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EPILOGUE:

“ANTI-GENDER” MOBILISATIONAL DISCOURSE
OF CONSERVATIVE AND FAR RIGHT PARTIES
AS A CHALLENGE FOR PROGRESSIVE POLITICS

Andrea Peté

“Gender ideology ignores the existing scientific knowledge.” This
surprising statement by Jan Figel, former EU Commissioner for
Education and Culture (quoted in Kuhar 2014), shows that the
“gender ideology” debate opens up a new chapter in the political,
cultural and social landscape of Europe questioning previous polit-
ical chasms. The five chapters in this volume analyse a new political
phenomenon: tens of thousands of people are demonstrating
on the streets, collecting enough signatures for referendum con-
trolling rights of a group of citizens in their own country, petitioning
to change the curriculum in higher education (See more in Peté-
Vasali 2014). While on the one hand the popular appeal of de-
mocratic politics is decreasing — less and less voters are participating
in elections and traditional parties have problems recruiting young
members — this new movement seemingly solves these problems
of participation. Is this phenomenon really new or has progressive
politics just been unprepared for these developments accepting
the consoling thesis by Fukuyama about the “end of history”
therefore labelling it as “new” and covering up its unpreparedness?

1. A new/old movement: gender as “symbolic glue”

The political developments described by the authors from France,
Germany, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia in this volume also warn us
about our own limits of understanding regarding this anti-gender

movement. This is really a new rhetoric of identity formation which
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is outside the previously universal human rights framework where
gender found its comfortable space. At first sight, these move-
ments are anti-gender, but as the careful analysis in this volume
proves, this type of argumentation based on its positionality re-
garding gender offers a wider alternative to different spectrums of
life and gender is only the symbolic glue. It is a strategic question
for progressive politics how this new political, electoral, social and
cultural trend will influence traditional conservative politics which
itself has been a product of human rights consensus in Europe.
Conservative politics varies along national contexts, accordingly the
positioning of anti-genderism in the different countries covered in
this volume as far as their position to anti-genderism is concerned.

The representatives of these anti-gender movements only use
these gender policy arguments as a cover up for fostering a deeper
and profound change in the European political and value system.
That is only possible as the promise of gender equality either has
not led to the expected changes (in the case of “new Europe”) or it
led to too many superficial changes (in the case of “old Europe”).
The case studies are from Europe but this anti-gender movement is
a global phenomenon. Its global appeal is due to the fact that
different countries are questioning the universal human rights
framework of politics based on their “cultural” exceptionalism.
There are several cases of governments framing aid promoting
reproductive rights as imposing “gender ideology” on their national
context in an anti-colonialist “freedom fighting” framework. The
popularity and massive appeal of these anti-gender movements
warn us that if progressive politicians want to understand this
new major political trend they need to have a new framework of
understanding. These anti-gender movements do not pursue the
utopian character of gender equality achieved in the near future,
but rather they focus on the political temporality of the Now. Dif-
ferent temporalities highlight that these movements have been
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built on the fundamental weaknesses of progressive politics and
their promise of the fast-changing world of globalisation.

2. Reactions

Reviewing the references of the papers proves that the phenomenon
and also scholarly and political reflection as well as counter
strategies are very recent, which makes this volume very timely.
Papers in this volume convincingly argue that anti-gender mobili-
sations are hegemonic fights in the Gramscian sense for control as
they redefine human rights and the progressive European tradition
of equality. The closing section of each paper in this volume dis-
cusses possible strategies progressive actors are using against
the anti-genderism. In this section of my paper | analyse some
reactions as far as their impact is concerned.

The first reactions are traditional enlightened offensive
reactions which question the ability of others to understand what
gender is, and gender activists started educational campaigns.

The second reaction is a defensive reaction to use gender
equality policy language to trench the fortress of already existing
policy provisions. Korolczuk pointed out that those scholars who
are use the term “backlash” when characterising the anti-gender
movement are assuming a non-existent wide consensus about
what gender means and what it should achieve. (Korolczuk 2014)

The third reaction, parallel with entrenchment, is an offensive
reaction of blogging and using new social media for monitoring the
developments inside the movement. This went parallel with spot-
ting problems in the Catholic Church which is believed to be
the major initiator and institutional organiser of this campaign.
(Paternotte 2014)
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3. Counter-strategies

The main battleground for “gender ideology” turned out to be
science as the opening quote of this paper proved and, as Roman
Kuhar convincingly argued, comparing the Slovenian and Croatian
developments: The anti-gender movement’s use of “scientific”
evidence against “gender ideology” means a paradigm change in
science as we know it. Kuhar called this strategy the “secularisation
of the discourse in order to clericalize society” (Kuhar 2014). The
post-modern turn of modernity, which introduced a politically
informed, critical and interdisciplinary way of studying science
claimed the construction of new knowledge, whereby un-
acknowledged actors needed to be acknowledged from a critical
perspective — with gender being one of these critical perspectives.
In this context, science became a moral and normative category
acknowledging the positionality of the knower. This approach also
questions the subject-object division and brings in new symbols,
new myths and redefinitions. This positionality — what Eric
Hobsbawn referred to as “my truth is as valid as your truth” —
signals an anti-universalistic approach leading to new scientific
paradigm which is now appropriated by anti-gender forces. How-
ever the visibilisation of anti-gender forces, “naming and shaming”
strategies, as far as debating what is scientific according to whom,
are only partly successful. It only deepens the chasms without really
understanding the depths of the threat and especially without
offering new methods, rhetoric for not only protecting what pro-
gressive politics believe it has achieved but how to move forward.
The first step for formulating counter strategies is to create an
independent strategy, not only one that reacts to the attack. It
should be accepted that progressive politics is a result of the en-
lightenment and therefore it has a clear cut vision of normativity
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which always creates minorities categorising them into a position
of “other” and into “private” realm. The European tradition of
enlightment is working with normative positions. Therefore this
anti-gender campaign is just appropriating the old tools as a
unifying attempt with targeting LGBTQ groups to strengthen
European Christian cohesion. Magdalena Sroda, the Polish feminist
philosopher said this fight against “gender ideology” is an “alliance
between church and the stadium”. This statement implies that this
anti-gender movement is just a renewed form of neoliberalist
governability based on consumption and massive control. But not
only that. This is a fight to redefine neoliberal representative
democracy and this process is creating new political chasms and
progressive politics should be active in this process.

By now it is clear that the anti-gender movement is a new
phenomenon in European politics which requires new methods
and frameworks of thinking for meaningful reactions by the
progressive forces. If progressive politics forgets its value and in-
novative grass-root origins, then only using the already invented
gender equality policy measures will not prevent this new anti-
genderism phenomenon to prevail in the long run. The bravery and
the originality of those historical political actors who dared to
question previously unquestionable dogmas of society and political
life should be applied. The “disenchanted” progressive politics
should be “re-enchanted” (Pet6 2015: 139-145). The papers in the
volume prove that the most successful mobilisational force of
these movements is the new language they are using for political
mobilisation. Using the concept of gender as a technical category
in the long run can be more self-destructive than useful while en-
countering this new political challenge. The real and new challenge
is that after 1945 anti-modernist alternatives have never received
so many votes in democratic elections as viable alternatives. The
rise of the far right is a fact and in their electoral success anti-
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genderism works as a symbolic glue. After reading this volume |
hope it is clear that no more time should be wasted in thinking of
alternatives by progressive forces.
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