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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

This article aims to shed light on the forms and effects of anti-gender Received 1 August 2024
politics in a country that is widely regarded as being gender-equal. The Accepted 18 December 2024
empirical focus is on political debates and policy changes concerning
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gender equality and the rights of marginalized sexual and racial groups Gender; anti-gender;
in Sweden between 2020 and 2024. The existing literature on the anti- democracy; de-
gender trend focuses mostly on the discourses and strategies of ultra- democratization; Sweden

conservative actors. In contrast, we examine the perspective of gender-
progressive institutional actors to gain a better understanding of how the
political elite perceives ongoing change and the impact of this trend on
liberal democracy. We conducted a thorough analysis of parliamentary
debates and interviewed parliamentarians and employees of state institu-
tions. Our findings demonstrate that anti-gender politics in the country is
inextricably linked with the use of political violence and the further
normalization of exclusion. Thus, we argue that struggles around gender
in Sweden can be framed as a case of insidious de-democratization. This
trend is defined as a set of relatively small-scale discourses and practices
that further discrimination, silencing, and intimidation of already margin-
alized groups, and have gradual and cumulative effects of eroding the
normative foundations of liberal democracy.

Introduction

European modernity has always included patriarchal, heteronormative, and racist legacies. In the first
decades of the 21st century, however, scholars have observed the resurgence of the opposition to
gender equality, sexual democracy and the rights of marginalized sexual and racial groups around
the globe. The term anti-gender campaigns has been introduced to capture the ways in which
religious actors, politicians and activists frame the conservative agenda as a defence against ‘gender
ideology’ associated with moral corruption, the dismantling of ‘traditional family’ and ‘sexualization
of children’ (Dietze & Roth, 2020; Graff & Korolczuk, 2021; Grzebalska et al., 2017; Kuhar & Paternotte,
2017; McEwen, 2024; Verloo, 2018; Zaremberg et al., 2021). While these campaigns often focus on
protecting ‘the natural family’, ‘the innocence of children’, and binary gender roles, it is important to
recognize that what is at stake are not just conflicting views of gender roles or children’s education.
There are also differing visions of how power hierarchies within society and the state should work
(Korolczuk, 2023; Krizsan & Roggeband, 2019). Furthermore, opposition to ‘gender’ is not confined to
the political right. There are also individuals and groups who identify as ‘gender critical feminists” and
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who challenge the view of gender as socially constructed. They also oppose trans rights, especially
the recognition of the rights of trans women as women (Hines, 2020; Pearce et al., 2020; Verloo & van
der Vleuten, 2020). In this text, we use the term ‘anti-gender politics’ rather than ‘anti-gender
campaigns’ to reflect the complexity of this phenomenon, as we aim to capture the ways in which
opposition to gender theory, gender equality, and group rights has emerged and developed in
a country where right-wing politicians and public intellectuals have been prominent in promoting
a gender-conservative agenda, rather than grassroots movements or powerful religious leaders. In
this context, we use the term ‘marginalized sexual and racial groups’ to refer to individuals who may
face various forms of racism, uncertain residency status in Sweden, as well as experiences of
homophobia and transphobia.

Most scholarship on anti-gender politics focuses on countries where this trend has been the
strongest, such as Argentina, Brazil, Hungary, or Poland (e.g. Grzebalska et al., 2017; Moran Faundes,
2019; and Snyder & Wolff, 2019). This article examines struggles around gender equality and the
rights of marginalized sexual and racial groups in Sweden, a country that is routinely portrayed as
gender-equal. In the Swedish context, political establishment almost unanimously declares their
support for the right to abortion and human rights, and the term ‘anti-gender’ has not (yet) taken
root. While the vision of Sweden as a country with a high level of gender equality is still widely held,
particularly in international comparative analyses, there is a well-established strand of research that
calls into question ‘the myth of Swedish gender equality’. This research highlights the fact that there
are still multiple exclusions embedded in the politics of gender equality in the country (e.g.
R. Andersson, 2018; Martinsson, Griffin, et al., 2016; Mulinari, 2016). Scholars have also shown how
extreme right-wing forces and socially conservative and racist discourses have gained ground in
Sweden in recent years (Lagerman, 2023; Martinsson & Mulinari, 2023; Mulinari, 2016; and
Westerlund, 2021). We speak to this literature by exploring the forms and effects of anti-gender
politics in Sweden. Our focus is on political debates and policy changes concerning gender equality
and sexual and minority rights between 2020 and 2024. While much of the existing research on the
Swedish case examines discourses and initiatives of the anti-gender actors and, more recently,
progressive movements’ responses to this trend (Cullen, 2020; Lilja & Johansson, 2018; Linander
et al., 2022; Martinsson & Mulinari, 2023; Norocel, 2016), we examine the perspective of the part of
the political elite that is gender-progressive. To this end, we will examine the views of the institu-
tional actors working within the parliament and in key state institutions. Our aim is to contribute to
the ongoing discussion on the relationship between anti-gender politics and liberal democracy by
offering a conceptualization that deepens our understanding of the characteristics and effects of this
trend in contexts where gender equality is rarely openly contested.

