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T he r apid spread of gender 
dysphoria is an urgent prob-
lem—not just because of the 
tidal wave of teenagers, 

most of them girls, struggling 
with their sexual identity, but 
particularly because our medical 
establishment generally avoids 
asking the hard questions and 
instead has decided simply to af-
firm our kids’ self-identification. 
Parents are often without re-
course when, to their own spiri-
tual and physical detriment, their 
girls insist on testosterone treat-
ment followed by a double mas-
tectomy and other surgical steps 
deforming their growing female  
bodies.
 Truth be told, once kids have 
decided that they want a medical tran-
sition, parents are mostly powerless. 
Indeed, children get overwhelming 

support—socially and medically—af-
firming them in their so-called new-
found identity. Parents often feel be-

wildered, wondering what happened 
to confuse their children so thoroughly 
as to reject their sexual identity.

 All too often, answers to this ques-
tion are hard to come by, leaving par-
ents who oppose their children’s physi-
cal mutilation fearful and frustrated, 
while the parent-child relationship 
gets strained and often breaks down.
 Still, the search for answers 
need not be elusive. Abigail Favale’s 
page-turner, The Genesis of Gender: A 
Christian Theory, explains how it is that 
children are tempted to make their ill-
fated choice of transgender surgery. 
The answer is twofold—feminism and 

bodily self-hatred. As we will see, 
the two responses are linked, even 
though the first is a broad philo-
sophical stance originating in the 
nineteenth century and the second 
is a social media-driven pathology 
that takes the form of negative self- 
perception.
 Favale brilliantly exposes 
transgenderism as the successor 
to anorexia and bulimia. Just like 
anorexia, so transgenderism is a 
rejection of the body, resulting 
from hyper-sexualization, espe-
cially of girls—heavily promoted 
through internet and social me-
dia. Both girls suffering from an-

orexia and girls that undergo trans-
gender surgery have rejected their 
female bodily identity. “These young 
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Feminists often oppose 
transgender activists 
because the latter, by 
destabilizing gender, 

undermine the gains made 
by feminism—or so it is 
often thought. The truth, 

however, is more complex 
and more unsettling.
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women,” states Favale, “are rebelling, 
understandably, against the hyper-
sexualization of the female body, but 
in doing so, they are turning against 
the body itself.” Sadly, whereas one can 
turn to a psychologist to find healing 
from anorexia, the medical profes-
sion mostly affirms those seeking 
transition in their self-destructive  
path.

Feminism’s Offspring
Favale writes as a scholar of femi-
nism who has undergone a twofold 
conversion: from evangelicalism to 
Catholicism and from feminist dogma 
to a recognition of its inherent flaws. 
Her academic background gives a feel 
of authenticity to the book that makes 
it difficult to ignore or discount. Favale 
speaks both from personal experi-
ence and with scholarly expertise—a 
winsome combination that will, I sus-
pect, win over many initially skeptical 
readers.
 Perhaps Favale’s most remarkable 
claim is that feminism naturally led 
to the so-called “gender paradigm.” 
Feminists often oppose transgender 
activists because the latter, by desta-
bilizing gender, undermine the gains 
made by feminism—or so it is often 
thought. The truth, however, is more 
complex and more unsettling. The 
self-loathing of transitioning young 
girls can be traced to feminist theo-
rists. Margaret Sanger insisted that 
women are oppressed by their own 
bodies. Simone de Beauvoir resented 
the oppression of women, not just by 
social forces but also by their biol-
ogy. As a student, Favale was drawn 
to feminism because she wanted to 
embrace her dignity as a woman. She 
found out, however, that for feminism, 
dignity could be found only by reject-
ing the idea of womanhood altogether. 
The ironic truth, as Favale points out, 
is that “the gender paradigm is femi-
nism’s offspring.”
 Favale has not lost all sympathy 
for feminism. Using the well-known 
classification of feminism in three 
waves, she still maintains that the first 

wave, which was tied to the 
Temperance Movement 
and gave women the right 
to vote, corrected certain 
patriarchal excesses. I re-
main unconvinced. Favale 
admits that even early 
feminism suffered from a 
weak metaphysic. Indeed, 
we should perhaps face the 
truth that universal voting 
rights reflect an atomizing 
of human beings, shorn of 
all organic connection—
the natural outcome of 
the nominalist metaphysic 
that Favale rightly scorns. 
The organism of the fam-
ily is much more than the 
sum total of its individual 
members; t radit iona l 
household votes recognize 
families as real unities and 
are, therefore, superior to 
purely individual votes, 
which strip people of 
the organic links that shape their  
identities.

