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Recently Nicole Winfield of the Associated Press published the article “Vatican to publish document on gender, surrogacy, and human dignity next week: (dated April 2, 2024) at the National Catholic Reporter:
https://www.ncronline.org/vatican/vatican-news/vatican-publish-document-gender-surrogacy-and-human-dignity-next-week
In her article, Winfield says, “Cardinal Victor Manuel Fernandez, the new prefect of the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith, will hold his first news conference to present the document ‘Infinite Dignity, on human dignity,’ on April 8, the Vatican announced Tuesday.
“Fernandez, who is very close to [Pope] Francis, revealed the declaration [document] was in the works after he came under criticism for the roll-out of a December document from his office authorizing priests to offer non-liturgical blessings to same-sex couples.
“Conservative bishops, including entire national bishops’ conferences in Africa, blasted the document as contrary to biblical teaching about homosexuality and said they wouldn’t implement it.”
From the standpoint of leftist gender theorists in academia, the authorizing of priests to offer non-liturgical blessings to same-sex couples was undoubtedly a small concession. But to conservative Catholics, it was a big deal. That is how fraught certain topics are in the Roman Catholic Church today.
I have profiled the doctrinally conservative Pope Francis, the first Jesuit pope, in my widely read OEN article “Pope Francis on Evil and Satan” (dated March 24, 2019):
https://www.opednews.com/articles/Pope-Francis-on-Evil-and-S-by-Thomas-Farrell-Abortion_Catholic_God_Homosexuality-190324-51.html
Even though I have accurately characterized Pope Francis as doctrinally conservative, he had met with vociferous resistance from certain conservative Catholics. The Italian philosopher and papal biographer Massimo Borghesi has detailed that vociferous conservative resistance in his 2021 book Catholic Discordance: Neoconservatism vs. the Field Hospital Church of Pope Francis, translated by Barry Hudock (Liturgical Press Academic; orig. Italian ed., 2021).
The present wide-ranging review essay will unfold in the following parts: (I.) Gender Differences According to Three Men; (II.) Judith Butler’s New 2024 Book on Gender; (III.) Walter Ong’s 1981 Book on Gender; (III.A.) Some Further Background Information About Ong; (IV.) The New 2024 Vatican Document on Gender Theory.

(I.) Gender Differences According to Three Men

Now, I recently published an OEN article titled “Pope Francis, David French, and Walter Ong on Gender Differences” (dated March 3, 2024):
https:/ www.opednews.com/articles/Pope-Francis-David-French-Catholicism-Vatican-Pope_Pope-Francis-240303-209.html
In it, I highlight the American Jesuit Walter Ong’s 1981 book Fighting for Life: Contest, Sexuality [Gender], and Consciousness (Cornell University Press), the published version of Ong’s 1979 Messenger Lectures at Cornell University. In my March 3, 2024 OEN article, I also note that Ong’s 1981 book was translated into Spanish in 1982. (It was also translated into Japanese in 1992.)
Ong’s most widely cited article is his 1975 PMLA article “The Writer’s Audience Is Always a Fiction,” which he reprinted in his 1977 book Interfaces of the Word: Studies in the Evolution of Consciousness and Culture (Cornell University Press, pp. 53-81).
My impression is the Ong’s imagined fictional audience for his 1981 book on gender was academic women, especially academic feminists. However, my impression is that Ong’s 1981 book on gender was not widely discussed by academic women.
In any event, Cornell University Press has used its print-on-demand technology to bring out a paperback edition of Ong’s 1981 book on gender – so it is available for interested readers to buy. A kind editor provided the following text on the back cover of the paperback edition:
“What accounts for the popularity of the macho image, the fanatism of sports enthusiasts, and the perennial appeal of Don Quixote’s ineffectual struggles? In Fighting for Life, Walter J. Ong addresses these and related questions, offering insight into the role of competition in human existence. Focusing on the ways in which human life is affected by contest, Ong argues that the male agonistic drive finds an outlet in games as divergent as football and chess.
“Demonstrating the importance of contest in biological evolution and in the growth of consciousness out of the unconscious, Ong also shows how adversary procedure has affected social, linguistic, and intellectual history. He discusses shifting patterns of contest in such arenas as spectator sports, politics, business, academia, and religion. Human beings’ internalization of agonistic drives, he concludes, can foster the deeper discovery of the self and of distinctively human freedom.”
So in writing the present review essay, am I engaging my agonistic drive? Of course, I am.
But now back to my OEN article “Pope Francis, David French, and Walter Ong on Gender Differences.” In it, I say, about Ong’s 1981 book on gender, “Here’s an image that I would propose to illustrate what Ong means by “more insecure”: If it were possible to quantify and measure human insecurity, we would expect that the measures of human male insecurity would be distributed and represented by a bell-shaped curve. Similarly, the measures of human female insecurity would also be distributed and represented by a bell-shaped. However, the mean distribution of those two bell-shaped curves would be statistically different.”
Ah, but is what Ong says about gender differences compatible with the complementarity doctrine advanced by certain popes, including Pope Francis (born in 1936; elected pope in March 2013), and the Vatican? Your guess about that is as good as mine. But my guess is that the keenest advocates of the complementarity doctrine probably would not consider Ong’s claims about gender differences to be sufficiently related to their own claims about gender complementarity.

(II.) Judith Butler’s New 2024 Book on Gender

Berkeley’s leftist Judith Butler (born in 1956; Ph.D. in philosophy, Yale University, 1984) critiques the complementarity thesis in her new 2024 book titled Who’s Afraid of Gender? (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, pp. 39, 40. 49. 62, 66, 75, 80, 82, and 272n.3; for specific page references to the Vatican, see the “Index” entry on the Vatican [p. 307]).