The article begins with an overview of the data and methods used, followed by a theoretical
section that considers existing conceptualizations of anti-gender campaigns. In the following sec-
tion, we turn to the Swedish case. We show that while the project of the ‘women-friendly’ welfare
state has been on the political agenda in Sweden for many years, feminist scholars and activists have
highlighted the racial underpinnings of the country’s gender equality agenda. Furthermore, they
have drawn attention to the potential negative impacts that neoliberal transformation has had on
migrant and/or working class women. The third and fourth sections are both analytical. First, we
examine anti-gender politics in the Swedish context, drawing on existing literature, content analysis
of parliamentary debates, and interviews with institutional actors. In doing so, we identify the central
targets of anti-gender politics in Sweden: migration, knowledge production, and trans rights.
Subsequently, we direct our attention to the interviews conducted with the representatives of the
gender-progressive political elite. We explore the ways in which gender-progressive institutional
actors perceive these changes and their perspectives on how anti-gender politics affects democracy.
The article concludes with a discussion of potential ways to conceptualize anti-gender campaigns in
Sweden. Our research suggests that while anti-gender politics in the country does not appear to
undermine the stability of political institutions and develops in ways that may be barely noticeable
to the majority of the population, it is a potentially significant and concerning phenomenon. This
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trend is closely linked to the use of political violence and the further normalization of exclusionary
discourses and practices, which are often justified by the language of gender equality. Thus, we
argue that struggles around gender in the Swedish context may be framed as a case of insidious de-
democratization, in order to capture the profound effects of anti-gender politics in a ‘gender-equal’
country.

Research materials and methods

The study is primarily informed by an analysis of transcripts from 21 interviews with individuals
representing political parties and state institutions, conducted in 2023 and 2024. Furthermore, we
conducted a content analysis of 55 documents (in total, approximately 100 pages of text) from
parliamentary debates that took place between 2020 and 2023, where issues of gender, equality, and
minority rights were discussed. From these debates, we were able to discern some of the key figures
among the political elite engaged in discussions on gender-related matters, as well as identify the
prevailing themes in recent anti-gender politics.

We interviewed parliamentarians and employees of state institutions who have access to power
and resources to oppose anti-gender actors, and who are often at the forefront of political struggles
regarding broadly defined equality and the rights of sexualized and racialized minorities. Among our
participants were 15 Swedish members of parliament and one member of the European Parliament,
representing a diverse range of political parties, including the Left Party (3), the Social Democrats (7),
the Green Party (4), the Center Party (1), and the Liberals (1). To gain a broader perspective on the
interactions in the parliamentary setting, we also contacted the members of the Moderate Party (the
largest party in the right-wing government coalition) and the Sweden Democrats (the right-wing,
ethno-nationalist party). However, our requests were declined or ignored. In addition, two repre-
sentatives of political parties outside of the parliament and four civil servants or representatives of
institutions closely cooperating with the state were interviewed. In a context where even represen-
tatives of the right-wing, ethno-nationalist party Sweden Democrats (SD) declare themselves to be
proponents of gender equality, it would have been challenging to select ‘feminist’ or ‘gender-
progressive’ participants based on self-definition. Consequently, we included interviewees whose
work focuses on gender equality and/or the situation of marginalized sexual and racial groups. The
participants were selected based on their engagement in parliamentary bodies working with gender
equality and related issues, and on the analysis of parliamentary debates. We sought to interview
politicians who have expressed feminist positions during political debates, who hold a relevant key
position within the parliamentary group, such as gender equality or LGBTQ spokesperson, and/or
who are currently engaged in gender-related policy areas.

The interviews were organized around questions of how they perceive the current situation of
gender equality politics and for marginalized sexual and racial groups in Sweden. In addition, the
interviews sought to ascertain whether they have noticed a change on these issues lately, who they
identify as anti-gender actors, and how they strategically work to counteract anti-gender politics
(such as anti-feminism, LGBTQ-phobia and racism). The interviews were conducted for between 45
and 80 minutes, and whenever possible, took place in person. Otherwise, they were conducted via
online video calls. We are grateful to the interviewees for allowing us to record and transcribe their
interviews.

In terms of gender diversity, 12 of the interviewees are women and 9 are men. Considering the
specific topic of the study, we observed during the interviews that some participants alluded to their
own LGBTQ identity or discussed that they experience racialization. As we will discuss further in the
analysis, this could potentially impact how they perceive the situation and the degree of threat they
perceive from anti-gender actors. This may reflect the way in which anti-gender politics targets
groups that are already marginalized. Some of our interviewees requested anonymity, so we have
identified the quotes only by party and month and year of the interview to respect their wishes and
protect their identity. It should be noted that this is not the case when parliamentary debates are



4 e E. KARLBERG ET AL.

quoted, since these are publicly available documents. We are grateful to the Swedish Ethical Review
Authority for approving our study, and we are committed to following the guidelines concerning the
need to minimize potential risks for participants.’

Conceptualizations of anti-gender politics

There is a diversity of perspectives among scholars regarding the conceptualization of anti-gender
campaigns. Some researchers view this phenomenon as a backlash against women'’s rights, a new
wave of antifeminism (Mayer & Goetz, 2023; Sanders & Jenkins, 2022). Others, however, focus on the
religious aspects, emphasizing the role of the Vatican in mobilizing against gender and, more
broadly, against secularization (Bracke & Paternotte, 2016; Case, 2016). Some scholars have inter-
preted attacks on gender equality and sexual democracy as an expression of fragile masculinity and
a way to re-establish masculine hegemony (Gokariksel et al., 2019; Sauer, 2020). There is also
literature analysing anti-gender campaigns as a potential example of American culture war going
global, with a particular focus on the role of the Christian right in this project (Mascolo, 2024; Stoeckl
& Uzlaner, 2022).

