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SPECIAL ISSUE

Ideologia del gender: towards a transcultural understanding of

the phenomenon

Beatrice Spallaccia Q1*

Department of Interpretation and Translation, University of Bologna

(Received 2 December 2018; final version accepted 18 July 2019)

The Italian debate over gender inclusivity has recently been dominated by a ubiquitous
term: ideologia del gender. This expression has been used extensively by a galaxy of
reactionary forces to thwart the implementation of gender-mainstreaming policies.
Recent research has shown that similar anti-gender manifestations have mushroomed
across Europe, with discursive elements which recall the Italian anti-gender narrative.
This article first sets Italian anti-genderism within a broader transnational movement.
Second, through a feminist critical analysis of Italian anti-gender discourse, it shows
that ideologia del gender should be interpreted as a new rhetorical device used to reaffirm
gender-based prejudice in Italy and other European countries. Third, drawing on the
work of Wolfgang Welsch (1999), the paper discusses whether this movement can be
interpreted as a transcultural phenomenon, and suggests a transcultural model of culture
as the antidote to the anti-gender backlash.

Keywords: ideologia del gender; gender ideology; anti-genderism; anti-gender
movement; transculturality; feminist critical discourse analysis.

Introduction

From the beginning of the twenty-first century, many European countries have witnessed an

increase in hostility towards gender equality, which is a fundamental aspect of contemporary social

citizenship. In countries such as Italy, France, Spain, Bulgaria, Poland, Croatia, Slovakia, Slovenia

and Austria, public debate on gender-related issues has been dominated by a trend of anti-

genderism, i.e., a ‘resentful mobilization against pluralism and “political correctness”, which

are perceived as instituted by “gender ideologues”’ (von Redecker 2016, 2). This mobilisation

has extensively used terms like gender theory and ideology of gender.

While nowadays the term ideology of gender has become well known across Europe, its actual

meaning remains quite obscure, especially to people who are not familiar with gender studies. It

can be defined as a rhetorical device employed to contest the concept of gender itself, as well as any

gender-positive intervention aimed at denaturalising the traditional sexual order. Since its incep-

tion, the anti-gender crusade has increasingly opposed what Diane Richardson (2017, 219) defines

as the ‘struggles over sexual citizenship in different geo-political contexts’ (e.g., women’s repro-

ductive rights, gender equality, sexual education, same-sex marriage). The goal is to delegitimise

feminist and LGBTQ+ stances and to oppose the implementation of anti-discrimination policies

and gender mainstreaming approaches.1Anti-gender positions are common also among right-wing
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populist parties that are gaining more and more power in many European countries. As a result, in

several countries this ideological backlash has already put a brake on the implementation of the

gender mainstreaming approach that has informed European policies and recommendations for

the last two decades.

As mentioned above, Italy is one of the countries that has recently experienced such an anti-

gender backlash. Indeed, it has been a particularly fertile ground for anti-gender actors who

have fiercely opposed the introduction and expansion of gender sensitivity in contemporary

Italy. This trend puts Italy in the broader European context of antagonism and hostility towards

women’s and LGBTQ+ people’s rights. While in recent years the birth and development of anti-

gender movements have already been the focus of national and international research (Garbagnoli

and Prearo 2018; Kováts and Põim 2015; Kuhar and Paternotte 2017), the present contribution

attempts to read this phenomenon through the notion of transculturality, drawn from the work

of Wolfgang Welsch (1999). Here the concept of transculturality is applied to anti-genderism

with a twofold aim: on the one hand, to understand the success of the anti-gender movement;

on the other to show the fallacy of its ideological assumptions and its inadequateness in interpret-

ing modern complex societies. To do so, this article begins by providing an historical overview of

how the anti-gender movement has developed transnationally across Europe, in order to set Italian

anti-genderism in its broader international context.

The anti-gender movement: a transnational phenomenon

In the last two decades anti-gender sentiments have flourished throughout Europe, generating

‘national manifestations of a trans-nationally circulating movement against “gender ideology”’

(Paternotte and Kuhar 2017, 2). The anti-gender movement can be interpreted first as a trans-

national phenomenon, in the three layers of meaning of the term trans-national identified by

Emma Bond (2014). As she writes, firstly

the trans-national suggests a stretching or going beyond the confines of national boundaries (be that in
cultural, spatial or temporal terms). Secondly, it privileges a sense of flexibility … thus identifying a
fundamental sense of exchange that is inherent in the term. And thirdly, speaking of cultural produc-
tion, the trans-national is usually associated with a fluidity of constructed styles and practices. (Bond
2014, 416)

This definition of the trans-national seems particularly suitable to studying the development of the

anti-gender movement and narrative across Europe, starting from its invention within the Vatican,

which itself has a transnational influence.

From the Vatican to Europe

As several scholars point out (e.g. Garbagnoli 2016, 2017; Garbagnoli and Prearo 2018; Kuhar and

Paternotte 2017), the notion of gender ideology was initially created by the Vatican during the

mid-1990s as a counter-strategy when international institutions such as the United Nations and

the European Union first began to implement a gender mainstreaming approach, following

the 1994 UN International Conference on Population and Development held in Cairo, and the

Fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing in 1995. The Vatican read this as a first

step towards the legitimation of abortion and homosexuality and expressed its concern by con-

demning the very use of the term gender ‘as a strategic means to attack and destabilise the natural

family’ (Paternotte and Kuhar 2017, 9). As Judith Butler notes, the Vatican denounced gender ‘as a

code for homosexuality’ and also ‘insisted that the [Beijing] platform language return to the notion

of sex, in an apparent effort to secure a link between femininity and maternity as a naturally and
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divinely ordained necessity’ (2004, 182). As this request was considered anachronistic and thus

rejected, the Holy See started an ideological war against gender-mainstreaming policies. Since

then, this opposition has employed a discourse based on a strategic reconfiguration of gender itself,

which conflates both feminist and LGBTQ+ issues, to attack progressive policies and to renew

conservative views on sexual and reproductive rights. As underlined by Sarah Bracke and