A word is in order here about the question posed in the title of Butler’s new 2024 book. I would respond to that question by saying, “No one is afraid of gender.” But we should try to understand Butler’s import by posing this question in the title. In the text of her book, she says, “As Freud taught us about dreams, whatever is happening in phantasms such as these involve the condensation of a number of elements, and a displacement from what remains unseen or unnamed” (pp. 5-6). In other words, the verbal expressions of the entire array of critics of leftist gender theory that Butler chooses to critique in her new 2024 book are phantasms.
OK, this is Butler’s way of operationally defining and explaining, pejoratively, the verbal expressions of criticism of leftist gender theory that she chooses to name and critique in turn.
But what about the verbal expressions of leftist gender theorists such as Butler herself? If their various verbal expressions are not also phantasms, what exactly are they?
According to the “Index” entry on phantasms in Butler’s new 2024 book on gender (p. 302), she discusses phantasms on the following pages: 4-13, 16, 19, 22, 27, 28, 36, 39, 43, 47, 53, 54, 59, 67, 69, 84-85, 87, 90-91, 92, 98-102, 106, 110-111, 121, 157-158, 159-160, 163-164, 166-168,175-176, 194, 230, 237-238, 249, 253, 255, 256, 263, 273n.22, 287n.5, and 289.
Not surprisingly, Ong does not use Butler’s pejorative term phantasm to characterize any verbal expressions. However, as we noted above, an editor at Cornell University Press supplied the description of Ong’s 1981 book on gender that appears on the back cover of the paperback edition of the book issued by Cornell University Press using its print-on-demand technology. On the back cover, we find Ong credited with discussing “the growth of consciousness out of the unconscious.”
Ah, the unconscious. According to Butler’s quote above regarding Freud, what she pejoratively characterizes as phantasm involved in certain verbal expressions involve the unconscious.
So Ong’s account of “the growth of consciousness out of the unconscious” does not rule out the unconscious being involved in verbal expression – in the verbal expression of critics of leftist gender theory and of leftist gender theorists such as Butler.
Ong’s massively researched 1958 book Ramus, Method, and the Decay of Dialogue: From the Art of Discourse to the Art of Reason (Harvard University Press) involved the study of the history of the verbal arts of rhetoric and logic in Western cultural history from antiquity up to, and beyond, the French Renaissance logician and educational reformer and Protestant martyr Peter Ramus (1515-1572). As a result, Ong was drawn to Gilbert Durand’s 1960 book in French titled Les structures anthropologiques de l’imaginaire (Press Universitaires de France). (Ong was fluent in French.)
Ong discusses Durand’s 1960 book in his 1981 book on gender (p. 22) and in his 1971 book Rhetoric, Romance, and Technology: Studies in the Interaction of Expression and Culture (Cornell University Press, pp. 12-13 and 24).
Now, in Butler’s “Acknowledgments” in her new 2024 book (pp. 289-291), she explains how she decided to write her new book about the anti-gender ideology movement:
“This work developed over several years, starting with the events in Brazil in 2017 during which a burnt effigy of me rallied crowds outside a conference organized at the SESC Pompeia in Sao Paulo. And where in the airport my partner, Wendy Brown, and I were confronted by those who threatened us with physical harm. I thank first the young man with the backpack who threw his body between an attacker and me, taking the blows that were intended for me. I wish I knew his name, but all I have is the image of him locked in a wrestle on the airport floor. This extraordinary stranger and Wendy’s manifest courage strengthened my belief in both spontaneous ethics and political solidarity. In reflecting on who those raging people were who accused us of a chaotic and lurid cluster of sexual crimes, I decided to write about the anti-gender ideology movement” (p. 289).
Even though conservative Catholics have vociferously attacked the doctrinally conservative Pope Francis, he has not been attacked physically – yet -- as Judith Butler and her partner, Wendy Brown, were in Brazil.
Even though Ong often lectured abroad, he was never attacked physically abroad or at home in the United States. Then again, because Ong typically tended to be irenic and contemplative in spirit in his public presentations, he typically did not sound like he was advancing an anti-anything position. For example, his 1981 book about gender would not be accused of advancing the anti-gender ideology movement that Butler writes about in her new 2024 book.
Even though my article “IQ and Standard English” in College composition and Communication, volume 34 (1983): pp. 470-484, was controversial and did elicit heated and flamboyant responses, I have never been attacked physically for my published views.
Now, in the “Index” in Butler’s new 2024 book (pp. 293-308), there is a somewhat lengthy entry on anti-gender ideology movement (p. 293, with “see also social movements,” “see phantasms; religion’s role in,” “see Evangelicals, Vatican”). According to the “Index” sub-entries on this multi-word expression, it appears on the following pages: 5-6, 8, 9-11, 12, 13-14, 16-17, 18-23, 24, 25, 27-28, 32-33, 37-72, 73-82, 93, 97, 104, 112-113, 108, 119-120, 134, 201, 229-244, 247-252, 255-259, 261-264, and 271n.60, 273n.1.
Clearly Butler uses the multi-word expression anti-gender ideology movement to establish a unifying focal point in her new 2024 book.
Granted, the Roman Catholic Church is a worldwide organization. Even so, there are places in the world where the Roman Catholic Church has little cultural influence.
In Butler’s new 2024 book, she devotes Chapter 2 to “Vatican View” (pp. 73-92).