A growing literature examines the anti-gender trend in relation to the broader political turn to the
right and explore the relationship between the anti-gender project and right-wing populism (Dietze
& Roth, 2020; Graff & Korolczuk, 2021; Paternotte & Kuhar, 2018), fascism or neo-Nazism (Butler, 2024;
Lagerman, 2023; Majewska, 2021). These analyses point to the ways in which ethnonationalist and
nativist positions are framed in gendered terms. In many contexts, right-wing politicians and activists
have been observed using ‘gender talk’ as a way to sanitize extreme right-wing positions, specifically
racism and Islamophobia (Dietze & Roth, 2020; Graff, 2022; Mulinari, 2016). Exploring the relationship
between anti-gender politics and the rise of the right is particularly relevant for the Swedish context,
where right-wing parties are at the forefront of anti-gender initiatives. Thus, scholars have analyzed
the anti-feminist rhetoric of ‘wronged white men’ who have gravitated towards right-wing commu-
nities (Eriksson, 2013), the phenomenon of heteroactivism on the right (Lagerman, 2023), and the
ways in which ethno-nationalism and racism are woven into the fabric of femonationalist rhetoric
employed by the right (Mulinari, 2016; Sager & Mulinari, 2018). The Swedish anti-gender actors
oppose some aspects of women'’s rights and sexual democracy, such as gender theory and trans
rights. However, it is also the case that they have appropriated discourses of gender equality to
mobilize hatred against ethnic and racial minorities (Gunnarsson Payne & Korolczuk, 2021;
Martinsson & Mulinari, 2023; Norocel & Pettersson, 2022). The trend towards the ‘racialization of
sexism’ (Scrinzi, 2023) is visible in many Western democracies. Arguably, it is even more pronounced
in a country that prides itself on being the world champion of gender equality.

Scholars also observed a potential connection between anti-gender campaigns and a broader
trend towards democratic backsliding, with a particular focus on political culture and democratic
practices. As observed by Johanna Kantola and Emanuela Lombardo:

Feminist political theories of participation and conflict ... argue that challenges to democracy include more than
breaches to the rule of law, also entailing parliamentary practices that promote the exclusion of marginalized
groups, and treat the other as an enemy (Kantola & Lombardo, 2021, p. 580)

In their 2019 study, Andrea Krizsan and Conny Roggeband examined the challenges surrounding the
ratification of the Istanbul Convention in four Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries. Their
findings indicate that opposition to gender equality is deeply entrenched in the context of demo-
cratic erosion. Democratic backsliding entails reconfiguring the relations between certain groups of
citizens and the state, closing civil society space for gender progressive organizations and limiting
access to political institutions and resources for such groups. These practices effectively weaken
democracy as such.

In our analysis of anti-gender politics in the Swedish context, we build on the existing literature
linking anti-gender politics to the question of liberal democracy. Our findings demonstrate that the
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democratic ideals and practices are currently undergoing a profound shift not only in autocratizing
countries but also in those where political institutions appear stable. Obviously, there are important
differences between the Swedish context and the countries in Central and Eastern Europe analysed
by Kriszan and Roggeband (2019). In Sweden, there are no direct attacks on the rule of law or the
electoral system, profound changes in the balance between state powers, or overt attacks on mass
media. Nevertheless, within the Swedish context, there is evidence of further normalization of
exclusionary discourses and practices, as well as the prevalence of violence in anti-gender initiatives.
To better understand how anti-gender politics develops and impacts liberal democracy in ‘gender-
equal’ countries, we propose the term insidious de-democratization. The aim is to capture the gradual
and cumulative nature of the changes, the targeting of already marginalized groups (such as
migrants or trans persons), and the utilization of language associated with gender equality and
human rights, while contesting an intersectional interpretation of these concepts.

The context of Sweden and gender-equality

Sweden is consistently ranked among the most gender-equal countries in the European Union. This
is indicated by the Gender Inequality Index, as well as other comparable indexes that examine factors
such as women's labour market participation, reproductive health, and political and educational
empowerment (Barbieri et al., 2022). The country’s prominent position in such rankings is typically
attributed to the “Nordic model? of the welfare state, which places a significant emphasis on the
state’s responsibility to implement measures that promote equality and provide social support for
citizens (Freidenvall et al., 2005; Melby et al., 2008). The implementation of the Social Democratic
universalist welfare project resulted in significant legislative, fiscal, and social reforms during the
1960s and 1970s. These reforms included the legalization of abortion up to the 18th week of
pregnancy, the establishment of subsidized childcare centres, and the introduction of
a guaranteed paternal leave of 18 months per child (Nyberg, 2012; Siim, 2021). Subsequently,
deliberations concerning the equal representation of men and women in decision-making bodies,
coupled with the concept of a ‘women-friendly’ welfare state, gave rise to the notion of ‘Swedish
gender equality’ (Towns, 2002). To this day, Sweden offers parental leave and public childcare
facilities that are relatively generous by international standards. Additionally, Sweden is frequently
regarded as a pioneering nation in the realm of LGBTQ rights. From the mid-1990s onwards, in the
wake of the AIDS crisis, the state began to recognize the rights of the LGBTQ collective. However,
research has indicated that this benefitted certain groups to a greater extent than others. In
particular, it was found that it benefited predominantly white, cisnormative middle-class gays and
lesbians (Dahl, 2023; Lagerman, 2024). The progressive legislation and, more broadly, the emergence
of a Swedish welfare state model considered ‘women-friendly’ can be attributed, at least in part, to
the significant mobilization of the women’s movement, which has become institutionalized within
state structures over time (Borchorst & Siim, 2008). There is still a considerable degree of collabora-
tion between feminist and LGBTQ organizations, unions, and political parties in Sweden. The
‘women-friendly’ character of the welfare state has also been interpreted as an expression of ‘state
feminism’, which posits that the state should implement gender equality policies to improve
women'’s lives (Bauer et al., 2023; Hernes, 1987).