David Paternotte,

The usefulness of ‘gender’ in ‘gender ideology’ is precisely that it brings together a number of concerns
high on the agenda for conservative Catholic activists: rejection of a wide range of reproductive rights
for women (notably abortion), rejection of same-sex marriage and homosexual parenting, attachment
to particular roles for men and women and rejection of the transgression of these roles, sex education,
and the endorsement of particular – heteronormative – norms about sexuality. Gender as an analytical
concept provides the analytical and political connections between these different topics: it renders
‘issues’ into a coherent vision. (2016, 148)

Thus, since the mid-1990s the Vatican’s counter-strategy has adopted a rhetoric that successfully

turned gender – both as a term and as a concept – into a contested site, and has gradually worked to

demonise all stances against patriarchy and heteronormativity that have been brought about by

second- and third-wave feminism as well as by LGBTQ+ activists. Although the anti-gender

discourse has largely depicted gender as a code for homosexuality, this rhetoric has been used

extensively in many European countries to undermine women’s rights along with the rights of

LGBTQ+ people.

Although developed within Vatican boundaries, since its origins this attack against the ‘gender

agenda’ (O’Leary 1997, 11) has drawn on transnational literature published by overtly pro-life and

ultra-Catholic foreign authors. Notable examples include the American journalist Dale O’Leary,

the Belgian priest and emeritus professor Michel Schooyans, the German critic Gabriele Kuby,

the Belgian-American essayist Marguerite Peeters, and the French psychoanalyst and priest

Tony Anatrella, all of whom have published books warning about the hidden agenda of the ideol-

ogy of gender which circulated transnationally after being translated into different languages.2

Some of the above-mentioned authors also actively contributed to writing the fundamental text

of the war against gender, namely the Lexicon: Ambiguous and Debatable Terms Regarding

Family Life and Ethical Questions.

Published in Italian in 2006 by the Pontifical Council for the Family and later translated

into several languages, the Lexicon is an encyclopaedic dictionary made up of 90 entries on

gender-related issues, such as sexuality, bioethics, and homosexuality. Published under John

Paul II’s tenure, the Lexicon reaffirms Wojtyla’s notorious struggle against the ‘culture of

death’ allegedly created by the legitimisation of abortion, and stigmatises non-heterosexual rela-

tionships in a section written by Anatrella.3 In spite of its strong ideological discourse, the

Lexicon was promoted as a document that ‘informs about the true content of words, about the

true reality which must inform their usage and seeks to shed light on the sense of some terms

or expressions which are hardly understandable’ (Lopez Trujillo 2002). Overall, this text set the

groundwork for a narrative which went beyond Vatican borders and transformed gender into a

‘symbolic glue’ (Kováts and Põim 2015) which unified local manifestations of gender antagonism

into a well-organised transnational movement. Its discourse crossed borders throughout Europe,

fostering a mutual influence among reactionary forces using a language based on shared discursive

strategies to manipulate perceptions of gender.

Due to space constraints, it is not possible to give a full historical account of the development of

the anti-gender movement and discourse transnationally. However, it must be stressed that aca-

demic literature has attested to its presence in many European countries, including Austria,

Modern Italy 3

95

96

97

98

99

100

101

102

103

104

105

106

107

108

109

110

111

112

113

114

115

116

117

118

119

120

121

122

123

124

125

126

127

128

129

130

131

132

133

134

135

136

137

138

139

140

141



Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, Poland, Slovenia, Spain, as well as Russia (Kováts and Põim

2015; Kuhar and Paternotte 2017). It is worth noting that the notion of an ‘ideology of gender’

did not find immediate international success during the first decade of the twenty-first century.

The situation drastically changed in 2012–2013, when Pope Benedict XVI used this term in

one of his public speeches while France was debating the so-called Mariage pour Tous

(Marriage for All) bill, promoted by then Minister of Justice Christiane Taubira to legalise same-

sex marriage. In those years, France saw the emergence of groups which strenuously opposed, first,

gender-sensitive education in schools and public universities, and later,Mariage pour Tous. Since

then, the French anti-gender movement has grown exponentially and it has been led by La Manif

Pour Tous (Protest for All, hereafter LMPT), composed of more than 40 associations which

organised several rallies against the bill.4 As Michael Strambolis-Ruhstorfer and Josselin Tricou

highlight (2017, 80), although LMPT did not succeed in stopping the legal recognition of same-

sex marriage in France, ‘these activists have successfully stalled, thwarted or diminished a number

of reforms, including granting lesbian couples access to assisted reproductive techniques, teaching

gender equality in schools and reducing the administrative and medical burdens on transgender

people’.

The enormous appeal of LMPT not only caused a serious backlash against gender-oriented

policies in France, but also generated an international echo which has deeply influenced the trans-

national development of the anti-gender movement. It comes as no surprise, then, that LMPT’s

discourse and methods have easily permeated Italian society, strongly affecting the country’s

debate over legislative and educational measures on gender-related issues.

From Europe to Italy

Sara Garbagnoli (2017, 154–160) identifies three sorts of actors who have been crucial to the

spread of anti-gender sentiments throughout Italy: the Vatican, new anti-gender groups such as

Sentinelle in piedi and LMPT Italia; and radical fringes of Catholic associations and far-right

political parties.5 Relying on the above-mentioned international texts and on the experience of

their French counterparts, these heterogeneous groups of actors contributed to the reconfiguration

of gender as an artificial conceptual category which has shaped postmodernity.