In the “Index” in her book, we find entries on “Christianity (p. 295), Evangelicals (p. 296), Hindu nationalism (p. 299), Islamic family politics (p. 300), Judaism (p. 300, with “also see antisemitism”), and Pentecostals (p. 302, with “see also Evangelicals”). But no other religious group receives as much of her attention as the Vatican does in her new 2024 book.
In any event, are all of the disparate manifestations of backlash against leftist gender theory and theorists really as unified as Butler’s multi-word expression anti-gender ideology movement makes them sound? That is, are those disparate manifestations as unified as the singular word movement seems to suggest that they are?
Granted, the only common denominator in those disparate manifestations is their exposure to the leftist movement of gender theory and leftist theorists. But just how widespread is the cultural influence of the leftist movement of gender theory and leftist theorists?
The individual persons and positions that Butler singles out to critique represent what the Berkeley leftist considers to be the Right. In this respect, Butler is casting herself as the Leftist Good Guy battling a wide array – indeed, a global array -- of Right Bad Guys. Indeed, Butler’s Chapter 1 in her new 2024 book is titled “The Global Scene” (pp. 39-72).
In Butler’s new 2024 book, she also discusses the British author J. K. Rowling extensively (pp. 33, 121, 150-154, 155, 160, 161-166, and 279n.35).
On April 6, 2024, J. K. Rowling posted a rather extensive message on her X account (formerly known as Twitter) that begins with the following words: “You’ve asked me several questions on this thread and accused me of avoiding answering, so here goes.”
https://twitter.com/jk_rowling/status/1776616861888655835?s=46&t=-_2GpG8wfUWSVFbOLEmVNQ
In any event, because Butler is a leftist, it strikes me that I should also mention here that the English conservative journalist and feminist Mary Harrington has recently published the book Feminism Against Progress (Regnery Publishing, 2023).
I discuss Harrington’s 2023 book in my OEN article “Mary Harrington on Feminism, Legalized Abortion, and the Pill” (dated December 20, 2023):
https://www.opednews.com/articles/Mary-Harrington-on-Feminis-Abortion_Culture_Feminism_Pop-Culture-231220-964.html
(Harrington’s views on legalized abortion and on the Pill are consonant with the conservative views on these matters advocated by the Roman Catholic Church, but I have no reason to suspect that she is herself a Roman Catholic. As far as I know, she is just a self-styled English conservative.)

(III.) Walter Ong’s 1981 Book on Gender

In any event, the new prefect of that Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith, Cardinal Victor Manuel Fernandez (born in 1962; created a cardinal in 2023) from Argentina – where Pope Francis is also from -- has just now released a new document dealing, in part, with gender titled “Infinite Dignity, on human dignity” – prepared by the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith.
However, even though both Pope Francis and Cardinal Victor Manuel Fernandez are native Spanish speakers, I have no reason to suspect that either of them is familiar with the Spanish translation (published in Madrid) of Ong’s book Fighting for Life: Contest, Sexuality [Gender], and Consciousness.
Whatever else may be said about Father Ong, he was not known for advancing positions contrary to the official teachings of the Roman Catholic Church. Then again, he was also not known for publicly advancing the official teachings of the Roman Catholic Church. Similarly, he was not known for advancing either conservative political and social views – nor for advancing leftist political and social views. Fair enough – Ong did not comment publicly on controversial matters. In short, he was not a controversialist.
So what exactly is Ong’s claim to fame? His mature work from the early 1950s onward tended to be scholarly and irenic and contemplative in spirit. The American Jesuit Walter J. Ong of Saint Louis University (1912-2003; Ph.D. in English, Harvard University, 1955) is known as a Renaissance specialist and as a cultural historian and as a pioneering media ecology theorist.
Now, with Father Ong’s permission, in the summer of 1971, I unofficially audited his ambitious interdisciplinary graduate course on Polemic in Literary and Academic Tradition: An Historical Survey at Saint Louis University (SLU), the Jesuit university in the city of St. Louis. For all practical purposes, Ong in his ambitious interdisciplinary graduate course in 1971 began working up the material that he subsequently presented in his 1979 Messenger Lectures and in his 1981 book on gender. But I would characterize Ong’s presentation of that material is irenic and contemplative in spirit.
Earlier, in Ong’s seminal 1967 book The Presence of the Word: Some Prolegomena for Cultural and Religious History (Yale University Press), the expanded version of his 1964 Terry Lectures at Yale University – which I would also characterize as irenic and contemplative in spirit -- Ong discussed polemic (for specific page references to polemic, see the “Index” entry on polemic [p. 354]).

(III.A.) Some Further Background Information About Ong

Now, James Brown McGinnis III (1942-2009), the first director of the SLU Institute for the Study of Peace and Justice, arranged to have Ong teach the polemic course again in the summer of 1971 for six students recruited through the Institute. In addition, Jim McGinnis arranged to have Ong tape record each class session on a reel-to-reel tape recorder. (Jim McGinnis’ 1974 doctoral dissertation in philosophy at SLU was a study of Gandhi’s philosophy and practice of non-violence.)
In 2016, I learned that Randolph F. Lumpp in religious studies at Regis University in Denver, who wrote his doctoral dissertation in religious studies at the University of Ottawa on Culture, Religion, and the Presence of the Word: A Study of the Thought of Walter Jackson Ong (1976), had in his possession, on a single reel-to-reel tape recording, the reel-to-reel tape recordings of Ong’s polemic course from a summer session. No doubt the single reel-to-reel tape recording that he somehow received involved the tape-recordings of Ong’s polemic course in the summer of 1971.