Despite these advancements, feminist scholars have challenged the notion of Sweden as
a champion of gender equality. Research indicates that gender equality has not been achieved
yet, as evidenced by the persistence of gender pay gaps and the disproportionate burdens of
unpaid work on women, as well as the high levels of reported intimate partner violence in
Sweden. Scholars have labelled this the ‘Nordic Paradox’, emphasizing the disparity between
women's position in the public sphere and their subjugation to violence in the private sphere
(e.g. Melby et al., 2009; Wemrell et al., 2019). More importantly, feminist scholars have pointed
out the absence of a comprehensive intersectional approach in the interpretation and imple-
mentation of gender equality in Sweden. In the social democratic welfare state, migrant
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women are frequently positioned within a ‘subordinated inclusion’ framework, wherein they
are regarded as needing care rather than as active political subjects (D. Mulinari & Lundqvist,
2017; Stoltz et al.,, 2021). As stated by scholars, ‘the hegemonic norm of gender equality in
Sweden builds upon and produces naturalized, nationalist, hetero- and cis-normative and
racialised positions in a postcolonial and neoliberal time and space’ (Martinsson, Griffin,
et al.,, 2016, p. 3).

In recent decades, the neoliberal transformation also affected the Swedish welfare state
regime. The implementation of neoliberal reforms has had a detrimental impact on working-
class women and women of colour, or what can be termed ‘marginalized groups’. The
Swedish labour market continues to exhibit pronounced segregation along gender and racial
lines (e.g. Mulinari, 2007; Wottle & Blomberg, 2011). The demographic composition of the
Swedish population has undergone a gradual transformation over the past few decades.
Workers racialized as non-Swedish have often been situated in more precarious and low-paid
positions within the labour market than their Swedish-racialized counterparts (Neergaard,
2021). Furthermore, the neoliberal transformation of Swedish society can be conceptualized
as a form of de-democratization, whereby liberal democracy becomes ‘shallower’. This is
because the gap between the left and the right narrows when neoliberal reforms are
presented as inevitable. In this way, the neoliberalism of the 1990s can be seen as
a harbinger of the de-democratizing forces that emerged in various countries in the 2010s
(Brown, 2020).

In light of these trends, feminist scholars have criticized the ‘Swedish gender equality’ discourse as
a form of what Sara Farris has termed femonationalism (Farris, 2017). Swedish state frequently
perceives migrants, predominantly Muslim and Middle Eastern women, as requiring protection
and monitoring. Additionally, it views men who are racialized as Muslim as exemplifying patriarchal,
violent, and traditional forms of masculinity, and ultimately a threat to gender equality interpreted as
an intrinsic Swedish value (e.g. Martinsson et al., 2016; Reinhardt et al., 2023; Towns, 2002). The vision
of Sweden as a global leader in ‘gender equality’ is part of a ‘Swedish exceptionalism’. This
hegemonic ideology and a form of nationalism portrays Sweden as exceptional and superior to
most other countries in its commitment to democracy and gender equality, which in turn allows
draw the boundaries between those who truly ‘belong’ to the nation, and those who do not, often
along racial lines (Sager & Mulinari, 2018; Saltenberg, 2022; Schierup & Alund, 2011; Stoltz et al.,
2021). Toillustrate, in 2023 the Swedish government declared that all newly arrived immigrants were
required to complete a mandatory course on the so-called ‘Swedish values’. This course emphasized
that gender equality and women's rights, along with freedom of religion and the rejection of
antisemitism, were integral aspects of these values (Aftonbladet, 2023). As feminist scholars have
argued, the contemporary Swedish context is defined by a ‘razor-thin’ boundary between state-
sponsored feminism and femonationalism (Bauer et al., 2023, p. 16). In this context, anti-gender
actors have to adapt their policies to the specificities of Swedish femonationalist exceptionalism,
where gender equality is understood to be intrinsic to ‘Swedish values'.

Ultimately, the anti-gender initiatives in Sweden are accompanied by institutional and policy
changes that contribute to the normalization of exclusionary practices. Scholars, the media, and
non-governmental organizations have identified several notable changes, including the reduc-
tion of funding to civil society organizations (Syre, 2024) and the decline of leftist weekly
newspapers (Svensson, 2023). The legal establishment of de facto racial profiling through the
designation of ‘stop-and-search zones’ (Aftonbladet, 2024), an increase in the use of militaristic
rhetoric by the government (Nyheter, 2024), and the implementation of arbitrary measures to
impose substantial financial penalties on the main opposition party (Expressen, 2023,04-28) are
illustrative of this trend. Reports issued by civil society organizations, including Civil Rights
Defenders and HOPE not hate, highlight concerning trends in the country from a democratic
and rights perspective (Civil Rights Defenders, 2022; Mulhal & Khan-Ruf, 2021). Although these
changes may seem to be isolated and unrelated to anti-gender politics, we contend that they
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should be viewed as integral components of a broader process of dismantling an inclusive and
pluralistic model of liberal democracy.?

Anti-gender politics in Sweden: immigration, knowledge production and trans
people

This section presents a discussion of three primary themes of anti-gender politics identified in
Sweden. These themes were identified through a systematic review of existing literature and an
analysis of parliamentary debates and interviews. The three themes are as follows: (a) gender
equality in debates on migration and integration; (b) knowledge production; and (c) trans rights.
Although there is a longer history of anti-queer/trans/migrant attitudes within both the political
right and part of the political left in Sweden, our analysis focuses on the public debate of the last few
years and the perceptions of these issues among the state actors who were interviewed. First, we
present the main actors promoting anti-gender discourses and policies in Sweden. In contrast to
countries where anti-gender campaigns were initiated and backed by churches, such as Poland with
its still powerful Catholic clergy, in Sweden such actors are less influential. Nevertheless, religious
leaders and civil society organizations have also expressed anti-gender sentiments, including oppo-
sition to abortion. Examples include the Catholic and Protestant clergy as well as civil society
organizations such as Familjen Forst Foundation, Manniskovarde, MRO (Manniskoratt fér ofédda),
and Svenska Evangeliska Alliansen (Gunnarsson Payne & Korolczuk, 2021; Westerlund, 2021). Among
the actors who have voiced criticism of specific regulations concerning legal gender identity in
Sweden are also individuals and organizations that identify as ‘gender critical feminists’. As in the
case of the UK and the US, they can be seen as part of the anti-gender milieu in that they voice
opposition to non-binary views on gender and to some regulations concerning trans people. Such
views have increasingly appeared in the context of the debate on a new law concerning trans rights,
which we will discuss further on.?

