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across Europe (CCINDLE): Counteracting Anti-gender through
Feminist Knowledge

Emanuela Lombardo and Paloma Caravantes

Abstract: The construction of feminist democratic societal projects relies
on the production of feminist knowledge and ideas within social move-
ments, as well as academic, professional, and institutional settings. In the
context of a rising opposition against democracy and gender, race, and
sexuality equality at a global level, the European Union has launched the
call Feminisms for a New Age of Democracy with the purpose of support-
ing knowledge production about opposition to gender equality in Europe
and feminist democratic responses. The CCINDLE (Co-creating Inclu-
sive Intersectional Democratic Spaces across Europe) project is one of the
funded research projects under this call. CCINDLE's objectives include
analyzing not only anti-gender politics and the problems that they create
for democracy in Europe but especially feminist movements’ and institu-
tional responses to anti-gender and anti-democratic forces. The project
aims to co-create feminist knowledge with the actors that are already work-
ing to counter the antidemocratic project that anti-gender movements and
far right parties are trying to construct, and to envision feminist futures
building on theories and practices of intersectional justice, inclusion, and
participation in European democracies. Keywords: feminist knowledge,
democracy, anti-gender, democratic backsliding, gender equality, feminist
politics, Europe

The rise of far-right anti-feminist, anti-queer and anti-trans, white suprem-
acist discourses, movements, and politics is challenging equality and
democracy at a global level. These actors threaten inclusionary dimensions
of democracy while explicitly targeting marginalized collectives and posi-
tions within and beyond academia. A growing scholarship is working not
only to study this phenomenon but also to generate knowledge and theorize
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146 Co-creating Inclusive Intersectional Democratic Spaces across Europe

responses to these attacks against democratic values of equality, inclusion,
and participation.

In the European context, democratic backsliding and the backlash
against gender equality and minority rights has progressively become one of
the central concerns of social sciences production (Roggeband and Krizsan
2020). Scholars are elaborating collaborative scholarship to understand the
similarities and dynamics across European countries. In 2021, one of the
European Union’s executive bodies, the European Commission, endorsed
and promoted this scholarship, launching a funding call titled Feminisms for
a New Age of Democracy (European Commission 2021) with the purpose
of supporting knowledge production about opposition to gender equality
in Europe and feminist democratic responses. Co-creating Inclusive Inter-
sectional Democratic Spaces across Europe (CCINDLE), in which we both
participate as researchers, was one of the awarded projects that researches
the interdependent relationship between feminism and democracy and
emphasizes the relevance of feminist movements and institutional responses
to counter opposition against gender equality and democracy.

An Exclusionary Drift in European Democracies

Gender equality is a fundamental value of European democracies, and
the adoption of gender equality policies, while certainly having room for
improvement, has been at the core of European politics for decades. Yet,
an oppositional climate has increased over the last two decades, with a
“new” form of resistance against different equality policies that threatens
the principle of equality and achievements in gender and sexuality equal-
ity in European democracies (Kuhar and Paternotte 2017; Lombardo et
al. 2021; Verloo 2018).

Radical-right populist parties, anti-gender and anti-LGBTQI+ rights
movements, and other far-right actors have grown in European political
systems, actively opposing gender equality and LGBTQI+ and racialized
groups’ rights (Graff and Korolczuk 2021; Kuhar and Paternotte 2017).
Combining nostalgia for a traditional gender order with nativist discourses
that demonize “outsiders,” these discourses and practices promote major-
itarian interpretations of democratic governance and thwart key tenets of
liberal democracy, such as women’s and minorities’ rights (Froio 2018;
Kéttig et al. 2017). Opposition against different forms of equality mani-
fests through attacks and delegitimation of gender and LGBTQI+ equality
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policies and institutions, discrediting feminist knowledge, attacking and
defunding feminist and LGBTQI+ organizations, and employing hateful
misogynistic, homophobic, transphobic, and racist speech (Datta 2021;
Denkovski et al. 2021; Paternotte and Kuhar 2018; Zacharenko 2020).

Attacks and discursive violence against women, LGBTQI+ and racial-
ized people, and other marginalized groups are democratically problematic,
because they intimidate them through vilification, shaming, and humilia-
tion, sending a message about their supposed inferiority, even excluding
them from humanity (Emejulu 2022), thus limiting their participation rights
and expelling them from the public sphere (Krizsan and Roggeband 2021;
Krook 2020). Beyond such visible contestations, equality policies are also
being threatened by the dismantling of equality institutions and implemen-
tation arrangements, reorienting them towards the defense of the traditional
patriarchal and heteronormative family, as well as by the undermining of
existing directives and the erosion of accountability mechanisms (Krizsan
and Roggeband 2018).