As you will see momentarily, the polemic course was a compendium of Ong’s thought. For the record, I thought I’d record here the material on the one-page dittoed handout that Ong gave us in that course:
“1. Explain the relation of the hero to oral culture.
“2. What are topoi (loci, commonplaces)?”
Ong discussed commonplaces in his 1967 seminal book The Presence of the Word: Some Prolegomena for Cultural and Religious History (for specific page references, see the “Index” entry on commonplaces [p. 347]), mentioned above. Ong also discussed commonplaces in his massively researched 1958 book Ramus, Method, and the Decay of Dialogue: From the Art of Discourse to the Art of Reason (for specific page references, see the “Index” entry on Loci p. 401]), mentioned above. 
“3. What does Freud mean by the ‘discontents’ or ‘discomforts’ (Unbehagen)?
“4. What is the nature of narrative? That is, what is the relation of a verbal account of an event or sequence of events to the event or sequence of events itself? Or, what is the relationship of the historian’s ‘Battle of Gettysburg’ to the experiences of individuals involved in what was going on in southern Pennsylvania July 1-3, 1863?
“5. What are some of the ways territoriality and combat are related to animal species below man?
“6. What does Neumann mean by the origins and history of consciousness?
“7. How is polemic related to educational practices of the past and present?
“8. Discuss some differences between combat among males and among females.
“9. Discuss the relationship between play and work.
“10. Discuss the relationship of play to polemic.
“11. If struggle between individual human beings is a necessary part of human existence, on what can we found the possibilities of permanent peace among individual human beings? among nations?
“12. What relationship does the structure of the Federal Government in the United States (legislative, executive, judiciary branches) bear to polemic?
“13. Do you know anything about the structures of interpersonal polemic and ideological polemic in Marxist theory and/or politics?
“14. What are some qualities of the polemic structures in the business world?
“15. What literary genres are particularly connected with polemic and in what ways?
“16. What is the relation of polemic to oral culture, to chirographic-typographic culture?
“17. What are the likenesses and differences between primary and secondary oral cultures?
“18. What literary characters or types of characters give particular evidence of polemic structures or performance?”
Because Ong refers to Neumann in point #6, perhaps I should explain here that Ong himself discusses Neumann’s work in his book that came out later in 1971, Rhetoric, Romance, and Technology: Studies in the Interaction of Expression and Culture (Cornell University Press, pp. 10-12 and 18) and also in his 1981 book, Fighting for Life: Contest, Sexuality, and Consciousness (Cornell University Press, pp. 18-19, 25, 92, 100, 111, 115, and 148), the published version of his 1979 Messenger Lectures at Cornell University.
Because Ong himself mentions Marxist theory in point #13, perhaps I should note here that Ong had an aversion to the Marxist framework of thought. In my estimate, Ong formulated the Greek/barbarian contrast that he works with in the title essay in his 1962 book The Barbarian Within: And Other Fugitive Essays and Studies (Macmillan, pp. 260-285) as his preferred way of thinking -- instead of thinking in terms of Hegel’s master/slave dialectic.
For the sake of discussion, I will differentiate, on the one hand, inner polemic structures such as the psychological processes detailed by Neumann, and, on the other hand, outer polemic structures such as those Johan Huizinga describes in his book Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Element in Culture (Beacon Press, 1955). For Ong, the common denominator, so to speak, in both inner polemic structure and outer polemic structures is the polemic (or agonistic) psycho-dynamism involved.
In my estimate, Plato and Aristotle refer to the psycho-dynamism involved in polemic structures as a part of the human psyche referred to in transliterated Greek as thumos (or thymos).
In the subtitle of his 1971 book, Ong refers to the interaction of expression (expressing inner polemic structures) and culture (involving outer polemic structures). In his 1977 book Interfaces of the Word: Studies in the Evolution of Consciousness and Culture (Cornell University Press), he once again makes a two-fold reference to consciousness (inner polemic structures) and culture (involving outer polemic structures).
Incidentally, Cornell University Press has also used its print-on-demand technology to bring out new paperback editions of both Ong’s 1971 book Rhetoric, Romance, and Technology: Studies in the Interaction of Expression and Culture and his 1977 book Interfaces of the Word: Studies in the Evolution of Consciousness and Culture – and supplied expertly crafted descriptions of each book on the back covers of the paperback editions.
Now, Ong famously refers to our still emerging contemporary culture as secondary oral culture, which he differentiates from primary oral culture in pre-historic and pre-literate times. For Ong, our contemporary secondary oral culture involves communications media that accentuate sound. 
I have discussed secondary orality in my essay “Secondary Orality and Consciousness Today” in the anthology Media, Consciousness, and Culture: Explorations of Walter Ong’s Thought, edited by Bruce E. Gronbeck, Thomas J. Farrell, and Paul A. Soukup (Sage Publishing, 1991, pp. 194-209).
Based on what learned from Ong in his ambitious interdisciplinary graduate course in 1971, I subsequently published the article “The Female and Male Modes of Rhetoric” in College English, volume 40 (1978-1979): pp. 909-921.
In Ong’s 1981 book on gender, Fighting for Life: Contest, Sexuality [Gender], and Consciousness, he discusses my article (pp. 75-76).
When Father John L. Heagle took Ong’s ambitious interdisciplinary graduate course in the spring semester of 1971, the first time that Ong offered it, he wrote his 24-page typewritten paper on “Peace Is Not the Opposite of War: Conflict Resolution in Teilhard.” Subsequently, Heagle published a version of his paper as the article “Conflict Resolution and the Future of Man: The Perspective of Teilhard de Chardin” in The American Benedictine Review, volume 24 (1973): pp. 46-58.