Sacramental Despite 
Deviations
Favale is also still much too culturally 
conditioned when she talks about the 
intersex body as carrying divine dig-
nity. To be sure, her discussion of the 
intersex body is, in many ways, exem-
plary. She helpfully points out that 
intersex conditions occur within the 
male-female binary and are not excep-
tions to it. Her focus on gamete pro-
duction rather than on external bodily 
elements is illuminating. Intersex ac-
tivists have typically tried to end mu-
tilating surgeries, while transgender 
activists promote them. The two are 
in radical opposition.
 But when Favale wants us to ac-
cept the intersex body as a sacrament 
precisely in its intersex character, we 
should resist her demand. Though 
admittedly she has the backing of 
Flannery O’Connor’s story “A Temple 
of the Holy Ghost,” she is wrong—as 
was O’Connor—to suggest that the 

intersex body is a sacrament and that 
in its rejection we can see a parallel 
with the rejection of Christ: the hu-
man body is sacramental not in its 
shortcomings or disabilities but in 
its wholeness and integrity. Yes, also, 
an intersex body is sacramental—but 
this despite, not because of, its bodily  
disability.
 Favale is similarly mistaken 
when she argues that gays and lesbi-
ans should accept themselves in their 
same-sex desires. She is not making a 
plea for homosexual relationships, and 
instead suggests that we learn how to 
channel our desires to a higher good. 
But it is not clear how same-sex erotic 
desires can be so channeled. Same-
sex desires are against the creator’s 
loving intentions for humans, and for 
that reason they are not amenable 
to a sacramental transposition to a 
higher good. To channel our desire to 
Christ, the Song of Songs presents a 
male groom and a female bride. Like 
intersex deviations, so homosexual 
longings are part of the fallen condi-
tion—not sacramental gifts to be ac-
cepted as such.
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T he biogr apher’s task is 
to find patterns in, bring 
meaning to, and highlight the 
significance of a human life. 

Drake University historian Deborah 
Symonds so engages the legacy of 
her teacher and subsequent edito-
rial colleague, the woman-of-letters 
Elizabeth (“Betsey”) Fox-Genovese. 
The challenge here is relatively daunt-
ing, for Symonds finds her subject to 
be both “noted and notorious, kind 
and cutting,” a “lightning rod” in the 
American culture wars of the last sixty  
years.
 Indeed, Fox-Genovese defies easy 
categorization. Born in 1941 to a fa-
ther of old Puritan stock and a secu-
lar Jewish mother, and educated at 
prominent prep schools, Bryn Mawr, 
and Harvard, she fell under the spell of 
Sigmund Freud, twice entered extend-
ed periods of Freudian analysis, kept 
astonishingly frank journals describ-
ing her dreams, and at times hoped 
to become a psychiatrist. In graduate 
school she embraced Marxist historical 

analysis, which emphasized how the 
material world and socio-economic 
class relationships drove cultural and 
historical change. In 1969 she mar-
ried the outspoken Marxist scholar 
Eugene Genovese. As a self-described 
Marxist-Feminist, Fox-Genovese 
went on to found “Women’s Studies” 
programs at the State University of 
New York at Binghamton and Emory 
University. In a 1994 article for Vanity 
Fair, Christopher Hitchens called the 
two academics America’s “royal couple 
of radicalism.”
 And yet, from the very start of 
her adult life, she was different; as 
Fox-Genovese herself explained, “I am 
not . . . a proper child of my time.” She 
refused to join other young feminists 
for their late-night sessions featuring 
“grubby suppers” and “cheap wine 
drinking.” She always dressed smartly 
and well and was known for her ex-
pensive four-inch heels. She collected 
prints of French fashions from the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centu-
ries. When she turned to write on the 

lives of American women, white and 
black, under slavery, she exulted in the 
diaries left by Southern belles such as 
Mary Chesnut and Sarah Gayle.
 I first met her at an event sup-
porting the presidential run of Pat 
Buchanan. In 1995 she entered the 
Roman Catholic Church, drawn by 
the meditations of Edith Stein (a.k.a. 
St. Teresa Benedicta of the Cross) 
and St. Teresa of Avila. In 1999 
Betsey accepted my invitation to give 
the keynote address to the World 
Congress of Families II in Geneva, 
Switzerland. Her subject? “On the 
Equal but Complementary Roles of 
Men and Women.” And she began to 
write for strange publications, such as 
Touchstone: “Deadly Choice: Abortion 
as a War Against Women” in 2003, 
and “Liberté! Egalité! Académie! On 
the Recovery of Academic Freedom” 
in 2004.

The Feminist 
Blames the Men
How might the biographer explain 
these seemingly massive contra-
dictions? On the one hand, author 
Deborah Symonds has an advantage. 
She writes as a feminist and lesbian 
(see her book dedication to “my 
wife”), and all feminist biographies 
have the same overriding theme: the 
female subject’s struggle against The 
Patriarchy. That is certainly present 
here, visible even in the book’s sub-
title: “Paternalism’s Daughter.”
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The Primary Cause
Still, Favale’s book is a gem. She re-
lentlessly points out the numerous 
circularities and contradictions of 
the gender paradigm. For example, 
we have come to define gender based 
on whether one “feels” like a woman. 
“But,” asks Favale, “what does it mean 
to feel like a woman, if being a woman 
is defined as feeling like a woman?” 
The circular logic necessarily opens 
up to identities other than that of a 
woman: to feel like a cat would mean 
to be a cat; to feel like a black person 

would mean to be a black person. 
Similarly, it is nonsensical to claim that 
one’s gender is not necessarily based 
on one’s sex, while at the same time to 
redefine sex as a spectrum of gender  
identities.
 The Genesis of Gender is a must-
read, particularly for parents and 
teachers as they faithfully try to steer 
young people through the maze of 
today’s sexual identity politics. The 
chapter “Artifice” should open the eyes 
of even the most naïve as to what is 
going on in the transgender pandemic. 

Should you not have time to read the 
book, here is my own, quick take-
away for young parents: handing a cell 
phone to your child is tantamount to 
abuse, for it is the primary cause of 
gender dysphoria. 
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