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Abstract

Anti-gender mobilisations are widely studied in Europe showing a rise in
violence against women, LGBTQ+ persons and racialised people. Belgium,
however, is often overlooked in this body of research. Previous studies on the
Belgian case focused mainly on Catholic resistance against abortion as well
as LGBTQ+ rights and identities, concluding that anti-gender mobilizations
have not been influential. This paper intends to expand this knowledge by
turning the lens on more recent mobilisations in Belgian public debates.
It shows that abortion is no longer a central issue in resistances against
gender equality. Instead, I will argue that currently transgender issues
are central to anti-gender activism. By focussing on an aetiology of trans
identities and gender dysphoria, anti-trans actors aim to restrict access to
gender-affirming health care. Furthermore, these anti-trans mobilizations
not limited to religious inspirations but are now (re)produced by a wide
array of actors including humanists, academics, doctors, and politicians.

Keywords: anti-gender, anti-trans, transgender, LGBTQ+

Introduction

In November 2022, a series of lectures on ‘transgenderism’ was organised at
the University of Antwerp. The goal of the event was to clarify the tension
between biology and social constructivism through an analysis of ‘the
transgender debate’, especially to find solutions for gender dysphoria.
The event was met with online and in-person protest and caused turmoil
among trans and queer students as well as university employees. The
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majority of speakers were known for their opposition against gender-
affirming health care, the concept of gender, and LGBTQ+ activism.
Networks within the university internally addressed the one-sidedness
of the lectures. Further, trans and queer students and employees gathered
with protest signs before the room the lectures took place in, and some
disrupted the lectures to call out its transphobia, sexism, and queerphobia
(Van berlaer, 2022).

This event, although anecdotal, can inform us about anti-gender mobi-
lizations in Belgium. Despite the limited societal impact of the lectures,
it did affect trans and queer students and employees at the university. On
top of lingering structural exclusions, trans people experience a growing
opposition against their identities and rights in public debates. Reports
on the violence against LGBTI+ persons (Burgwal et al., 2023), newspaper
articles defending reluctance with regards to trans youth’s health care
(8), or conferences against woke activism (ibid., 17) are becoming part
of trans and queer people’s daily lives. How can we make sense of this
violence against trans people and these expressions of exclusion against
trans experiences?

The rise of anti-trans voices in Belgian public debates can be situ-
ated within broader anti-gender mobilisations and comes as no surprise
considering international trends. However, little has been written on
anti-gender mobilizations in Belgium, leading to a knowledge gap which
contrasts with the vast amount of research done in other countries. This
paper attempts to fill this gap by mapping this particular kind of opposi-
tion to gender and sexual equality. It aims to identify the most relevant
issues at stake in current Belgian anti-gender mobilisations. The goal is
not to identify all issues and actors opposing gender and sexual equality,
but rather to understand the trends in contemporary mobilizations
compared to the last account of anti-gender mobilisations (Bracke et al.,
2017). These trends will be captured through the identification of issues
at stake in public debates and the actors opposing them. Based on an
analysis of both primary data and literature research, this paper argues
that transgender issues are now central in anti-gender mobilisations in
Belgium.

I'will first give an overview of the literature on anti-gender mobilizations.
Secondly I will explain the methodology of this study. The third section
covers the results and describes contemporary topics of contention and who
mobilizes on them. Lastly,  will compare French-speaking mobilizations to
Dutch-speaking mobilizations after which I will end with some concluding
remarks.
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Anti-Transgender Discourses as Anti-Gender Campaigns?

Many scholars have already studied the rising influence of anti-gender
activism globally and in Europe, identifying a new constellation of actors
opposing gender, sexual, and racial equality (Butler, 2024; Datta, 2021; Graff
& Korolczuk, 2022; Kuhar & Paternotte, 2017; Nash & Browne, 2020; Petd,
2015; Verloo & Paternotte, 2018). Anti-gender activists oppose LGBTQ+
equalities, migrants’ rights, sexual and reproductive health, feminisms,
and the very notion of ‘gender’. The origins of anti-gender politics have
been traced back to the Vatican’s attempts in the 1990s to regain influence
in a secularizing world (Paternotte & Kuhar, 2018). Nowadays, anti-gender
rhetoric is disseminated not only by the Vatican, but also by political parties,
academics, media actors, and secular organisations. By launching petitions,
reverting equality and anti-discrimination legislation, protesting, and
publishing, anti-gender activists aim to return to a society solely consist-
ing of ‘traditional families’ that are imagined as white, heterosexual, and
patriarchal (Lombardo et al., 2021).