In any event, as mentioned above, somehow Randolph L. Lumpp in religious studies at Regis University in Denver received a single reel-to-reel tape recording that Ong had recorded on his ambitious interdisciplinary graduate course in the summer of 1971 – with certain gaps in the single tape recording that he received (there is no recording of Class # 8). Professor Lumpp had the single reel-to-reel tape recording digitized by Regis University Media Services. The digitized version of the recording is available at the Dayton Memorial Library’s archives at Regis University in Denver.

(IV.) The New 2024 Vatican Document on Gender Theory

Now, the new 2024 Vatican document titled “Dignitas Infinita, on Human Dignity,” which was released on April 8, 2024, is available in English at the Vatican’s website:
https://press.vatican.va/content/salastampa/en/bollettino/pubblico/2024/04/08/240408c.html
Five years in the making, the document is styled by the Vatican as a Declaration of the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith. It is a broadside.
Writing in the National Catholic Reporter, the NCR Vatican correspondent Christopher White published the article titled “Vatican condemns surrogacy, gender-affirming surgery, [and] gender theory in new doctrinal note: Vatican doctrinal chief calls it ‘painful’ that some Catholics support gay criminalization” (dated April 8, 2024).
https://www.ncronline.org/vatican/vatican-news/vatican-human-dignity-document-condemns-sex-change-gender-theory-and-surrogacy
Formally, what the headline refers to as a “note” is known in Vatican-speak as a Declaration. For my purposes here, I will refer to it simply as the Vatican document.
White opens his report by saying, “Sex change operations, gender theory, and surrogate motherhood pose grave threats to human dignity, according to a major new Vatican document released on April 8.” Fair enough: “major new Vatican document” sounds like something more substantial than a “note.”
White also says, correctly in my estimate, “The new document, however, seeks to elevate a number of social themes emphasized by Pope Francis during his decadelong papacy – such as poverty, migration, and human trafficking – as being equally a part of the full panoply of potential threats to human dignity as bioethical concerns, such as abortion and euthanasia.”
OK, Pope Francis emphasizes a “full panoply of potential threats to human dignity” – including gender theory. Ah, but Judith Butler in her new 2024 book Who’s Afraid of Gender? sees so-called potential threats as involving what she refers to, pejoratively, as phantasms, as I noted above.
But back to White’s news story. He quotes the new Vatican document as saying, “‘The Church’s Magisterium progressively developed an ever-greater understanding of the meaning of human dignity, along with its demands and consequences, until it arrived at the recognition that the dignity of every human being prevails beyond all circumstances,’ the document states.”
I will discuss human dignity further momentarily.
White devotes a paragraph to listing “Among the newly identified threats to human dignity.” He includes in that list “gender theory.”
White also says, “Gender theory, according to the document, is a subject of considerable debate among scientific experts, and risks denying ‘the greatest possible difference that exists between living beings: sexual difference.’”
Ah, but isn’t this claim itself an example of gender theorizing? After all, this claim itself is the basis for the complementarity thesis advanced by the Church’s Magisterium -- and also by Pope Francis. But isn’t the complementarity thesis itself an example of gender theorizing? As I noted above, Judith Butler critiques the complementarity thesis in her new 2024 book Who’s Afraid of Gender?
In addition, White says, “The document repeats a frequent warning of [Pope] Francis against ‘ideological colonization,’ where the pope has sharply criticized Western governments for allegedly imposing their sexual values on the developing world. All efforts to eliminate sexual differences between men and women must be rejected, says the document.”
OK, I understand that Pope Francis believes that he is articulating theological views and that he does not consider his theological views to be ideological. I get that much. However, couldn’t his non-theological critics view his theological views as ideological and view the Church’s evangelization efforts as what Pope Francis refers to as “ideological colonization”? 
But back to White’s report. White says, “New Ways Ministry, an advocacy group that had an historic meeting with [Pope] Francis at the Vatican last October, said in a statement that the text [of the new Vatican document] ‘fails terribly’ and shows the limits of the Church’s understanding of human dignity.
“‘By simply dismissing this growing awareness of the realities of gender as “gender theory,” the authors of this document abdicate their responsibility to uphold transgender and nonbinary people’s dignity,’ said Francis DeBernardo, the group’s executive director.”
The expression “gender theory” is not operationally defined and explained in the new Vatican document – and no specific examples of works in the supposedly objectionable “gender theory” are cited in the text or in the endnotes of the new Vatican document.
Because we are told that this new document was prepared over a five-year period of time, I have a hard time figuring out just what the preparers of the document were doing over those five years. (Work on it began before Pope Francis appointed Cardinal Fernandez as the prefect of the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith.)
In addition, White says, “At the time of his appointment, [Pope] Francis specifically charged [Cardinal] Fernandez with a new mandate to make the office [the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith] more dialogical and encouraging of more theological exploration, rather than controlling or investigating it.
“In some respects, the new human dignity document reflects that reality, offering more nuanced language than past Vatican documents on the subject, such as the highly controversial 2019 document ‘Male and Female He Created Them: Toward a Path of Dialogue on the Question of Gender Theory in Education,’ released by the Vatican office that oversees the world’s Catholic educational institutions.”
Subsequently, White says, “While emphasizing a number of social concerns that have been a significant part of [Pope] Francis’ magisterium, the document is likely intended to reassure more conservative Catholics that the Vatican’s doctrinal office has not wavered on its traditional stances on human life and sexuality.”