In the Swedish context, the primary actors advancing anti-gender discourses are politicians
representing two political parties: the Sweden Democrats (SD) and the Christian Democrats
(Martinsson & Mulinari, 2023; Mulinari, 2016). Representatives of the SD, distinguished by their
ethnonationalist and racist political ideology (Mulinari & Neergaard, 2014; Towns et al., 2014), were
most frequently identified as leaders of anti-gender politics in Sweden, particularly MPs Bjorn Soéder,
Linda Lindberg, and Michael Rubbestad. Since the party’s entry into the Swedish parliament in 2010,
the popularity of the SD has grown to over 20% in 2022, and its anti-immigrant discourse has
gradually become embraced by other political parties. Following the 2022 elections, the influence of
the SD has increased, as evidenced by the Tido Agreement, a cooperation pact between the SD and
the current right-wing government. The Agreement establishes the foundation for governmental
policies for the 2022-2026 legislative period. The Agreement, significantly shaped by the SD, has
been the subject of considerable criticism from civil society organizations, who have highlighted its
potential to enhance the state’s repressive measures, particularly in relation to migrants, and to
undermine the principles of liberal democracy and the rule of law (Civil Rights Defenders, 2022).

Gender equality in debates on migration and integration

The first and most obvious topic where anti-gender discourse is clearly visible is the matter of
migration, which includes integration, international aid, honour-related oppression, and violence
against women. In particular, representatives of the SD present themselves as proponents of gender
equality, arguing that immigration has resulted in an increase in violence against women and
honour-related violence. For example, during an interpellation debate with the former Social
Democratic Minister of Internal Affairs, Pontus Andersson (SD), immigration is presented as
a threat to women and to the concept of ‘Swedish’ gender equality:
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During Morgan Johansson’s reign, over 800,000 people immigrated to Sweden. A majority of these have come
from countries that are high on the top list of the most dangerous countries to live in as a woman. [...] The
enormous increase in the number of rapes during Morgan Johansson’s reign can be understood if you read Bra’s
report on the over-representation in crime among the foreign-born. (Interpellation 2021/22:246)

Anti-gender actors in the parliament instrumentalize feminist concepts and the image of Sweden as
an (already) exceptionally gender equal country in order to vilify immigrant women as passive
victims and immigrant men as criminals. They assert that immigrants constitute a monolithic entity,
defined by a destructive patriarchal culture that poses a threat to the advancements made in the
domain of gender equality within the country.

Our analysis of parliamentary debates and interviews with gender-equality actors reveals that
right-wing politicians seek to redefine gender equality, moving away from an intersectional and
structural understanding of this concept. This finding aligns with previous studies (e.g. Bauer et al.,
2023; Mulinari, 2016). Instead, their notion of gender-equality appears as a tool to reinforce
a femonationalist vision or ‘Swedish exceptionalism’, in order to exclude and target those categor-
ized as ‘non-Swedish’. In parliamentary debates, they consistently shifted the focus away from
a complex and systemic understanding of gender inequality and gender-based violence. Instead,
they stressed the role of culture and pointed towards immigrant men, rather than men in general, as
the perpetrators. As our interviewees have indicated, this represents a strategy on the part of the
right wing to legitimate their anti-immigration stance:

... some parties, and not least [SD], like to claim that rape, men’s violence against women, is some kind of
imported problem that we haven't had before. [...] So that when it fits in that narrative, they can also commit
themselves to women'’s rights, or at least pretend to care about women's rights. (Interview with MP from the Left
Party, December 2023)

The figure of the ‘migrant woman’ (‘invandrarkvinnan’ in Swedish) as a threat to gender equality in
Sweden is also discussed by right wing MPs. Research indicates that the portrayal of the ‘migrant
woman'’ in the Swedish public and political discourse has undergone notable shifts over the past few
decades. Initially ‘invisible’ in the 1970s, they have subsequently been depicted as a potential ‘threat’
to achieving gender equality due to their religious beliefs and perceived lack of integration (D.
Mulinari & Lundqvist, 2017). Anti-immigration rhetoric has been employed not only by the SD but
also by other actors participating in Swedish political debates (Reinhardt et al., 2023). For example,
MPs from the Social Democrats proposed to limit migrant women's right to parental leave, claiming
that participation in the labour market is the best path towards emancipation (Nyheter, 2017,03-16).

Concurrent with this shift in discursive focus, migrant women have emerged as a primary focus of
gender equality policies. One illustrative example of this trend is the focus on what is commonly
referred to as ‘honor violence’ in discussions pertaining to gender-based violence and gender
equality in general (Alinia, 2011; Keskinen, 2009). In 2023, the Gender Equality Agency, an institution
supporting the ruling parties in the area of gender equality policies, was directed by the government
to investigate the potential for including honour violence as a primary focus area. This shift reflects
the prioritization of issues associated with migration in the formulation of gender equality policies.
As observed by Maja Sager and Diana Mulinari, ‘feminist-inspired concerns about gender equality are
often mobilized and appropriated for racist and anti-immigration arguments’ (2018). Our study
confirms that there is an increased trend of promoting exclusionary discourses and policy proposals,
couched in the language of feminism and gender equality.