Increasing Role of Feminist Scholarship
The field of gender and politics has grown over the last decades through
the efforts of political and social scientists who have put gender, sexuality,
and intersectional perspectives at the center of analytical and methodolog-
ical reflections of political institutions, processes, policies, and outcomes
(Christoffersen 2021; Lombardo and Meier 2022). These efforts have
strengthened the institutional position of scholarship on politics in relation
to gender and sexuality—and more recently, intersectionality—within the
academic fields of political science, sociology, and critical theory (Ahrens et
al. 2021). The institutionalization of such efforts is reflected in the increasing
membership of the Standing Group on Gender and Politics at the Euro-
pean Consortium for Political Research (ECPR), and the participation
in the biennial European Conferences on Politics and Gender (ECPG),
organized since 2009. While these academic spaces are not free from exclu-
sionary dynamics, as the open letter from the anti-racist section of the ECPG
2022 shows,' they have contributed to open spaces for self-reflection in the
discipline to advance gender-sensitive and intersectionally inclusionary
approaches to research and teaching in political science.

In the context of growing challenges to gender, sexuality, and critical
race studies opposed by anti-gender and far-right groups, the role of public
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institutions in supporting and funding feminist research is especially import-
ant. Responding to the rising attacks against gender equality—one of the
European Union’s fundamental values, enshrined in Article 2 of the Treaty
of the European Union and the policy document titled Gender Equality
Strategy 2020-2025°—the European Commission issued a funding call,
“Feminisms for a New Age of Democracy,” in 2021 (European Commission
2021). The call offered funding for projects “promoting gender equality
theoretically and practically” and finding solutions in dialogue with civil
society organizations and other stakeholders (European Commission
2021). Explicitly framing the quality of democratic governance as a matter
of more inclusive European societies, it called for reflections to counter
gender equality and anti-feminist strategies and policies promoted by
“extreme populist discourses” (European Commission 2021). Resulting
from this call, five international teams have received funding to develop
projects, including CCINDLE, Co-creating Inclusive Intersectional Demo-
cratic Spaces across Europe;® FIERCE, Feminist Movements Revitalizing
Democracy in Europe;* PushBackLash, a group focusing on anti-gender
backlash and democratic pushback;® RESIST, Fostering Queer Feminist
Intersectional Resistances against Transnational Anti-gender Politics;®
and UNTWIST, a group that provides policy recommendations to regain
marginalized feminists as mainstream voters.”

The CCINDLE project aims at producing academic work on the
anti-gender, racist, LGBTQI+phobic opposition that attacks core values
of democracy, intersectional inclusion, and equitable participation in politi-
cal processes. CCINDLE strives not only to analyze these attacks but also to
work on potential solutions. Co-creation of solutions to the crisis of democ-
racy, with feminist, anti-racist, and LGBTQI+ movements, civil society, and
institutional actors already working in this field, is a core goal of CCINDLE.
A team of gender and politics researchers will develop CCINDLE's objec-
tives, which include analyzing not only anti-gender and anti-feminist attacks
and the problems of democracy in Europe that they create and reveal but
also, especially, feminist activist and institutional responses to anti-gender
and anti-democratic forces. The case studies are seven European coun-
tries with different social and political backgrounds, from the center, east,
south, north, and west of Europe—Belgium, Hungary, Italy, Poland, Spain,
Sweden, and the United Kingdom—as well as the supranational level of
the European Union.
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Feminist Politics as a Democratizing Force

CCINDLE understands democracy as a constant, contested, and unfinished
process of democratization (Tilly 2007), where rights and freedoms are
not achieved or lost once and for all but rather the object of ongoing strug-
gles. Some social and political forces support democratization, while others
oppose democratization, therefore contributing to democratic backsliding.
Building on the attention to the relationship between democracy and equal-
ity (Verloo 2016), CCINDLE analyzes democratization and democratic
backsliding as gendered processes, to better understand how the current
backlash resonates with deeper exclusions and long-existing problems in
the Western democratic model (CCINDLE 2021).

While CCINDLE departs from the idea that the recent rise of anti-
gender, anti-LGBTQI+, and openly racist actors is the tip of the iceberg
of deeply rooted exclusions in contemporary European societies that are
problematic for democracy, it also considers feminist politics as one of the
key forces that struggle for democratization (Verloo 2016). As a political
project, feminism aims at transforming unequal gender and intersectional
power hierarchies through “a vision of an alternative” and actions to redress
injustice (Dean and Maiguashca 2018, 386). Feminist politics democratizes
the state by questioning gender and intersectional inequalities in areas such
as economy, gender-based violence, care, sexual and reproductive health,
political representation, intimate citizenship rights, and knowledge. Femi-
nist politics also democratizes the state by claiming new rights for formerly
excluded subjects and issues (Verloo 2016), as is the case with activists’
demand of public policies to address gender-based violence, reproduc-
tive justice, or LGBTQI+ rights (Ayoub and Paternotte 2014; Krizsan and
Roggeband 2018; Luna 2020; Verloo 2016). In addition, feminist politics
democratizes the public sphere by promoting inclusionary and participatory
processes (Young 1990). Intersectional inclusion of marginalized groups’
claims in policymaking counteracts privileges and exclusions that tend to
be structured around gender intersecting with class, race, ethnicity, sexu-
ality, age, citizenship status, and other inequalities (Crenshaw 1991; Fraser
1990; Hill Collins 1990). Participation in the making of decisions empow-
ers citizens in the everyday practice of democracy (Pateman 1970).