Perhaps that was intended. In any event, the document does uphold the Church’s “traditional stances on human life and sexuality.” But your guess is as good as mine as to whether the document “is likely intended to reassure more conservative Catholics” about these matters – or if it will. As I noted above, certain conservative Catholics have been vociferous in their anti-Francis rhetoric. Even though this new document is a broadside covering numerous topics, I am not sure these the topics covered in it cover all the topics moving certain anti-Francis conservative Catholics.
As White notes Pope Francis urged Cardinal Fernandez to make the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith “more dialogical.” The handy 2018 book A Pope Francis Lexicon, edited by Joshua McElwee and Cindy Wooden (Liturgical Press) contains an entry on “Dialogue” by Archbishop Roberto O. Gonzalez Nieves, O.F.M. (pp. 40-43).
However, I would also direct your attention to both the main title and the subtitle of Ong’s massively researched 1958 book Ramus, Method, and the Decay of Dialogue: From the Art of Discourse to the Art of Reason, mentioned above. What Ong refers to in the main title as “the Decay of Dialogue” means that the centuries-old tradition of what he refers to in the subtitle as “The Art of Discourse” gave way historically in our Western cultural history to what he refers to in the subtitle as “the Art of Reason” in Ramus’ work and subsequently in the works of certain notable philosophers in the Age of Reason. For Ong, when “reason” is identified with pure abstract thinking, as it is in Descartes and Kant, then it is not of a piece with discourse. That’s the Art of Reason. Conversely, the Art of Discourse involves using one’s reason in a way that makes it clear that it is not engaged in pure abstract thinking (see esp. p. 176). Ong refers to Descartes frequently in his 1958 book (pp. 7, 115, 121, 125, 198, 229, 251, 301, 307, and 311) – Kant, not at all.
Ah, but did what Ong refers to as the centuries-old Art of Discourse continue to be practiced in rhetoric in the Western world after Ramus’ day and after the Age of Reason? Yes, it did. See Thomas O. Sloane’s 1997 book On the Contrary: The Protocol of Traditional Rhetoric (Catholic University of America Press).
And what about Pope Francis’ own practice? Because he tends to name adversarial positions against which he is speaking out, he is practicing what Ong refers to as the centuries-old Art of Discourse. Nevertheless, what Pope Francis refers to as dialogue is not going to emerge in practice simply as a result of his promoting dialogue – or as a result of his promoting encounter. Please do not misunderstand me here. I am not trying to discourage Pope Francis from promoting dialogue and encounter. I am simply saying that these commendable practices are not going to emerge in very many people quickly.
And what about Ong’s own practice in his mature work from the early 1950s onward? This is not an easy question to answer – at least not easy to answer in terms of what Ong himself refers to as “The Art of Discourse” and “the Art of Reason.” Because “The Art of Discourse” tends to involve arguing for one’s own position and against a certain adversarial position(s), we should note that in Ong’s mature work from the early 1950s onward, he does not tend to name an adversarial position against which he is arguing. In this respect his work tends to be irenic.
But let’s consider Ong’s essay “The Jinnee in the Well-Wrought Urn” in Essays in Criticism (Oxford), volume 4, number 3 (July 1954): pp. 309-320. Ong reprinted it in his 1962 book The Barbarian Within: And Other Fugitive Essays and Studies (Macmillan, pp. 15-25). It is also reprinted in An Ong Reader: Challenges for Further Inquiry, edited by Thomas J. Farrell and Paul A. Soukup (Hampton Press, 2002, pp. 199-208).
From the title of Ong’s essay, his original readers would have caught his reference to Cleanth Brooks’ 1947 book titled The Well Wrought Urn: Studies in the Structure of Poetry (Harvest Books). In Ong’s essay, he does refer to Cleanth Brooks (p. 16). Bur Ong does not refer explicitly to Brooks’ 1947 book. In any event, Ong argues in his essay against an adversarial position. Inasmuch as he argues against an adversarial position, we can align his essay with the centuries-old Art of Discourse. However, inasmuch as Ong does not explicitly refer to the title of Brooks’ 1947 book, we may see Ong’s irenicism as producing a somewhat muted Art of Discourse. In most of Ong’s publications in his mature work from the early 1950s onward, his irenicism is prominent.
But we should not stop our discussion of Ong’s own style here. Let’s next consider the back-and-forth movement of Ong’s thought as he compares and contrast two positions that he himself has constructed in the title essay “The Barbarian Within: Outsiders Inside Society Today” in his 1962 book The Barbarian Within: And Other Fugitive Essays and Studies (pp. 260-285). It is also reprinted in An Ong Reader: Challenges for Further Inquiry (pp. 277-300).
In any event, Ong uses a process of comparison and contrast to construct the two positions that he works with in that essay -- the Greek position versus the barbarian position. The Greek is the insider. The barbarian is the outsider. In-group versus out-group. Now, above I paraphrased certain statements that Ong makes on page 176 of his massively researched 1958 book to articulate as best as I can how the Art of Reason differs from the centuries-old Art of Discourse. I noted that, for Ong, when “reason” is identified with pure abstract thinking, then it is not of a piece with discourse (i.e., it is not the art of Discourse). So is Ong’s own thought as he works it out through the back-and-forth movement of comparison and contrast in his 1962 essay “The Barbarian Within: Outsiders Inside Society Today” an exercise in what Ong himself elsewhere refers to as pure abstract thinking? No, I do not think it is, because the two major constructs do not involve pure abstract thinking – in my estimate.
