, both physically and financially.


To note these tendencies is not to restrict men and women to determinate social roles. Rather, it simply acknowledges the reality that, by and large, women and men pursue the goals they see as important and feel capable of addressing. It is true that most women today contribute in some way to family finances and that most men provide significant emotional support to children. But the existence of gender-based differences may also be seen as a positive good. These differences can make men and women grateful for each other’s particular strengths, encourage them to seek each other out, and provide a model for human relationships within the give-and-take of family life. Prospective employees in colleges and corporations are often told that they will join a family, not just an impersonal group or a well-oiled machine. Whatever the truth behind these claims, the fact that they are made shows a residual cultural awareness that the family (at its best) represents a kind of model for satisfying human relationships.


Turning to the public sphere, it may at first appear that women’s sensitivity to the needs of persons and greater interest in the health of their relationships is, at best, a handicap in the competitive world of work. On this subject, as on many others, much depends on the relative value of economic goals and what might be called human goals, or the common good. A culture dominated solely by a utilitarian quest for power, pleasure, and profits tends naturally to become inhuman. It weighs everything, including human persons, on a cost/benefit scale of utility, and readily discards those who are deemed a net burden on society’s resources. While both men and women can appreciate the danger of this consumer mentality, women’s appreciation of the value of persons gives them a heightened sensitivity to the poisonous potential in a culture of use. Recent Catholic teaching on the vocation of women, far from restricting women to a narrow domestic role, calls on them to exercise a global, even cosmic role in promoting a culture of life and civilization of love. John Paul II spoke often of the “genius” of women, referring especially to women’s insight into the value of each human life and the primacy of persons over things:


“[Woman’s] unique contact with the new human being developing within her gives rise to an attitude toward human beings, not only toward her own child, but every human being, which profoundly marks the woman’s personality.” … Women first learn and then teach others that human relations are authentic if they are open to accepting the other person: a person who is recognized and loved because of the dignity which comes from being a person and not from other considerations, such as usefulness, strength, intelligence, beauty, or health.20


This passage captures the heart of the Church’s moral vision, and calls on women to defend that moral vision in the wider culture. “This is the fundamental contribution which the Church and humanity expect from women. And it is the indispensable prerequisite for an authentic cultural change.”21 At this point, some may wonder whether there is anything left for men to do. Certainly; but the vocation of men is no doubt a topic for another book.


Authentic Freedom


Does the very notion of a vocation unique to women restrict women’s freedom in such a way as to undermine their personal happiness and fulfillment? The answer to this question depends on the definition of the two key terms “freedom” and “happiness.” While there are many kinds of freedom and many uses of the word, I wish to focus on the way freedom has been understood in standard feminist theories on one hand and in Catholic moral philosophy on the other. Oversimplifying a bit, I may characterize the two contenders as freedom as autonomy versus freedom as the power to love. These definitions of freedom correspond to two quite different conceptions of happiness. One view considers happiness as the fulfillment of one’s desires, especially desires for wealth, comfort, and influence. The other view regards it as the fulfillment of one’s need to receive and give love.


The standard feminist view is also the prevailing cultural view: freedom means autonomy—literally, being “a law unto oneself.” Such freedom tolerates no constraints or obstacles to fulfilling one’s own wishes, whatever they may be. Happiness is thought to consist in satisfying desires, or as many as can be satisfied without coming into conflict with other (more intense) desires. In its current form, this view rejects attempts to objectively assess these desires—any such critique is dismissed as inherently unjustifiable or, at best, judgmental.22


Abandoning in this way what we might call “the philosophical project,” or the idea that we can make truth claims about anything, has produced a good deal of social confusion and chaos. It has led to the sanguine but misguided hope that we can govern our communities without committing to any particular view of human nature. This view has sadly captured the imagination of many people in public service, producing legislators and judges who see their roles as benign referees. They strive to adjudicate among competing interests without taking as their guide a normative set of principles. This posture finds classic expression in the majority opinion of the U.S. Supreme Court in the 1992 case of Planned Parenthood v. Casey: “At the heart of liberty is the right to define one’s own concept of existence, of meaning, of the universe, and of the mystery of human life. Beliefs about these matters could not define the attributes of personhood were they formed under compulsion of the State.”23


Unfortunately, this is a clear case of liberty as autonomy run amok. Liberty is said to include not just freedom to pursue one’s desires, but also the freedom to decide what it means to be human, and even to decide what kind of universe one lives in. But no one (with the exception of God) is free to decide what kind of universe humans inhabit, what human nature is, or what purpose human life has. Those conditions precede the existence of particular human beings, and “definitions,” opinions, or beliefs about them are true or false independent of any person’s wishes or choices. Still less can having mere opinions about these topics be the defining mark of personhood.


Reading the court’s statement as sympathetically as we can, however, let us assume that the liberty it intends to preserve is the freedom to choose one’s own beliefs about the big questions. Of course the Bill of Rights also protects the freedom to express these beliefs and, in the case of religious beliefs, the freedom to worship in accordance with them. Still, none of these freedoms bears on the question that was before the court in Casey, namely, whether a pregnant woman should be free to obtain an abortion, and if so, whether that freedom should be subject to any constraints whatever. The answer to that question naturally requires an answer to a prior question: Does an abortion take the life of an innocent human being or, put more philosophically, what is the moral status of a human fetus? While there is still some public disagreement about the answer to that question, it is monstrous to claim that each pregnant woman should be allowed to answer it according to her own preferences. One can only imagine the reaction of earlier feminists had they been told that, in view of the persisting disagreement about the moral status of women, it would be left up to each father or husband to decide the issue. When basic human rights are at stake, freedom as autonomy easily becomes freedom for tyranny, where the powerful prey upon the powerless.


Beyond this, viewing freedom simply as a means to pursue our own agenda implicitly assumes that fulfillment of our desires is the key to happiness. While young children may hold some such view, adults generally recognize that many of the things we desire are bad for us or harmful to others. Even perfectly legitimate desires, such as for food or drink, can be satisfied in such a way as to undermine our health and happiness. Further, the desire-satisfaction model of happiness is overly individualistic. A desire is always a private mental state of a particular person, even when others share the object of the desire, while happiness crucially involves positive relationships with others. Of course we might try to simply add loving relationships to the list of things desired, but a desire for love requires a significant change of focus. It means turning one’s attention away from purely self-directed desires toward the needs and welfare of the other. And genuine concern for the good of another person is not the same as wanting to satisfy as many of that person’s desires as possible—another reason to be suspicious of the view that happiness consists in maximal desire-satisfaction. If it does, we would seek it for our children and our friends as well as for ourselves; but we don’t.


A very different understanding of freedom, articulated by ancient Greek philosophy as well as by Catholic moral teaching, conceives of freedom as the power to choose the good. This conception presupposes that there is an objective good for human beings and that we know what it is (at least to a large extent). While many of today’s academics and public intellectuals dispute both presuppositions, one often finds these same thinkers regularly recommending social and economic policies based on what they think is good for human beings. As Aristotle pointed out many centuries ago, rational beings seek their ultimate end—happiness—by using their reason to judge what will further that end and what will undermine it. Even the most unreflective among us has to make a judgment about the right road to happiness. Fortunately, no one starts from scratch in that quest, since our parents and grandparents (and their parents and grandparents) have acquired a great deal of wisdom about what is good for us.
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