Knowledge production

The second theme in anti-gender campaigns is the production of critical knowledge in a broad sense
of the term, encompassing academia, media, and the education system. Anti-gender activities are
concentrated on the discipline of gender studies, individual gender scholars, and institutions seen as
representatives of the discipline. However, they also include attacks on other research fields and
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scholars belonging to the broad tradition of critical theory, including critical race studies and critical
whiteness studies (Gunnarsson Payne & Korolczuk, 2021; Knutsson Brakenhielm, 2022; Martinsson,
2022; Martinsson & Mulinari, 2023). This domain also encompasses interventions in the public
discourse that challenge the legitimacy of gender studies, as well as opposition to the implementa-
tion of the so-called norm-critical pedagogy in early childhood education and gender mainstreaming
in higher education and research (Wilen et al., 2021).

The argument advanced in the Swedish anti-gender campaigns, both within and beyond the
parliamentary sphere, is that critical knowledge production and/or gender studies are ‘non-scientific’
and ‘ideological’, and thus should not be accepted within the educational system (Martinsson, 2022).
These claims resonate with the discourse employed in the US, Latin American, and Australian
contexts, where scholars in gender or critical race studies are targeted as ‘cultural Marxists’ (e.g.
Busbridge et al., 2020). Similarly, in France, this rhetoric has emerged in debates over so-called
‘wokisme’ (Campangne, 2023). The anti-gender actors seek to delineate a clear distinction between
scientific and political discourses. Consequently, they categorize scholars engaged in critical inquiry
as non-scientific ideologues and activists.

While this trend is visible also in other contexts, there are specific national connotations of the
Swedish debates. For example, when right-wing journalist Ivan Arpi called gender theory the ‘high-
est-church’ (6verkyrka) (Arpi, 2017), he suggested that gender studies is not only political but also as
a form of fundamentalism, similar to religion. In contrast to national contexts where churches are key
mobilizing forces in anti-gender campaigns, in Sweden, being overtly ‘religious’ is a notion, which
often is looked upon with suspicion. Labeling gender studies as such accentuates the idea that
critical knowledge production is ideologically driven and non-scientific (Martinsson, 2020).

Trans people

In recent years, there has been a notable proliferation of ideas pertaining to trans persons, which
appear to draw upon a tradition of conspiracy theories and moral panics. On the one hand, trans
persons are presented as a danger to children who can be brainwashed into becoming trans. On the
other hand, trans women (understood as ontological men) are portrayed as a threat against cis
women (understood as ‘real’ women) in a number of spheres, including sports events, public toilets,
and prisons (e.g. Higgins, 2023; Verloo & van der Vleuten, 2020). In Sweden, anti-trans and anti-queer
initiatives were spearheaded by far-right groups and initially included public attacks on drag queens.
One notable instance was the public outcry over drag queens reading fairy tales to children in public
libraries, a practice known as ‘drag story hour’ (SVT Nyheter, 2022). As elucidated by one interviewee,
the strategies of right-wing political actors regarding these issues have undergone a transformation
over the past decade. As explained by one interviewee, the strategies of right-wing political actors
regarding these issues have changed during the last decade:

It was like they [SD] tried [homonational rhetoric] 12, 13 years ago and then they left that position. And now they
are more openly hateful, | would say, especially to trans people. (Interview with MP from the Green Party,
June 2023)

The rights of trans people, and especially gender-affirming care for minors, became a controversial
topic in Sweden around 2019. That happened in the context of negative media coverage of existing
healthcare for trans youth, following the TV program ‘The trans-train and teenage girls’ (Transtdget
och tondrsflickorna) broadcasted by Swedish national TV in 2019. The arguments put forward in the
public debate were that trans identities were becoming ‘fashionable’, that gender-affirming care was
currently provided under conditions that did not meet medical and ethical standards, and that
medical staff were being ‘pressured’ by the trans movement to provide gender-affirming care (Alm &
Engebretsen, 2020). These arguments were also expressed in the parliamentary debates on
a government proposal to amend the existing law on trans people. The bill separated the process
of legal gender reassignment from gender-affirming surgery, making it easier to change one’s legal
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gender and lowering the age limit to 16 (with parental consent), while surgery still requires a medical
assessment and will be allowed from the age of 18. The Swedish Parliament passed the law in
April 2024, despite opposition from the SD and Christian Democrats. Some women'’s organizations
also criticized the bill, including the representative of the Swedish Women'’s Lobby, which brings
together about 50 women's organizations. Both groups expressed concerns about what they saw as
insufficient medical supervision of the process (even in the case of a legal gender change only) and
the need for further research into potential risks for women and especially young girls, who make up
the majority of people seeking transition. In an opinion piece published after the law was passed, SD
politicians warned of negative ‘consequences for girls, women and gender equality in general’,
claiming that ‘the system can be abused by criminals, biological men in women'’s sports, but also by
young people suffering from mental illness’ (Stahl Herrstedt & Rubbestad, 2024). By attacking trans
rights, the Sweden Democrats position themselves as defenders of gender equality and (biological)
women. Similar views have also been expressed by the Christian Democrats, as exemplified by the
position of MP Sarah Kullgren during a public debate organized before the law was passed. In the
debate, she claimed that the ruling parties were ignoring the voice of the women’s movement by
pushing for a law that ‘risks jeopardizing all of Sweden’s work on gender equality’ (Expressen, 2024).