Pure abstract thinking tends to dominate philosophical thought and expression in philosophical dialectic. But I cannot imagine that any philosophy professor would categorize Ong’s 1962 essay as a work in philosophy. Yes, to be sure, Ong does have a dialectical mind. I have even published an essay about his philosophical thought: “Walter J. Ong’s Philosophical Thought” (dated September 20, 2020):
https://www.opednews.com/articles/Walter-J-Ong-s-Philosophi-by-Thomas-Farrell-Communication_Communications_Communications_Consciousness-200920-664.html
Yes, the formal study of logic is part of philosophy. Yes, the history of the formal study of logic is part of philosophy. Yes, Ong’s massively researched 1958 book Ramus, Method, and the Decay of Dialogue: From the Art of Discourse to the Art of Reason, Ong’s 1967 book The Presence of the Word: Some Prolegomena for Cultural and Religious History, and his 1981 book Fighting for Life: Contest, Sexuality [Gender], and Consciousness are works in philosophy. But Ong’s collections of studies and essays are not works in philosophy.
In any event, years after Ong wrote his 1962 essay “The Barbarian Within: Outsiders Inside Society Today,” Grace Elizabeth Hale published her 2011 book A Nation of Outsiders: How the White Middle Class Fell in Love with Rebellion in Postwar America (Oxford University Press). What Ong refers to in his 1962 essay as the barbarian position is so popular in American academia today that it might be hard to find any American academics today who might align themselves as representatives of and spokespersons for what Ong refers to as the Greek position.

Now, for my purposes in the present review essay, I am going to skip over most of the document’s discussions, because I want to focus on its discussion of gender theory – because I want to focus here on what Judith Butler refers to as the anti-gender-ideology movement.
My printout of the document runs to 25 pages in length. The paragraphs in the main part of the document are numbered. There are 66 numbered paragraphs, followed by 100 bibliographic endnotes.
The subsection on “Gender Theory” spans numbered paragraphs 55 through 59 (with the accompanying bibliographic endnotes 101 to 105). It turns out that endnotes 101 to 105 contain only references to certain statements made by Pope Francis. In short, nowhere in the new Vatican document is any gender theorist named or quoted or cited. So this raises the question, Does Pope Francis know what he is talking about when he names “gender theory”? What works has he read that he categorizes as works in “gender theory”? Remember that the doctrinally conservative Pope Francis excels at scolding – an exceedingly wide range of targets.
As we noted above, Berkeley’s leftist Judith Butler singles out the Vatican for extensive discussion in her new 2024 book Who’s Afraid of Gender? By discussing “gender theory” in one subsection, this new document appears, in effect, to be responding to her new 2024 book. (But her new 2024 book was released on March 27, 2024, so it is not likely that anyone at the Vatican read her new 2024 book before the final draft of the Vatican’s new 2024 document was ready for Pope Francis to authorize its publication.)
However, before we look at paragraphs 55 through 59, first a word is in order here about human dignity in the title of the Vatican’s new document. Human dignity is a central concept in Catholic Social Teaching.
The English lay Catholic theologian Anna Rowlands, a specialist in Catholic Social Teaching, features the key word dignity in the titles of three of the chapters in her 2021 exploratory book Towards a Politics of Communion: Catholic Social Teaching in Dark Times (T&T Clark): Chapter 2: “Human dignity: Philosophical and theological trajectories” (pp. 47-72); Chapter 3: “Human dignity and (forced) migration” (pp. 73-92); and Chapter 4: “Human dignity and the question of social and structural sin” (pp. 93-109).
In Rowlands’ 2021 exploratory book, she says, “The Catholic Social tradition [of thought] implies a certain way of gazing at the world, of coming to know it and make it one’s own and of handling the question of what can and cannot be known. Contemplation is not what happens when we run out of answers but rather the very ground that births and sustains a vision of knowing and of social action and transformation” (p. 5)
That’s well put.
Later, in Rowlands’ discussion of the doctrinally conservative Pope Francis, she says, “On the one hand, contemplation is the capacity to sit with the beauty and the relatedness of all things in creation and in Christ; on the other, it is – in this light – a willingness to look reality in the face, to be unafraid to sit with the suffering of others and on oneself” (pp. 86-87).
Both Walter Ong and the doctrinally conservative Pope Francis learned to engage in what Rowlands refers to as contemplation as part of their Jesuit formation. As part of their Jesuit formation, each of them twice made a 30-day preached retreat in silence (except for the daily conferences with the retreat director) following the Spiritual Exercises of the Spanish Renaissance mystic St. Ignatius Loyola (1491-1556), the founder of the Jesuit order (known formally as the Society of Jesus). The so-called exercises in this work are divided into four groups, called “Weeks.” In the Fourth Week, the culminating exercise is known as the Contemplation to Attain [Divine] Love (standardized numbers 230-237).
For an English translation of this minor classic, see The Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius: A Translation and Commentary by George E. Ganss, S.J. (Institute of Jesuit Sources, 1992).
Now, in Rowlands’ 2021 exploratory book, she also says, “The documents issued by popes and bishops’ conferences do not view any of the major thought traditions of the last three hundred years as fully compatible with the revealed truth of the Gospel concerning human nature and the transcendent purpose of the social order. . . . In this light, the political theological questions posed by the popes to a secular audience might be simplified and articulated in the following ways: Who or what do you think will save you, and what do you want to be saved from and for? What are your sources of authority and legitimacy and who, or what, grounds or guarantees them? What kind of freedom results and for whom? Who is your ‘Other’ and what work do they (are they made to) perform in your social vision?” (p. 17; her italics).