Several scholars highlight that gender detractors adapted an already existing discourse to the

local Italian context (Bernini 2014; Garbagnoli 2017; Lalli 2016). This narrative is grounded in

a distortion of the very essence of gender studies, the field’s claims and theoretical frameworks.

This discursive reconfiguration presents gender as ‘the Trojan horse of “ideological colonisation”

denying a biological truth and produced by a powerful lobby’ (Garbagnoli 2016, 192), and gender

mainstreaming as a political conspiracy, a totalitarian project supported by institutions like the

European Union. In Italy, this narrative has mainly used terms like ideologia del gender, teoria

del gender, genderismo, or simply gender. It has been employed strenuously to stop the bill on

same-sex unions (the so-called Cirinnà bill) and the draft law on homo-transphobia, and to inter-

fere with the implementation of the 2015 reform of the education system, also known as La Buona

Scuola (The Good School).6 Although this reform merely follows the directives of the Istanbul

Convention in seeking to prevent gender-based violence through a gender-inclusive education,

it has been defined by its detractors as the ultimate means for the ideologia del gender to teach

homosexuality in schools. This led to a counterattack developed through a variety of actions ran-

ging from email-bombing the Minister of Education to the creation of anti-gender websites.

Among other material, these online platforms have provided lists of children’s books that allegedly

promote gender. The attack on gender-sensitive literature caused the ban of many of the listed
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books in areas governed by right-wing parties and inspired acts of intimidation directed against

gender activists.7 The astonishing success of the anti-gender movement in Italy resides both in

the country’s strong Catholic tradition, as well as in the discourse used to spread moral panic

about the policies mentioned above. For this reason, the following section presents themain features

found in the Italian anti-gender narrative through an analysis of online material found on one of the

most popular anti-gender websites, osservatoriogender.it (hereafter Osservatorio, i.e., Observatory).

Main elements of the anti-gender narrative

Created in 2015 by one of the most active Italian anti-gender groups, Famiglia Domani,

Osservatorio aims to provide parents with supposedly trustworthy information on how to protect

their children from the ideologia del gender. To explicate the key elements of its discourse, my

analysis focuses on the website’s subsection Capire il ‘Gender’ (Understanding ‘Gender’),

which attempts to explain what gender ideology is.8 In my study, I use the methodological

approach of feminist Critical Discourse Analysis, which brings together the tenets of gender

studies and Critical Discourse Analysis (hereafter CDA). Feminist CDA is a particularly suitable

theoretical framework for analysing how anti-genderism is manifested discursively, because

it investigates the reproduction of gender-based asymmetries and inequalities in discourse

(Lazar 2007, 142). Following the discourse-historical approach developed by Ruth Wodak and

Martin Reisigl (2001), I analyse the anti-gender narrative through four types of discursive

strategies: (1) nomination strategies, (2) predicational strategies, (3) argumentation strategies,

and (4) perspectivation, framing, or discourse representation.

‘Gender’ and ‘ideology’

Osservatorio reproposes a conceptualisation of ideologia del gender that is common to anti-gender

discourses across Europe. First and most crucially, it creates a new discursive category (ideologia

del gender) which is vilified through specific strategies that convey longstanding gender-based

prejudice. The first strategy employed to demonise gender is a perspectivation which pivots on

the strategic use of the term ideologia del gender. Perspectivation can be defined as a strategy

through which ‘speakers express their involvement in discourse and position their point of view

in the report, description, narration, or quotation of discriminatory events’ (Wodak and Reisigl

2001, 386). In this case, concepts like gender studies, queer movement, and gender mainstreaming

undergo a process of ideological distortion and are discursively reframed within the newly

invented category of gender theory. Both nouns used in the expression ideologia del gender

have a strategic role in this narrative. First, the term ideologia is chosen to indicate the rigid and

programmatic agenda that this theory supposedly conceals, and to identify it as a systematic set

of ideas which aims at controlling social conduct. Second, the term gender is maintained in

English. This word is neither easily understandable nor immediately recognisable in a country

where gender studies have not become a mainstream part of the education system. Thus, the use

of a foreign and exotic term helps to conceptualise gender theory as a discipline imposed from

the outside on Italian culture and its Catholic tradition.9 Moreover, when Osservatorio attempts

to clarify what gender means, it misleadingly reduces the concept to a misappropriated foreign

grammatical category in order to validate heteronormativity and negate any distinction between

sex and gender. In fact, the website states that

Those who promote gender theory replaced the word ‘sex’ with ‘gender,’ an ambiguous ideological
term which serves the implementation of their subversive programme. The term gender has been
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adopted in the English language which also has a neutral gender, unlike the Italian language where we
find only 2 grammatical categories, male and female. Hence the use of this term, which perfectly suits
an ideology that postulates the infinite variability of the individual’s sexual orientation.10

This passage shows how gender studies are reframed through a fallacious discursive strategy which

alters their meaning. In fact, this academic field of enquiry does not substitute sex with gender but

analyses gender and sex as two distinct concepts which are in relation with each other, and which

intertwine in the development of identities. Moreover, by referring to grammar norms, the dis-

course used establishes an equivalence between gender and neutrality which plays on the trope

of gender ideologues denying sexual differences between women and men. It is also worth noting

that this website suggests that Marx and Engels are the founding fathers of gender, and that gender

theory is ideologically grounded in Marxism and socialism (e.g. ‘The theoretical background to

what would later be called “gender theory” goes back to socialist ideology and, in particular,

the ideas expressed by Friedrich Engels’).11 This interpretation has been used especially in coun-

tries such as Poland which experienced the Communist regime (Graff and Korolczuk 2017), but it

also recurs in anti-gender narratives at transnational level, because it allows the establishment of a

similarity between genderism and socialism as two totalitarian ideologies.