There is a discursive similarity between attacks on critical knowledge production and trans
people, in the sense that trans advocacy is presented as ideologically driven and as a threat to
objective science and (medical) expertise. Notions of rationality thus seem to be at the core of anti-
gender arguments in the Swedish context, although there are also actors who use the ‘save the
children’ rhetoric familiar from other contexts where anti-gender campaigns have been studied
(Brock, 2022; Graff & Korolczuk, 2021). Taken together, the attacks on migrants, gender and critical
race scholars, and trans people in the name of gender equality constitute a way for anti-gender
actors in Sweden to appropriate the very notion of gender equality, moving away from intersectional
understandings of feminism and poststructuralist notions of gender. While in other countries, such
as Poland or Russia, gender right-wing actors offer explicit critiques of a gender equality agenda, in
Sweden far-right politicians claim the position of true defenders of women'’s rights.

Understanding the relation between anti-gender politics and democracy: the role of
violence

Our study contributes to the literature that problematizes the vision of Sweden as a well-functioning
gender-equal democracy by showing that violence, mostly epistemic but also physical, has become
a key element of anti-gender politics in the country. While the term anti-gender is not widely used in
Sweden, gender progressive institutional actors share the view that the current right-wing politics
has led to a change for the worse when it comes to equality and the situation of marginalized sexual
and racial groups in the country. Right-wing actors mainly target people working on immigration
issues, especially those from non-white and/or migrant communities, but violent encounters were
reported by almost all institutional actors interviewed. Our interviewees discussed acts of violence
that ranged from harsh, unfounded public criticism, and accusations of wrongdoing (e.g. claims that
people who promote ‘gender theory’ are responsible for brainwashing children into seeking ‘sex
change’) to direct attacks on politicians (especially those of foreign background), employees of state
institutions, academics, and activists. Such attacks included hateful emails and phone calls, as well as
death threats against specific individuals and/or their families. One institution whose personnel have
experienced continuous attacks is the Swedish Secretariat for Gender Research, a state agency
focused on research and knowledge production, which has regularly received threats via email
and mail. In 2018, staff found a suspicious object resembling a bomb hanging in a bag on the door of
the building, which led to a police investigation that is still ongoing (Olsson & G6thlin, 2018).
Violence, or the threat of it, is a powerful political tool aimed at further silencing and margin-
alizing targeted groups. As one participant explained, the attacks were often initiated by public
figures, such as public intellectuals or journalists like Ivar Arpi, who claim that a harmful ‘gender
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doctrine’ is being implemented in the Swedish education system. The audience of such influencers
then took over and continued the harassment, mostly online.

Well, one of the more prominent attacks was ... anti-gender critique coming from Ivar Arpi, ... this then
triggered a lot of what we call the tail ... people threatening different researchers, people like me and others,
and their children and their homes, and threatening with ‘we will kill you’, and so forth. So, it's often not just one
person doing something. It's often an orchestrated kind of event taking place for a week, a month, two years.
(Interview with employee at a state agency, January .2024)

Almost all of our interviewees either experienced such threats directed at their organization or
themselves or heard about them from colleagues and associates. While some saw it as an
inevitable side effect of working in politics or participating in public debate, many pointed to
the fact that such attacks have become more common and normalized in recent years and that
they have a profound effect on the quality of public debate and ultimately on the quality of
liberal democracy in the country. The mere prospect of becoming a target has a silencing effect
on many people, especially those from minority groups who are already vulnerable in various
aspects of their lives.

But it’s also a threat to democracy really when you're threatened in that way because you sometimes feel that
you do not want to go online with your political statements because you feel afraid and they also sometimes
threaten your family and your children. So this is also something and this is something that we will continue to
work with. (Interview with MP from the Left Party, December .2023)

Moreover, in the process of inviting participants to this study, we encountered individuals who
refused to be interviewed or requested complete anonymity in order to protect themselves from
attacks.

Our study suggests that, similar to other European countries such as Hungary, Germany or Poland,
vicious attacks and intimidation — especially online threats or trolling - have become an integral part
of political life in Sweden. The main targets are women; people racialized as non-Swedish; and
politicians, activists and academics who take positions on allegedly controversial issues such as
migration. These findings are in line with existing research, such as Sandra Hakansson’s (2021) study,
which analyzes the experiences of local politicians in Sweden and shows that female mayors
experience far more violence than male politicians and are punished more for being visible in the
media and for supporting minorities. In recent years, far-right violence and terrorism have been
identified as a growing threat to Swedish democracy (e.g. Ranstorp & Ahlin, 2020). Scholars also
indicate that Sweden ‘stands out when it comes to a specific form of violent extremism on the rise,
that of violent misogyny. .., which, at its core, is intricately linked to white supremacist ideology’
(Rostami & Askanius, 2021, p. 2). Sweden can thus be seen as an example of a growing strength of the
right-wing extremism and misogyny in the Nordic countries and beyond (e.g. Saresma et al. 2021;
Siim, 2021).

Violence or the threat of violence is a powerful weapon in political struggles because targeting
and vilifying specific groups may lead to their silencing. As shown by Krizsan and Roggeband,
gendered political violence ‘effectively marginalizes women and other targeted groups and
obstructs their participation in society and politics and, as such, is central to current autocratization
tendencies and undermining of democracy’ (Krizsan & Roggeband, 2024, p. 2). Thus, the threats,
intimidation and attacks that are an integral part of anti-gender politics in Sweden, as in many other
countries, should not be seen as isolated marginal cases, but as an element of de-democratization.