Because Rowlands notes, correctly, that “popes and bishops’ conferences do not view any of the major thought traditions of the last three hundred years as fully compatible with the revealed truth of the Gospel concerning human nature and the transcendent purpose of the social order” (her italics), we can assume that they would not be impressed with the thought tradition of Berkeley’s leftist Judith Butler in her new 2024 book Who’s Afraid of Gender?, discussed above.
In my brief discussion about of Ong’s massively researched 1958 book Ramus, Method, and the Decay of Dialogue: From the Art of Discourse to the Art of Reason, I noted that what he refers to as “the Art of Reason” was a key part of Ramus’ work and was also subsequently found in the works of certain philosophers in the Age of Reason. Consequently, when Rowlands refers to “any of the major thought traditions of the last three hundred years,” I am inclined to include Ramus and certain philosophers in the Age of Reason as examples of what she refers to as “major thought traditions.” Put differently, what Pope Francis refers to as dialogue, mentioned above, is not likely to emerge without concerted effort.
Now, because I have also discussed Ong above extensively, I want to note here that he believes in what Rowlands refers to as “the revealed truth of the Gospel concerning human nature.” He expresses his belief in “the revealed truth of the Gospel” articulately and profoundly in his essay “Maranatha: Death and Life in the Text of the Book” in his 1977 book Interfaces of the Word: Studies in the Evolution of Consciousness and Culture (pp. 230-271), mentioned above. Ong’s “Maranatha” essay is reprinted in volume two of Ong’s Faith and Contexts, edited by Thomas J. Farrell and Paul A. Soukup (Scholars Press, 1992b, pp. 128-161).
In addition, in Rowlands’ 2021 exploratory book, she says, “The promulgation of the Constitution on the Church in the World, Gaudium et spes [Latin, meaning Joy and hope], in December 1965, inaugurated perhaps the most extensive use in CST [= Catholic Social Teaching] of dignity as a foundational social theory. The entirety of the first chapter of this major conciliar document is devoted to an exposition of human dignity” (p. 6).
Rowlands also says, “Dignitatis humanae [Latin, meaning Human dignity], the Second Vatican Council’s Declaration on Religious Freedom also issued in December 1965, repeats the themes of preceding documents, placing emphasis on the dual pathways to knowledge of dignity: reason and revelation” (p. 61).
The Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) substantially renewed the Roman Catholic Church. For further discussion of the Second Vatican Council, see The Oxford Handbook of Vatican II, edited by Catherine E. Clifford and Massimo Faggioli (Oxford University Press, 2023). This 880-page book comes equipped with an “Index of Names” (pp. 775-766), an “Index of Subjects” (pp. 767-782), and an “Index of Vatican II Documents” (pp. 773-777).
Finally, Rowlands discusses the doctrinally conservative Pope Francis extensively (for specific page references, see the “Index” entry on Francis [p. 309]). She is especially good at explaining his critique of the technocratic paradigm (pp. 315).
Yes, to be sure, there is a certain affinity between Pope Francis’ profound critique of the technocratic paradigm and the American author Neil Postman’s 1992 book Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology (Knopf). However, I have no reason to suspect that Pope Francis ever even heard of Postman’s 1992 book. Were Pope Francis to read Postman’s 1992 book today, he probably would be surprised that an American author could write such a critique of technology.
Disclosure: Before I retired from teaching at the University of Minnesota Duluth at the end of May 2009, I had used Postman’s 1992 book Technopoly as one of the required non-fiction books in my reading-intensive introductory-level humanities course on Literacy, Technology, and Society.
In any event, the use of the term dignity in the title of the new Vatican document is rooted in the terminology of the Second Vatican Council.
Now, the time has come for me to examine paragraphs 55 through 59 on “Gender Theory” in the new 2024 Vatican document.
I want quote here paragraph 55 in its entirety: “The Church wishes, first of all, ‘to reaffirm that every person, regardless of sexual orientation, ought to be respected in his or her dignity and treated with consideration, while “every sign of unjust discrimination” is to be carefully avoided, particularly any form of aggression and violence’ [quoting Pope Francis]. For this reason, it should be denounced as contrary to human dignity the fact that, in some places, not a few people are imprisoned, tortured, and even deprived of the good life solely because of their sexual orientation.”
In paragraph 56, we read that the Church highlights certain critical issues in gender theory. For example, gender theory introduces new rights. The new rights “have led to instances of ideological colonization, in which gender theory plays a central role.”
In paragraph 57, we read that “the Church recalls that human life in all its dimensions, both physical and spiritual, is a gift from God. This gift is to be accepted with gratitude and placed at the service of the good. Desiring a personal self-determination, as gender theory prescribes, apart from this fundamental truth that human life is a gift, amounts to a concession to the age-old temptation to make oneself God, entering into competition with the true God of love revealed to us in the Gospel.”
In paragraph 58, we read, “Another prominent aspect of gender theory is that it intends to deny the greatest possible difference that exists between living beings: sexual difference. This foundational difference is not only the greatest imaginable difference but is also the most beautiful and most powerful of them. In the male-female couple, this difference achieves the most marvelous of reciprocities. It thus becomes the source of that miracle that never ceases to surprise us: the arrival of new human beings in the world.”
In paragraph 59, we read, “In this sense, respect for both one’s own body and that of others is crucial in light of the proliferation of claims to new rights advanced by gender theory. This ideology ‘envisages a society without sexual differences, thereby eliminating the anthropological basis of the family’ [quoting Pope Francis].”
In conclusion, because Berkeley’s leftist Judith Butler discusses the Vatican so extensively in her new 2024 book Who’s Afraid of Gender?, I’d not be surprised to see her publish an article responding to the discussion of gender theory and other matters touched on in the new 2024 document issued by the Vatican.
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