Nature and freedom

On the website, gender is also demonised through several argumentation strategies, i.e., strategies

which are used in discourse to justify positive or negative attributions (Wodak and Reisig l 2001,

386). In the text under analysis, these strategies are based on a linguistic ambiguity that plays on

two main concepts: nature and freedom. An example of this can be found in the following passage:

Often we commit the error of thinking that what is natural is the same as what a person instinctively
feels they want to do. But, in reality, instincts and impulses are what people and animals have in com-
mon. But while animals lack intelligence and freedom, and thus follow the law of instinct, man is intel-
ligent and free, and thus is guided by the law of reason.…Man… has his own rational nature, that is,
he is an intelligent and free being, able to fulfil the purpose that he uncovers in nature. In this sense,
there is a purpose that requires a child born male to grow and become a man and feel attracted to
women. … Individual freedom consists not of doing what one feels, in an instinctive way, but of
achieving one’s own specific purpose. … Gender ideology refutes the existence of an inborn
‘human nature,’ rejecting heterosexuality as the authentic destiny of humankind.12

In this quote, nature and freedom are presented as the two main arguments which demonstrate the

supposed falseness and duplicity of genderism. On the one hand, the website equates nature with

heterosexuality, presenting it as the only valid destiny of humankind. Here the concept of nature is

used to reaffirm the longstanding dichotomous and hierarchical relationship between heterosexu-

ality and homosexuality. As the former is depicted as the only authentic, inborn, and harmonious

sexuality, the latter is implicitly represented as deviant and abhorrent. Such an abnormal sexuality

is indirectly linked to the semantic spheres of bestial instinct, error, sin, disease, lack of intellect

and morality. In this regard, detractors state that gender ideologues erroneously interpret nature

as a person’s right to follow all their instincts. In this vision, humans should not surrender to

‘the law of instinct’, which dominates animal behaviour. Conversely, being intelligent and free,

people should be guided by ‘the law of reason’.

The second argumentation strategy against gender is based on freedom, which is interpreted

not only as the ability to dominate one’s bestial impulse, but also as an individual’s right to express

their opinion. In fact, Osservatorio also states that

Like all theories that go against nature… gender ideology uses an aggressive method, aimed at impos-
ing its vision in a totalitarian way. In this sense, in our country, too, we have witnessed a worrying
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escalation of intolerance towards those who vindicate the uniqueness and beauty of the natural family
[i.e. the traditional family]. Thus, a bizarre paradox arises: the relativistic ideology par excellence,
which … demands the recognition of its stances in the name of the principle of non-discrimination,
claims to impose its own unquestionable principles with no further debate.13

Here ideologia del gender is discursively constructed as a theory that pretends to fight for a non-

discriminatory society and to defend freedom, but that actually supports a distorted and personal

vision, through an aggressive method aimed at imposing its monolithic principles in a totalitarian

way. According to the website, this method has allegedly caused an alarming escalation of intoler-

ance towards supporters of the traditional family. Such expressions show how anti-gender dis-

course has borrowed a terminology that is typical of liberation movements and progressive

stances to sustain homo-transphobic and heterosexist beliefs, and thus to provide a deceitful

representation of social power asymmetries in terms of gender. This is particularly visible in the

strategies used to portray the actors involved in – and affected by – gender propaganda.

Victims and persecutors

A section of the website identifies the promoters of ideologia del gender through two main strat-

egies, i.e., nomination, which involves the construction and representation of social actors, and

predication, which consists in the attribution of ‘negative and positive traits in the linguistic

form of implicit or explicit predicates’ (Wodak and Reisigl 2001, 386). Osservatorio defines the

actors who allegedly spread this theory as ‘powerful LGBT lobbies’ and ‘equally influential non-

governmental organisations’. The site claims that these organisations are more powerful than

national governments, because they have succeeded in attracting consensus towards the new ethical

paradigm promoted by the gender ideology, and have converted organisations like the United

Nations, the European Council, the European Parliament, UNESCO, UNICEF, and the World

Health Organisation which nowadays actively promote the gender diktat. Allegedly, the ultimate

aim of these forces is to destroy the most important form of microsociety, that is, the heterosexual

family. Thus, the allocation of negative traits to gender actors is conducted not only through predi-

cation (i.e., powerful and influential), but also through perspectivation. Here perspectivation is

used to reframe the actors’ roles, by discursively overturning the victim/persecutor status through

a self-victimisation strategy. While as a matter of fact LGBTQ+ people have long endured homo-

phobic and transphobic prejudice, in the anti-gender narrative they become the persecutors of the

traditional heterosexual family. Thus, perspectivation is employed to alter and subvert not only the

statuses of victim and perpetrator, but also hegemony in terms of material resources and discursive

power. As Paternotte and Kuhar note, the victim-perpetrator reversal, along with scapegoating, is

strategically used in anti-gender narrative to construct a conspiracy theory (2017, 14). These strat-

egies aim not only at weakening the social legitimacy of LGBTQ+ activism and identities, but also

at spreading moral panic. To that end, this narrative presents children as the ultimate innocent vic-

tims of ideologia del gender, which compromises their childhood and adolescence irremediably,

and undermines the fulfilment of their normal heterosexual identity, especially through the

education system.14 As studied by Kerry Robinson (2008), childhood innocence is often used

as a political mechanism to trigger moral panic which is instrumental to the maintenance of a

certain status quo.

