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Gender Professionals

SGP-CCINDLE Gender Café Series on Understanding and
Countering Anti-Gender Movements

Date: Feb 21, 2024
Overview:

On February 21, 2024, the first session of the SGP-CCINDLE Gender Cafe Series on
Understanding and Countering Anti-Gender Movements was organised online. The first
segment of the session included presentations on the anti-gender movements in
Bangladesh, Poland, Sweden and Lebanon by the following panellists:

e [lzbieta Korolczuk, Associate Professor, Sodertorn University and University of
Warsaw

e Nay Elrahi, Researcher, Arab Institute for Women

e Sohela Nazneen, Senior Research Fellow, Institute of Development Studies,
University of Sussex

Moderator: Dr. Conny Roggeband, CCINDLE Project

All presentations were structured to answer the following questions:

e \What is the status of the anti-gender movement in a particular country (how did it
emerge, who are the main actors, what strategies do they use)? And what responses
are you seeing?

Following the presentations, participants of the gender cafe were split into four breakout
rooms online to continue the discussion based on the presentations by the speakers or to
reflect on their professional/personal experiences in the context of their specific countries..

The session saw over 80 participants from 22 different countries including Armenia,
Bangladesh, Belgium, Canada, France, Germany, India, Ireland, Italy, Kenya, Kyrgyzstan,
Lebanon, Netherlands, Nigeria, Peru, Philippines, Poland, Spain, Uganda, Ukraine, US.A and
the United Kingdom. Participants from 15 different countries and regions across the globe
shared different anti-gender strategies and counter-strategies during the breakout
sessions.

Part | : Takeaways from the presentations

Presentation 1: Bangladesh

In Bangladesh, the actors associated with the anti-gender movement are diverse and often
connected to transnational networks; however, the funding sources remain untraceable. The
dominant religious political party has been in power in Bangladesh since 2014. A weak
opposition has limited any form of political dissent.. Thus, anti-gender Islamic parties have
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veto power in the Parliament. The last decade has also seen the emergence of Islamic civil
society platforms and groups on social media. In this political scenario, different discursive
strategies are used by the anti-gender movement in Bangladesh, including:

Rights are often taken away from individuals without their knowledge. Aiding this
process, violence is normalised against those who protest such violation of rights.
Britain's continued colonial legacy of criminalising homosexuality controls the sexual
freedom of individuals. There is general censorship of sexuality of women,
transgender bodies and even men's bodies.

The state of Bangladesh has enacted progressive laws like the domestic violence act
but the scope of these laws remain limited.

De-legitimising the rights of certain groups, anti-gender actors pit one set of rights
against another group of actors, e.g., the rights of transgender persons is positioned
as being opposed to women's rights. This has resulted in fragmentation of the
feminist movement.

The feminist movement is forced to maintain a tricky balance of distancing itself from
the LGBTQ+ movement to not be seen as promoting ‘western agenda’ The LGBTQ+
movement, on the other hand, constantly aims for strategic invisibility within other
people's movements. Furthermore, due to criminalisation of homosexuality, the
transgender rights movement has separated itself from the LGBQ+ rights-related
movement.

Activists are often attacked. LGBTQ+ activists are the most targeted and often
targeted online along with those identifying as feminists. Further, seeking protection
from online attacks means allowing the state to tighten its hold and control of online
spaces.

Counter strategies:

Gender and sexuality issues are strategically incorporated in stealth using the lens of
development/ healthcare/ gender-based violence. This strategic invisibility in policy
space demands intersectional alliances, and become a part of larger coalitions for
policy shift, e.g., comprehensive sexuality education, citizenship, etc.

Internal debates are organised within queer spaces to counter the separation of the
transgender rights movement from the LGBQ movements.

Presentation 2 - Poland and Sweden

Due to a pro-feminist narrative, the anti-gender movement in European countries often
tends to remain invisible. All actors involved claim to be feminists. The anti-gender
movement in the context of countries like Poland and Sweden is centred on “family values.
Migrants are attacked and seen as a threat to Europe's native family values. Anti-gender
ideologies are further stitched into popular political thinking. The larger goal of the
movement appears to be epistemic power, going beyond political influence. Thus the
anti-gender project focuses on the fields of knowledge production, academia and expertise.
Some of the main strategies employed by anti-gender actors in Poland and Sweden are:

Religious beliefs are framed using the language of human rights.
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e The discourse on gender equality is often targeted. Using “gender” language is seen
as a sinister threat to children. And “natural family" is promoted, as opposed to
homosexuality, which is viewed as being an unscientific ideology. The validity of
gender studies is questioned by attacking feminist scholars, directly or indirectly, with
claims of being unscientific.

e In Poland and Hungary, policy implications like cutting funding for gender programs
or founding new universities and institutions like the Collegium Intermarium "Free
University of Central Europe” have been observed. The policy goals of anti-gender
actors include attacking abortion rights, LGBTQ rights, implementation of the Istanbul
Convention, anti-discriminatory education, sex education, and critical studies on
gender, sexuality and race.

e To this end, the anti-gender movement engages with emerging intellectual
authorities on anti-gender ideologies (such as journalists and scholars); producing
alternative knowledge on gender, e.g., books, pamphlets, reports, conference
proceedings, right-wing news sites, online repositories, and blogs; and changing
curricula or regulations concerning professional advancement.

e The actors within the anti-gender movement in Poland include: the Catholic church,
right-wing populists, and civil society organisations that are part of transnational
networks. With the introduction of a strict anti-abortion law by the previous
government in Poland, the issue of abortion has become central to the anti-gender
movement.

e In comparison to Poland, Sweden does not have overt anti-gender campaigns.
However, familiar patterns of attacks on gender studies and critical research on
gender and race can be observed. The same language is used to attack migrants
and refugees, who are often racialized in this discourse and seen as a threat to
children and women. Representatives of right-wing parties are at the forefront of this
discourse. Intellectuals, scholars, and public figures also adopt views associated with
the anti-gender movement.