There is also a growing body of work on trans-exclusionary feminism,
which is mobilizations that supports a binary and essentialist vision on
gender and understands trans women as dangerous men and trans men
as confused girls (Thurlow, 2022). Because of the parallels between trans-
exclusionary feminism and anti-gender activism, Bassi and Lafleur (2022)
argue that transgender issues work as the ‘chief configuration’ in anti-gender
activism. Similarly, Verloo and van der Vleuten (2020) conceptualize trans
issues as being ‘at the heart of politics concerning sex and gender’ (p. 223).
Another lens through which anti-trans activism is analysed is by considering
transphobic feminism. Alyosxa Tudor (2021) considers the relation between
trans-exclusionary feminists and anti-gender actors and explains that
feminist transphobia is a distinct manifestation of anti-gender politics.

In recent years, a surge of literature has been written on the place anti-
transgender opposition holds within anti-gender activism (Bassi & Lafleur,
2022; Cabral Grinspan et al., 2023; Faye, 2022; Pearce et al., 2020a). Tracing
back the history of anti-trans opposition, Mary Ann Case (2019) points out
that the Vatican’s mobilizing against gender has always included resistance
against trans rights. Others have shown the complex relations and exchanges
between (Evangelical) Christians, far-right actors, anti-gender actors, and
trans-exclusionary feminists (Libby, 2022; Madsen Evang, 2022; Tudor, 2021).
Central in these anti-trans voices, is the understanding of sex as immutable
and binary which travels amongst these actors. They often rely on each
other’s definitions of sex, gender and women which are rooted in colonial
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frameworks that position white cis women as vulnerable and women of
colour as dangerously masculine (Pearce et al., 2020b). This understanding
of sex and gender contradicts years of feminist scholarship and weaponizes
biology to delineate the boundaries of womanhood (Ahmed, 2016).

Another central contestation in both anti-trans and anti-gender op-
position is the protection of children (Faye, 2022; Nash & Browne, 2020).
Oftentimes, it is framed as a benevolent concern while in reality, this op-
position is especially harmful to gender non-conforming children (Elster,
2022). The goal of these actors is to restrict gender-affirming health care,
using disinformation to impact public opinion on transgender health care
(Billard, 2023).

Methodology

To determine on which issues anti-gender activism in Belgium mobilises,
this article analyses public debates on gender equality. The data collection
and analysis were in constant interaction with each other: the collection
and analysis of a first batch of data delivered information with which new
data could be collected and analysed.

First, a literature review was conducted to identify the central topics anti-
gender actors contest. Since research on anti-gender campaigns in Belgium
is scarce, research to the following topics was also included: 1) opposition to
LGBTQ+ rights; 2) opposition to sexual and reproductive rights; 3) resistance
to feminism, gender, and gender studies. This selection is based on the five
topics of contestation identified by Kuhar and Paternotte, including LGBTQ+
rights, sexual and reproductive rights, gender and sex education, gender and
gender studies, and democracy (2017). This forms the starting point of the data
collection. Data included newspaper and magazine articles, blog and website
posts, books, and brochures. For this, social media posts were not taken into
account due the abundance in data it would deliver for a qualitative analysis.
Even though these issues are often inseparable, this characterisation helps
to better grasp certain actions as anti-gender mobilisations.

This literature served to identify organisations and individuals opposing
gender equality. This provided a starting point for a second search, looking
for additional topics and actors. Keywords included Dutch and French
translations of ‘LGBTQ+ (and variations), ‘gender studies’, ‘abortion’, ‘gender
ideology’, ‘trans(gender)’, sometimes paired with an actor’s name. From this
data, the most prominent issues could be identified to get a clear view on
what is at stake in contemporary anti-gender mobilisations. The primary
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data consists of newspaper articles, opinion pieces, books, websites, blogs,
symposia, and columns. A full list of this data and the keywords can be
found in Appendix A. Each primary data source was assigned a number
which will be used as reference throughout this article.