As mentioned above, this anti-gender narrative leaked into the Italian socio-cultural context

through a repetition of the same tropes which, according to academic literature, have characterised

anti-gender discourse at a broader international level. To provide a practical example of the simi-

larities of anti-gender narrative across borders, in the following section I refer to a personal
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professional experience which took place within the international project G-BOOK – Gender

Identity: Child Readers and Library Collections (hereafter G-BOOK).

Anti-genderism across borders: the G-BOOK case

G-BOOK is a project financed in 2017–2019 by the European Union with the aim of promoting

gender positive children’s literature among six EU member countries.15 Among its objectives,

there has been the creation of several dissemination activities addressed to children, teachers,

and parents to raise their awareness of gender-related issues and stereotypes. These activities

took place locally in all the six partner countries of the project, which include Bulgaria and

Italy. Although the final phase of the project is still ongoing and thus its reception is still to be

fully discussed and analysed, it has been noticed that G-BOOK has met with a certain degree of

antagonism both in Italy and Bulgaria. Dissemination activities took place in Bulgaria right

after its Constitutional Court declared the Istanbul Convention unconstitutional, and this caused

strong opposition to our project. Here gender detractors attacked the G-BOOK Facebook page,

posting hateful comments whose narrative recalls the discursive strategies analysed above.

Figure 1 serves as an example of this hostile online content.16

Although no similar content was posted by Italian users, instances of anti-gender sentiment also

occurred during the dissemination activities held in Italy. In fact, our events were looked at with

suspicion and resistance by some parents who declared themselves against the ideologia del gen-

der, and left the events, especially when LGBTQ+ issues were debated.Moreover, when the project

was presented publicly in Forlì, the press conferencewas guarded by DIGOS officers17 sent there to

prevent any potential anti-gender turmoil. When asked to comment on these issues, Professor

Raffaella Baccolini, the project leader, said that the moral panic spread by anti-genderism undeni-

ably had a negative impact on some G-BOOK events. She also pointed out that, overall, in the last

few years MeTRa Centre (see note 15) has often faced reluctance and resistance from several

teachers and schools, not only during this project but also in other similar activities aimed at training

education staff or at sensitising children on gender-related issues (Baccolini 2018).

The discursive similarities highlighted in this section confirm the transnational dimension of

the anti-gender backlash. The multilayered definition of trans-national developed by Bond

(2014) is useful for conceptualising this backlash in terms of scope and consequences. In fact, anti-

genderism has sprouted as a reaction to local debates over gender equality policies, but its

discourse and methods have travelled across countries, adapting their styles and practices to

national socio-political contexts, thus showing what Bond calls ‘a sense of flexibility’ (2014,

416). This sense of flexibility not only characterises the transnational aspect of anti-genderism,

but also seems to be embedded in the concept of gender ideology itself. As noted by Stefanie

Mayer and Birgit Sauer (2017, 24), anti-gender narrative uses the term gender ideology in a flexible

way to indicate a broad subject area, which is composed of feminist and queer theories, women’s

movements and LGBTQ+ activism, as well as policies which promote a gender-sensitive

approach. As analysed above, these concepts are reframed into a new discursive category (i.e.,

the so-called gender ideology) which is presented as the dangerous Other and as a common

enemy. Otherness is therefore redefined in negative terms through a discourse which relies on

the ‘politics of fear’ and the ‘arrogance of ignorance’, showing discursive similarities with far-right

populist rhetoric (Paternotte and Kuhar 2017, 14). Like populism, anti-genderism plays on the

politics of fear and the arrogance of ignorance to reaffirm what Welsch calls ‘the classical

model of culture’ (1999, 195). In the next section I discuss this model of culture in relation to

the success of the anti-gender movement.
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A transcultural phenomenon?

In Welsch’s transcultural theory (1999, 194–196), the traditional concept of single cultures is a

model which juxtaposes an idea of ownness and inner homogenisation with an idea of foreignness

and outer separation. It is ‘unificatory’, ‘folk-bound’, and ‘separatory’, and it produces ‘cultural

racism’, which is – put in broader terms – aversion to the Other. In the anti-gender narrative, own-

ness and inner homogenisation pertain to the sexist, heterosexual – and heteronormative –model of

culture, while foreignness and outer separation belong to the feminist and LGBTQ+ one. As dis-

cussed above, anti-genderism unifies its followers in the war against the representatives of a culture

which is discursively designed as outer and foreign. The separatist and exclusive narrative

employed in anti-gender discourse may seem in striking opposition to its transnational and trans-

cultural success. In fact, as discussed above, anti-genderism has shown a strong ability to overcome

cultural boundaries across European countries. However, the interpretation of this movement

through the concept of transculturality raises some theoretical issues. To explain the notion of

transculturality, Welsch writes:

The prefix ‘trans-’ in ‘transculturality’ has a double meaning. First, it denotes the fact that the determi-
nants of culture are becoming more and more cross-cultural. So, in the first place, ‘trans-’ has the sense
‘across’. In the long run, however, the cross-cultural development will increasingly engender a cultural
constitution which is beyond the traditional, supposedly monocultural design of cultures. So, while
having the meaning ‘across’ with respect to the mixed design of cultural determinants, ‘trans-’ has
the sense of ‘beyond’ with respect to the future and compared to the earlier form of cultures.
(Welsch 1999, 206)