Presentation 3: Lebanon

e Lebanon is an epidermal state that performs its sovereignty by materialising and
regulating bodies through securitization, violence, bureaucracy and the law, using a
body's gender, race, sexuality and class as sites for this performance and exerting
violence against people positioned differently. State violence towards minority
communities, women, LGBTI+ groups, marginalised groups, et cetera is commonly
observed.

e The established way of thinking in Lebanon is using “Sex-tarianism" - a framework for
thinking about the ways that sex and sect organise social and political life in the
country. Census registration in Lebanon is a good example of the primary role of
family within the Lebanese patriarchal political system. At birth, women are
registered with their fathers. When married, they are written off from their fathers and
registered with their husbands.
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The Lebanese patriarchal power matrix and state-building project revolves around 3
notions: patriarchal connectivity, the “kin contract,” and political familism.

State actors, political leaders and militias have used families to mobilise and organise
the population. They mobilise their own kin and defer to the citizens' kin in matters of
relevance to the state. Political leaders are seen as a family member; paving the way
for all leaders to present themselves as the senior patriarchs of the extended political
family, calling for the loyalty, deference and service due to them as heads of families.
There is a queer community in Lebanon and there are several bars that are openly
queer. Many people talk about sexuality and the queer community. There is, however,
one article in the law against homosexuality. In recent times, queer people have
become the enemy used by politicians to further the anti-gender agenda.

Part Il - Reflections from Break-out Groups

In addition to the 4 presentations, participants from the different break-out groups reflected
on the anti-gender contexts within 15 different countries and regions across the world.
Country reflections shared amongst the participants of the 4 break-out sessions were as
follows:

Peru: "Don't mess with my kids" movement is the anti-gender campaign in Peru.
Uganda: In Uganda, the church influences institutions and policies, including the
2023 Anti-homosexuality Act, Queerness is seen as un-African and women
empowerment groups are anti-queer.

Argentina: Contrary to many other nation states, Argentina legalised abortion in 2020
using retrospective logic countering its 1920 decision to suspend sexual and
reproductive health and rights in the country.

Kyrgyzstan: Online censorship has been imposed by the Supreme Court under the
guise of protecting children.

Canada: Menstruation is one of the main issues that is used in Canada to target
women and girls as part of the anti-gender agenda.

Italy: The anti-gender movement is a part of organised religion in Italy. Contribution
to the church is legitimised by state bureaucracy within tax returns: 5 EUR per 1000
EUR will go to the church unless specified otherwise.

Germany, Austria, Netherlands: Anti-gender project builds on long standing
anti-feminist elements in the organisation of the state.

United Kingdom: Comprehensive Sexuality Education, LGBTQIA and transgender
rights are targeted with a high level of coordination between the anti-gender actors.
The movement in the UK is connected to the global anti-gender movement and
often backed by American funding sources.

Caribbean: American Evangelical groups are influential in the Caribbean creating a
difficult space for LGBTQ+ rights. There are questions about the impact of the
upcoming elections in the U.S. on LGBTQ+ rights in the Caribbean.

Latin America: Owing to the influence of the Catholic church, social conservatism is
widely prevalent in Latin America. Progressive groups and movements are present
but in pockets. Not all far-right actors reason using religion, but instead use other
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political drivers. Far-right individuals have great power to drive forward movements.
The Left or counter-attack to the anti-gender movement is not as good at affect /
emotion. Facts and logic are often insufficient to counter the anti-gender narrative.

e SWANA: Financial tracking of anti-gender actors is harder in SWANA (Southwest Asia
and North Africa) than in Europe.

e India: The far-right government in India is positioning itself as a transgender-friendly
actor, but the law that it is ostensibly supporting does not actually support
transgender people. Transgender persons continue to face challenges in changing
their identifiers. This is exacerbated by the digital divide since much of the document
changing process occurs online. Further, the Hindutva movement is a major backlash
actor in India, and its discourses are deeply Islamophobic. Intermarriage between
Hindu women and Muslim men is a particular flashpoint.

e Iraq: The anti-gender movement in Iraq is not sufficiently talked about. Research has
found similar patterns of attacks against women's rights activists, as well as more
subtle moves with organisations (including UN agencies) removing the word ‘gender”
from many job titles. Many survivors of gender-based violence no longer feel safe
approaching women's rights organisations. “Gender” as an idea is being used to
attack transgender individuals and women's rights activists, creating fractures within
and between queer and feminist movements.

Conclusion:

As seen during the course of this session on anti-gender movement, a discussion on this
topic presents gender professionals with the opportunity to understand the different
strategies employed by anti-gender players in different contexts. The diversity amongst the
participants enabled cross=learning on the different counter-strategies employed by the
feminist movement in different countries across the globe. Feminists have much to learn
from anti-gender actors in terms of organising and coordinating techniques, logistics, and
raising funds, among others. A macro-level understanding of the challenges and the
counter-strategies is vital for the larger feminist movement building that gender
professionals engage with.