Therefore, feminist politics is a democratizing force in that it experiments
with future projects of society based on the centrality of the common good,
political solidarity, care for the people and the planet, and intersectionality
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of gender, race, class, and other inequalities (CCINDLE 2021; Federici
2018; Hill Collins 1990; hooks 1986; Mellor 1998; Sander-Staudt 2011).
As a result, feminist politics performs a critical function for democracy
by scrutinizing power and holding the state accountable for gender equal-
ity commitments (Galligan 2015), as well as envisioning feminist future
projects of society (Rawluszko 2022). If feminist politics is a necessary
ingredient for democratization, it needs democracy for performing these
vital functions. Democracy and gender equality have an interdependent
relationship, as Mieke Verloo (2016) claims: “The more democracy, the
more chances for gender equality; the more gender equality there is,
the more chances for democracy”

The interdependent relationship between democracy and gender equal-
ity is explicitly recognized in several scholarly works (Alonso and Lombardo
2018; Caravantes and Lombardo 2024; Lombardo et al. 2021; Verloo 2016;
Walby 2009) that establish a link between democratization and attention to
gender equality, broadly speaking. As Alonso and Lombardo (2018) argue,
democracies show progress in women’s status concerning health, educa-
tion, economic participation, and political empowerment (Tripp 2013).
Since democracies allow more freedom of organization and expression to
civil society than autocracies, they offer greater opportunities for feminist,
LGBTQI+, anti-racist, and human rights groups to influence the state (Htun
and Weldon 2010). Citizens in democracies also tend to express more egal-
itarian public opinions (Inglehart and Norris 2003). A quality democracy
is therefore needed for feminist politics to work towards deepening gender
equality rights, and can contribute to a positive feedback loop, democratiz-
ing societies even deeper.

Coproduction of Knowledge as a Method, Goal, and Object of Study

The construction of feminist democratic societal projects relies on the
production of feminist knowledge and ideas within social movements
as well as academic, professional, and institutional contexts. Knowledge
production plays a key role in the CCINDLE project. First, CCINDLE
aims at co-creating knowledge with key actors that are already working
on the ground to respond to anti-gender, racist, and LGBTQI+phobic
campaigns and other antidemocratic forces. Through different initiatives
such as Feminist Democracy Labs, and other networking and dissemination
activities, CCINDLE seeks to collaborate with prodemocracy think tanks,
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feminist donors, feminist associations, feminist media, and gender-related
professional associations to increase the quality of democracy and make
democracy across Europe more resilient and inclusive (CCINDLE 2021).

Second, CCINDLE seeks to intervene in mainstream disciplinary
debates on democracy and politics that are taking place in political science,
sociology, and other social sciences. The goal of these dialogues is three-
fold: (1) exposing the historical weaknesses of European democracies
concerning gender, race, and sexuality equality that have been tradition-
ally overlooked in mainstream scholarship; (2) giving relevance to the
study of the phenomenon of anti-feminist opposition as a crucial factor in
democratic backsliding; and (3) emphasizing the potential of feminist theo-
ries and practices for providing concrete approaches and tools to counter
anti-gender and other antidemocratic forces more effectively.

Third, knowledge production is also a central object of study in the
CCINDLE project. This is because knowledge has been one of the central
mechanisms employed in campaigns by anti-gender actors to make their
antidemocratic project hegemonic (see Paternotte and Verloo 2021; Verloo
2018). Anti-gender knowledge strategies work, for instance, through the
discrediting of feminist knowledge as “gender ideology,” the forging of alli-
ances with other anti-gender and antidemocratic actors by using gender as
a “symbolic glue” (Kovats and P6im 2015), thus creating an “opportunis-
tic synergy” between anti-gender movements and far-right political parties
(Graff and Korolczuk 2021, 24; Lavizzari and Prearo 2018). Anti-gender
knowledge production—as materialized in the attacks against critical stud-
ies, such as critical race theory, feminist and gender studies, queer and
LGBTQI+ studies within larger campaigns against academic freedom and
critical thinking—is an important object of study of the project.

Since CCINDLE's focus is both on increasing our understanding of these
campaigns and on generating solutions, the project also seeks to co-create
feminist knowledge to resist and debunk the antidemocratic project that
anti-gender movements and far-right parties are trying to construct. Envi-
sioning and imagining feminist futures building on theories and practices
ofintersectional justice, inclusion, and participation in European democra-
cies is therefore an important endeavor for the CCINDLE research team to
challenge anti-gender and anti-feminist movements and policies, strengthen
those actors already resisting these, and protect civic democratic culture in
Europe.
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Notes
1. The letter is available as a Google doc at https://docs.google.com/
document/d/12HDFELZGPsoc2WEHASEwzZSqWourlvBzc45jAVyPOI/
edit#heading=h.ppnSiy3fijv.

. To read the report, see European Commission 2020.

. For more information, see CCINDLE 2021.

To read more about FIERCE, see FIERCE 2022.

. For more information, see PushBackLash 2022.

. For more information, see RESIST 2022.

. For a description of the program, see UNTWIST 2022.
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