In this sense, one can affirm that anti-genderism is transcultural because it has travelled across sin-

gle cultures (i.e., across cultures that are based on different religious beliefs and languages, that
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defend different nationalistic identities, and which have been shaped by different historical and

political events), and because its discourse results from the hybridisation of different cultural tradi-

tions, e.g., mixing discursive elements borrowed from Catholicism, secularism, anti-capitalism,

and fear of communism. However, anti-genderism cannot be interpreted as transcultural in the

second sense of moving temporally beyond single cultures. On the contrary, the spread of anti-

gender sentiments across many European areas has caused a cultural backlash in terms of gender

equality and inclusivity. In some countries, it has even caused legal backsliding which has reversed

the achievements brought by feminist and LGBTQ+ activism.18And yet the transcultural scope of

anti-genderism is undeniable. My case here is that the reasons for its success can only be under-

stood by defining anti-genderism for what it essentially is, i.e., an ideology based on patriarchal

and heteronormative prejudice. Being a hegemonic superstructure, this patriarchal ideology privi-

leges a discourse of sexism and heteronormativity, which is structural in all societies, with no

regard for national and cultural boundaries. Therefore, the systemic ideology on which anti-

genderism is based is what enabled its discourse to travel across cultures.

As I have shown throughout this article, the success of anti-genderism resides precisely in its

ability to reframe the terms gender and ideology in its own language. In the anti-gender narrative,

hence, gender becomes an open site where roles of domination and subordination are discursively

revised and reversed. So far, this discursive reversal has already translated into a serious threat to

women’s and LGBTQ+ people’s rights in some European countries, including Italy. Although

Italy has not witnessed any legal backsliding yet, the prominent presence in the outgoing Italian

government of anti-gender actors from the right-wing, populist party Lega Nord has increased

the cultural backlash on issues like LGBTQ+ social citizenship and women’s reproductive rights.

In fact, when he was Italian Deputy Prime Minister, the Lega secretary Matteo Salvini attacked

gender ideology on several occasions. Stances against gender, abortion, and LGBTQ+ rights

have also come from Lorenzo Fontana, at that time Minister for the Family and Disability.

Moreover, the Italian parliament is still debating a draft law which undermines women’s right

to abortion, the so-called Pillon draft law (promoted by Lega senator Simone Pillon), and the

former Minister of Education Marco Bussetti signed a document which was hailed by many as

a way to thwart alleged gender propaganda in schools. Although since late August 2019 Lega

has not been part of the current government, the anti-genderism promoted by its spokespersons

has had a strong and long-lasting impact on Italian society. The most recent example of support

for anti-gender sentiments from the Italian political establishment is the active participation of

Salvini, Fontana, Bussetti, and Pillon in the 13th World Congress of Families (WCF), which

took place in Verona in March 2019. The Congress gathered many reactionary figures who

have long opposed sexual and reproductive rights internationally, like the Russian archpriest

Dimitry Smirnov, the Hungarian Minister for the Family Katalin Novák, the Moldovan

President Igor Dodon, and the Ugandan Shadow Minister for Social Development Lucy Akello.19

The international scope of the WCF also confirms that anti-genderism has a strong sense of

flexibility that is reminiscent of Steven Vertovec’s definition of the trans-national as the ‘multiple

ties and interactions linking people or institutions across the borders of nation-states’ (Vertovec in

Bond 2014, 416). In the case here at issue, flexibility denotes the striking ability of anti-gender

actors to overcome a traditional fixed notion of national space, to push back against progressive

stances and policies which strive to promote openness and inclusivity, but which have been

rebranded as the attempt to corrupt the morals of contemporary societies. As demonstrated

above, anti-genderism has successfully become a transnational phenomenon thanks to the fluidity

of the styles, practices, and rhetoric of its promoters, who have mutually influenced one another

and effectively adapted a shared discourse to their local contexts, as the Italian case shows.
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However, Italy is just one example of how anti-gender narrative has translated into a cultural

backlash which reaffirms a separatist and exclusive understanding of culture. Below I conclude

my study by discussing how the concept of transculturality can be a useful means to counter the

threat posed by anti-genderism.

Conclusion

In Susan Faludi’s words (2010, 12), a backlash ‘is at once sophisticated and banal, deceptively

“progressive” and proudly backward’. This article has shown how gender detractors have decep-

tively reframed their reactionary stances as a progressive fight in the name of freedom, against sup-

posedly despotic policies which are actually informed by gender equality. This sophisticated

strategic move has served a more clichéd aim, that is, to freeze European societies’ transition

towards the recognition of gender inclusivity as a pillar of democracy and social citizenship.

Despite its transcultural diffusion, anti-genderism is to be interpreted as a resurgence of particular-

ism. As Welsch writes (1999, 204), in today’s complex societies particularisms cannot be ignored,

because they create an explosive situation, often redefining themselves ‘through the appeal to cul-

tural identity, to nationalisms, producing hatred, purification actions and war’. As demonstrated in

my contribution, the fight against gender equality is played out on ideological ground, and its

effects must be identified first in the legitimisation of homo-transphobic and misogynistic senti-

ments transnationally and transculturally. The anti-gender movement has reframed the European

gender-mainstreaming approach as an example of uniformisation which erases heterosexual and

cisgender identities. However, gender equality policies aim to question and overcome the effects

produced by what Raewyn Connell calls the ‘patriarchal dividend’ (2005, 79), that is, the disad-

vantage experienced by women and LGBTQ+ people. Contrary to what is propagandised by anti-

genderism, these policies do not intend to defeat and destroy more traditional forms of sexual and

gender identities. Hence, it is on this ideological ground that the anti-gender movement must be

countered through an approach informed by transculturality. As Welsch writes (1999, 200), ‘the

concept of transculturality aims for a multi-meshed and inclusive, not separatist and exclusive

understanding of culture. It intends a culture and society whose pragmatic feats exist not in delimi-

tation, but in the ability to link and undergo transition’. In transitioning to a democracy fully