Most participants spontaneously noted that the recent developments signal not only a minor
adjustment of the discourse and political agenda but a rather profound paradigm shift regarding
how equality and marginalized sexual and racial groups are embedded in the democratic system:

If you asked me this question maybe a year ago, my answer would have been different from the answer today.
The answer today is that we are going through a rapid, rapid decline when it comes to our status as a democracy,
our status as a country that respects human rights, our status and our reputation as a country that respects
international conventions. (Interview with MP from the Left Party, December 2023)
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These changes affect both the realm of political debate and decision-making and Swedish society as
a whole. Our interviewees believe that in recent years right-wing politicians and intellectuals have
succeeded in establishing new rules about what can be said in public on issues concerning the rights
of marginalized sexual and racial groups, citizenship, and human rights. While racism and other
forms of exclusion have always structured modern Swedish society, most of our interviewees shared
the view that in recent years overtly racist and discriminatory language has become normalized.
Some interviewees firmly believed in the stability of democratic institutions and saw the current
discussions as a ‘swing of the pendulum’ that would correct itself over time, but a few felt that the
current changes destabilize liberal democracy in Sweden.

Significant changes have occurred not only in the political discourse but also at the policy level
and in the functioning of the state administration. According to interviewees, some of the regula-
tions introduced in the country, such as the so-called ‘stop-and-search zones’, should have been seen
as inconsistent with international law and the human rights agenda. Another important element of
anti-gender policies are austerity measures and plans to reduce funding for state agencies tasked
with providing research and policy solutions on a range of issues, including gender equality.
Opposition to gender equality and sexually and racially marginalized groups is fuelled by both the
growing power of right-wing ethno-nationalist parties and the continuing influence of neoliberalism
and New Public Management (e.g. Keskinen et al., 2021; Siim, 2021). Recent research on attitudes
towards feminism and democracy also shows changes within society at large. The 2020 Report,
published by the NGO HOPE not hate, showed that among eight European countries surveyed,
Swedes were the most likely (41%) to agree at least somewhat with the statement: ‘It is feminisms's
fault that some men feel at the margins of society and demonized’ (Hovhannisyan, 2021). The latest
Youth Barometer survey (Ungdomsbarometern, 2024) shows an increase in the number of young
Swedes — especially boys — who disagree with the statement that democracy is always the best
system (from 8% in 2021 to 13% in 2024).

Conclusions: conceptualizing anti-gender politics in Sweden

Feminist and postcolonial scholars warned against reproducing nostalgic and idealized notions of
Western liberal democracies, which have a long history of excluding marginalized groups, often on the
basis of class, gender, race, and citizenship status (Butler & Spivak, 2007; Nash, 1998; Mohanty, 2003).
However, we argue that recent developments, including the rise of the populist right and anti-gender
politics, have deepened existing problems, in the sense that these tendencies exacerbate the margin-
alization of certain groups of people and ultimately erode the normative foundations of liberal democ-
racy. From such a perspective, it becomes relevant to locate the effects of anti-gender politics within
specific social frameworks, taking into account the shortcomings of liberal democracy, the neoliberal
transformation of Western societies in general (Brown, 2020; Stopler, 2021), as well as a more recent anti-
gender trend.

We argue that anti-gender politics in Sweden should be understood as a case of insidious de-
democratization, which can be defined as a set of discourses and practices that weaken liberal
democracy by promoting the exclusion, silencing, and intimidation of the already marginalized groups.
In contrast to large-scale structural reforms that openly undermine core democratic institutions, such as
the independence of the judiciary or the media, as in Hungary or Poland, these interventions are often
small-scale but have a gradual and cumulative effect of hollowing out liberal democracy. While right-
wing actors in Sweden exercise their power differently than in Hungary or Poland, they employ similar
mechanisms to target and denigrate specific groups of people: those who do not conform to gender and
sexuality norms, gender and critical race scholars and those who are racialized as non-Swedish. Attacks
on marginalized groups are indicative of the exclusionary logic of right-wing extremism and the
normalization of the use of violence as a political tool that can be observed in many countries around
the world. In ‘gender-equal’ countries such as Sweden, direct violence is often concealed as it takes place
in online and private spaces, while increasing state violence is justified as a necessary tool to restore
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order and security. Moreover, changes in policy and public discourse are often legitimized as a defence
of gender equality defined in racist and nationalist terms, thus gaining wider social acceptance.

Anti-gender politics can be seen within a broader social framework in which contemporary populist
and de-democratizing forces are a consequence of the last decades of neoliberal transformation (Brown,
2020) but also build on a longer tradition of (flawed) liberal democracy that excludes marginalized groups
rather than including them in decision-making processes to create a more equal society (Bickford, 1997).
In this sense, the consequences that anti-gender politics have for certain groups — migrants, people of
colour, feminists, queer and trans people, leftist groups, and critical scholars — could be seen as a litmus
test for the actual quality of liberal democracy in the country. The Swedish case shows how the process of
liberal democracy’s decline can be exacerbated by the hegemonic understanding of “gender equality. As
noted above, Swedish state-sponsored gender equality policies have never been intersectional, but
rather have focused exclusively on the categories of gender and/or woman, leaving out entangled
notions such as race, sexuality, and class. In contrast to an earlier neoliberal period, where (racially)
marginalized groups were understood as a burden, in the current political conjuncture hegemonic
discourses tend to portray marginalized groups as a threat to Swedishness, rationality (understood as
a Swedish value) and liberal norms in general. In our view, this lack of an intersectional gender equality
policy has not only paved the way for femonationalism but also facilitated the efforts of anti-gender
actors to reinterpret and reformulate the meaning of democracy in a way that fits into an ethno-
nationalist, racist and trans-exclusive framework. Thus, the notion of ‘insidious de-democratization’
may help to better understand the impact of anti-gender politics in countries, where support for
a limited version of gender equality has been mobilized to dismantle basic tenets of the liberal demo-
cratic system.
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