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It Does Not Matter if Sex Difference Makes a Difference

In “The Erosion of Sexual Dimorphism” Christine Gudorf argues that the sexual dimorphism that has “characterized human history as we know it” (Gudorf, 51) is disintegrating. She maintains that this poses a problem for western religions and then proposes ways for these religions to deal with it. She begins by pointing out that in recent times sexuality has become an extremely prominent issue in society, but that the texts of the three main western religions all make copious references to a dimorphism which is no longer universally accepted. She goes on to argue that dimorphism is, in her words, a paradigm. Since this paradigm has been the standard interpretation of sexuality since the beginning of time, it is normal for it to be constantly referenced in ancient religious texts. She gives several examples of exceptions to the paradigm and how society has dealt with them in the past. She finishes by suggesting “postmodern directions” for religions to follow when dealing with sexuality. These include avoiding defining sexuality in general (not their “area of expertise”), and also not making sexuality the focal point of their teaching. Gudorf makes many apparent assumptions. Starting with her insistence that dimorphism really is eroding, and ending with her advice for religions that may not want it; she has trouble seeing things from the point of view of her supposed audience. 

Is sexual dimorphism really a paradigm? The idea of sexual dimorphism as a paradigm is extremely appealing to some, and convenient for others. When you make the claim that, in addition to gender roles, actual sex is also a “socially constructed category” (Gudorf, 64), it suddenly becomes very easy to justify all kinds of social equality measures. However, one must face the fact that the vast majority of the earth's population is either male or female. Gudorf states that there are 5.5 million people alive today who have non-male/female sex chromosomes. Without contesting this data, one can point out that 5.5 million is   less than one percent of the total world population. The fact that over 99% of humans fit the dimorphic “paradigm” could be a good indication that it is, in fact, not a paradigm. Additionally, it is important to note that humans  are  not the only dimorphically operating species. Most of the animals and a few of the plants that surround us have similar dimorphic tendencies. 

Despite evidence that sexual dimorphism works as a paradigm, Gudorf claims that it is eroding. Insofar as society has developed a different interpretation of it, sexual dimorphism is, in fact eroding. Gudorf cites many examples (66, 67) of the societal rejection of the “exaggerated” “dimorphic division.” Some of the examples are dubious, such as “virtually all women's casual wear, including shoes, is indistinguishable from men's,” (66). This type of claim is easily refuted by pointing out that women still wear skirts and dresses and while men certainly haven't started wearing them. One might also argue that this is a change in the perception of gender roles, not the disappearance of dimorphism. We must face the fact that while the approach to gender has become isomorphic, the approach to sex has not. Women bear children, men are physically incapable of doing so, etc. On the whole, however, the point is valid: society is much less divided sexually. 

Although Gudorf devotes a lot of space to the evidence for dimorphism and its erosion,  the real focus of her essay (as made clear by the subtitle) is the “problem” this erosion poses for western religions (Christianity, Islam, Judaism). But is there actually a problem? She herself states that the founders of all three religions originally put very little emphasis on sex .(Gudorf, 73). Additionally, Jesus himself hints at a divine indifference to the matter when he says that we are all “eunuchs for the kingdom of heaven” (Kripal, 81).  Could it be that the only problem is that society generally is overly concerned about sex (Gudorf, 52)? By proxy, religion is then used as a justification for a conservative approach to sexuality. It seems safe to say that most believers interpret  their sacred texts (or at least choose the passage they emphasize) in the ways that suit them. For example, here is a passage in the Old Testament about not wearing clothing made of two different fabric types (Lev. 19:19). Yet one does not often observe fundamentalists picketing outside the manufacturers of polyester-cotton blends. One must thus conclude that the emphasis put on the sexual sections of religious texts is a result of a societal obsession. If this is the case, then the erosion of sexual dimorphism is not a challenge to religion, but to all of conservative society. Religions and their texts are only the means to the end. 

Toward the end of her essay, Gudorf proposes “postmodern directions for sex and religion” (72). She lists four suggestions for modern religions to follow: “resist defining sexuality”, “decenter sexuality”, “historicize sexuality”, “protect the weak without disempowering them”. The problem with these instructions is that they are too little, too late. They are also rather obvious (at least they seem obvious in 2010; it is hard to know if they were obvious when the essay was written in 2001). Gudorf herself states early on that less radical strains of Christianity, Islam, and Judaism have already decentered sexuality. In some ways, her first three instructions could all be grouped together into one: “stay out of what does not concern you.” She is really beating around the bush, since the root of the problem has more to do with a western societal obsession with sexuality in general. In the past, religion was used to justify slavery, now it is used to justify sexual dimorphism. Additionally, since fundamentalists rely on the absolute truth of their texts to capture the faith of their followers, it would be suicidal for them to backtrack. 

The final recommendation of protecting the weak “without disempowering them,” (Gudorf, 73) again falls on deaf ears. In this paragraph, Gudorf makes several statements involving the protection of the weak in society. Presumably she is referring to the practice of disempowering women through their “protection.” Obviously, the weak should be protected, and obviously they should not be disempowered in the process. Like with the emphasis on sexuality, protecting the weak is more of a justification. It is common knowledge that it was to the advantage of men to disempower women, and that they did so using science, religion, and whatever other means possible. 

To conclude, Christine Gudorf's “The Erosion of Sexual Dimorphism” presents an interesting theory about a paradigm that has plagued the human race for all time. However, she fails to convincingly  explain why the paradigm is incorrect and why that is a problem for religions in particular. She finishes by making recommendations that are not well-suited to the real root of the problem. 