informed by the principle of gender equality, Europe as a whole cannot overlook such a backlash

which reaffirms a classical separatist and exclusive model of culture. This means that it cannot

ignore the serious influence that anti-genderism has had in the struggle over sexual citizenship

in its different geo-political and cultural contexts. In countries like Italy, national NGOs and

networks of scholars have lately attempted to develop narrative strategies to counter anti-gender

discourse.20However, as this article has pointed out, the anti-gender movement has gained success

also thanks to the complicity of national governments in countries like Bulgaria and Italy, although

at different levels. Thus, the cultural counterattack against anti-genderism cannot rely only on the

will and resources of local progressive actors. As Welsch once again notes (1999, 200), when

different models of culture collide, there is the need to suggest concepts ‘which are descriptively

adequate and normatively accountable, and which – above all – pragmatically lead further’.

Therefore, if Europe really wants to achieve gender equality, it must rethink its strategy by devel-

oping a cultural antidote which also aims to educate its citizens about the actual meaning of the

terms used and the interests at stake in the war played out on the grounds of gender. In order to

be effective and realistic, such a cultural antidote should take into account the work done in recent

years by scholars and grassroots activists across Europe, and it must strengthen the collaboration

among these actors by supporting awareness-raising campaigns and allocating specific funds that
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would make the study of anti-genderism sustainable both for academic researchers and NGOs. In

conclusion, this cultural antidote will be effective only if it embraces the notion of transculturality,

by actively promoting a model of culture which shows how different cultures, ways of life, and

identities can co-exist without colliding. In an environment dominated by complexity, transcultur-

ality is a positive model that will help contemporary societies to transcend monocultural stand-

points, and pragmatically move beyond the war against gender equality.

Notes

1. Gender mainstreaming can be defined as ‘the (re)organisation, improvement, development and evalu-
ation of policy processes, so that a gender equality perspective is incorporated in all policies at all levels
and at all stages, by the actors normally involved in policy-making’ (Council of Europe 2004, 12). At the
European level, gender-mainstreaming activities are carried out through policy projects and recommen-
dations aimed at granting equal rights and opportunities in fields like education, career, health, and civil
rights (e.g. right to abortion and marriage equality), and through awareness-raising programmes tackling
social problems like gender-based discrimination (e.g. domestic violence and homo-transphobia).

2. Among the most well-known works which have helped spread anti-gender discourse internationally are
O’Leary (1997), Schooyans (2000), Anatrella (2011), Peeters (2013), and Kuby (2016).

3. Anatrella remains one of the key theorists of gender ideology, although he was suspended from his
pastoral duty in July 2018 after being accused of sexual abuse by several men who had sought his
help to ‘redeem’ themselves from homosexuality (see Cafasso 2018).

4. The most famous rally organised by LMPT took place in Paris in January 2013 and was attended by more
than 300,000 people.

5. The most active ultra-Catholic associations include Scienza e Vita, Giuristi per la Vita, and Notizie
Pro-Vita. In politics, the anti-gender warfare has been strongly supported by several right-wing and popu-
list parties that strenuously oppose policies on sexual and reproductive rights, especially Lega Nord (here-
after Lega), Fratelli d’Italia, and the far-right neo-fascist Forza Nuova. Notably, as the Lega was part of
the Italian government until late August 2019, the anti-gender stances of some of its spokespersons have
recently translated into serious attacks on gender inclusivity in contemporary Italy, as discussed later in
this article.

6. While the Cirinnà bill became law in 2016, the draft law on homo-transphobia (the so-called Scalfarotto
draft law) has not passed yet. During the debate on this draft bill, LMPT Italia sent a letter to Italian MPs
asking them to vote against this supposedly liberticidal law, and ‘not to surrender to the pressure of those
who use political correctness to impose the gender ideology’ (La Manif Pour Tous Italia 2013). As a
result, the Italian legal system has not yet criminalised homophobia and transphobia. Unless otherwise
stated, all translations of quotes are my own.

7. See the case of Venice, whose mayor Luigi Brugnaro banned 49 children’s books which allegedly
promoted the gender ideology. Furthermore, in 2018 the municipality of Todi, a small town in the centre
of Italy, removed the director of the public library from her duties after she refused to provide a list of
children’s books dealing with homosexuality, transsexuality, and same-sex parenting. More recently,
in early April 2019, some local members of Forza Nuova delivered threatening leaflets to the Libreria
delle Donne di Bologna before an event on literature for gender variant children.

8. The section Capire il ‘Gender’ is divided into eight sub-categories: Cosa afferma la teoria del gender?
(What does gender theory say?); Quali sono le sue origini? (What are its origins?); Chi la promuove?
(Who promotes it?); Perché il termine ‘gender’? (Why the term ‘gender’?); Cosa si intende per natura?
(What does nature stand for?); Gender: ‘paradigma etico’ o rivoluzione contro la famiglia? (Gender: an
‘ethical paradigm’ or a revolution against the family?); Gender: un’ideologia contro natura? (Gender: an
ideology against nature?); Gender: perché è un’ideologia intollerante e totalitaria? (Gender: why is it an
intolerant and totalitarian ideology?). All textual data are available at https://www.osservatoriogender.it/
capire-il-gender/.

9. For a more thorough analysis of the use of opaque words in anti-gender discourse, see Manera 2018.
10. Original Italian text: ‘I promotori della teoria del gender hanno sostituito la parola “sesso” con l’ambiguo

termine “genere”, vocabolo ideologico, funzionale all’attuazione del loro sovversivo programma. Il ter-
mine gender è stato adottato nel mondo anglosassone dove a differenza della lingua italiana, in cui
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abbiamo solo le 2 categorie grammaticali, di maschile e femminile, è presente anche il genere neutro. Da
qui l’utilizzo di tale termine che si presta perfettamente ad un’ideologia che postula l’infinita variabilità
delle tendenze sessuali dell’individuo’.

11. Original Italian text: ‘Le premesse teoriche di quella che poi sarebbe stata chiamata “teoria di genere”
risalgono all’ideologia socialista e, in particolare, alle idee espresse da Friedrich Engels’.

12. Original Italian text: ‘Spesso si commette l’errore di pensare che quello che è naturale corrisponda a ciò
che una persona istintivamente sente di voler fare. Ma in realtà, gli istinti e le pulsioni sono ciò che accom-
unano gli uomini agli animali. Ma se quest’ultimi, privi di intelligenza e libertà, seguono la legge dell’is-
tinto, al contrario, l’uomo, essere intelligente e libero è guidato dalla legge della ragione.… L’uomo…
ha una sua natura razionale, cioè è un essere intelligente e libero, capace di realizzare il progetto che
scopre nella natura. In questo senso, esiste un progetto che prevede che il bambino nato maschio cresca
e diventi uomo e si senta attratto dalle donne.… La libertà di un individuo non consiste nel fare quello che
sente, in maniera istintiva, ma consiste nel realizzare il proprio specifico progetto.… L’ideologia del gen-
der nega l’esistenza di una “natura umana” congenita, rifiutando che il destino autentico dell’umanità sia
l’eterosessualità’.

13. Original Italian text: ‘Come tutte le teorie contro-natura … l’ideologia del gender utilizza un metodo
aggressivo, volto a imporre la propria visione in maniera totalitaria. In tal senso, si è assistito, anche
nel nostro paese, ad una preoccupante escalation di intolleranza nei confronti di coloro che continuano
a rivendicare l’unicità e la bellezza della famiglia naturale. Si verifica quindi un curioso paradosso: l’ideo-
logia relativista per eccellenza, che… reclama il riconoscimento dei propri diritti in nome del principio di
non-discriminazione, pretende di imporre i propri principi, questi sì insindacabili, senza discussione
alcuna’.

14. Original Italian text: ‘Il diktat ideologico di una minoranza viene, prepotentemente, somministrato alle
incolpevoli nuove generazioni. Sono loro, indottrinati fin dall’asilo al nuovo pensiero unico, le prime
innocenti vittime di una rivoluzione, che ne compromette irrimediabilmente l’infanzia e l’adolescenza.’

15. The project is led by CentroMeTRa, a research centre of the Department of Interpretation and Translation
(University of Bologna, Forlì Campus) which operates in the fields of mediation and translation by and
for children, through a gender-oriented approach. For more information on G-BOOK project, see
Baccolini, Pederzoli and Spallaccia (2019, 9–10).

16. The image represents a screenshot of the anti-gender post. It contains an automated yet faithful translation
from Bulgarian into English. No hyperlink can be provided because the content was later removed from
Facebook.

17. DIGOS is the acronym for the General Investigations and Special Operations Division of Italian police.
It investigates sensitive cases involving terrorism, organised crime, and other serious offences.

18. The term backsliding is used ‘to describe reversals in transitions to liberal democracy’ (Sitter et al. 2017,
36). Instances of backsliding in gender mainstreaming policies are found in Eastern European countries
such as Bulgaria and Slovakia, which are against the ratification of the Istanbul Convention. Another
example is Viktor Orban’s ban on gender studies in Hungarian universities.

19. Since its foundation in the US in 1997, the Congress has been financed by reactionary political and reli-
gious groups who oppose abortion and LGBTQ+ rights. Before reaching Verona, the Congress travelled
worldwide and has been hosted by countries where anti-genderism is rampant, such as Hungary in 2017.
The involvement of members of the Italian government in the Verona WCF gave rise to a massive rally
attended by more than 50,000 supporters of women’s and LGBTQ+ people’s rights.

20. See the newly formed GIFTS network (Italian Network of Gender, Intersex, Feminist, Transfeminist and
Sexuality Studies) made up of more than 200 researchers who took a stand against the Verona WCF. For
NGOs, see the project #MaQualeGender developed by the Italian national LGBTQ+ organisation
Arcigay. In its early stage the project was financed by Open Society Foundations; it is currently financed
only by a crowdfunding campaign.
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between European anti-gender movements and the backlash against women’s and LGBTQ+ peo-

ple’s rights in the USA.
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Italian summary

Negli ultimi anni il dibattito sull’inclusività di genere in Italia ha ruotato attorno alla cosiddetta ideologia del
gender, espressione tanto onnipresente quanto oscura, utilizzata da una galassia di forze reazionarie per con-
trastare l’attuazione di politiche di gender mainstreaming. Studi recenti hanno rintracciato la presenza di simili
atteggiamenti anti-gender nella maggior parte dei paesi europei, con strategie discorsive che ricordano quelle
italiane. Per questo motivo, il presente contributo in primo luogo contestualizza l’antigenderismo italiano in
un più ampio movimento di carattere transnazionale. Attraverso un’analisi critica femminista del discorso ita-
liano anti-gender, dimostra che l’espressione ideologia del gender vada interpretata come un nuovo disposi-
tivo retorico utilizzato per riaffermare le discriminazioni di genere, tanto in Italia quanto in altri paesi europei.
Infine, riprendendo il contributo di Wolfgang Welsch (1999), l’articolo propone di analizzare questo movi-
mento attraverso la nozione di transculturalità, e suggerisce lo sviluppo di un modello transculturale come
antidoto al backlash anti-gender a livello europeo.
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