To analyse this data, mobilizations and actors were coded and catego-
rised based on topic. Six main topics were identified: abortion, LGBTQ+,
gender, transgender rights, and woke. These categories were developed both
deductively from the literature review and inductively from the primary
data. I will discuss each issue in a dedicated section integrating insights
gained from the literature review and analysis of the primary data. This
structure provides a comprehensive way which allows me to approach the
analysis structured along the lines of the most relevant topics to characterize
anti-gender mobilizations in Belgium anno 2023.

Yet, Belgium cannot simply be considered as a monolith. It consists of two
main linguistic communities: Flanders, where Dutch is the main language,
Wallonia, where French is the main language, and Brussels, the bilingual
region. A third, German speaking community will not be covered due
to its minor impact on Belgian public debates and its small population.
Considering that Dutch is my first language, I am more familiar with the
Dutch-speaking context of Belgium, but exchanges with Francophone
colleagues and the inclusion of French keywords led to an equivalent view
on both language regions.

Belgian Anti-Gender Mobilisations

Abortion

Abortion became a politicized issue in Belgium around 1970, after pressure
from feminist protests (Celis & Coene, 2015). Shortly after the emergence
of the political discussion on abortion, Pro Vita Belgium, a Catholic anti-
abortion organisation, was founded. The organisation entered anti-abortion
debates in the 1980s as a marginal Catholic movement. Contrary to Pro
Vita’s stance, most Catholic women organisations supported a liberalisa-
tion for abortion, only the Catholic party, CVP, did not agree. Due to this
Catholic political resistance, abortion was only legalized two decades later,
in1990, allowing abortion up to 12 weeks after conception. This subsided the
controversy around the right to abortion both in the political sphere and in
broader society. Only far-right Flemish nationalist party Vlaams Blok (now:
Vlaams Belang) continued its opposition inspired by their Catholic values.
Since the legalisation, efforts to expand the term have been undertaken but
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without success due to several parties that oppose an expansion. In Dutch-
speaking politics this is a party driven standpoint from Catholic party cd&v,
right-wing conservative and Flemish nationalist party N-VA, and Vlaams
Belang. Francophone parties are not outspoken for or against an expansion
and instead allow their MPs to vote according to their individual values.

Literature on anti-abortion protests focus on the mobilizations prior to the
legalization of abortion. At that time, Catholic campaigns against abortion
were physically and verbally aggressive, a strategy that was informed by
transnational organisation Pro Vita. However, after the legalization of
abortion, the anti-abortion movement adopted new strategies (Celis &
Coene, 2015). Once dominated by older white men, a new generation stood
up and adjusted their strategy to a ‘softer’ approach to garner more sup-
port (Marques-Pereira & Pereira, 2014). This ‘softer’ approach was not only
established by the more visible role women now play in the movement, but
also by adapting the objective, their arguments, and their communication
style. Since the legalisation annihilated the movement’s rationale, their
focus shifted to obtaining a legal status for foetuses and embryos. This turn
accompanied a move away from religious arguments towards emotional
and scientific-juridical arguments. For example, to argue against the use of
contraception, pro-life movements now claim that women should respect
their ‘nature’ (Crosetti, 2022). The emergence of social media also provided
a welcome tool to disseminate their message in different ways.

No longer relying on aggressive attacks on politicians or abortion centres,
the anti-abortion movement now mainly organises demonstrations like
March for Life, organised by CLARA Life (37), that are mostly attended
by young, male students (Marques-Pereira & Pereira, 2014). These events
actively move away from a Catholic outlook: their religious inspirations
are obscured and instead, organisations present themselves as religiously
neutral. Both Catholic inspirations and the white and upper-middle-class
origins of anti-abortion movements are downplayed to showcase a more
youthful, diverse, and vibrant look. This strategy is adopted by CLARA Life
but also by Jongeren Info Life (42), who offer sexual education for youth,
Souffle de Vie — Levensadem (43) and Jeunes pour la Vie (44), who both claim
to support pregnant women and those who experienced a miscarriage. They
appear apolitical and non-confessional and aim to provide information
on alternatives to terminating an unwanted pregnancy. This obscuring of
their Catholic inspirations echoes international strategies of anti-gender
mobilizations to garner more support (Paternotte & Kuhar, 2018). To further
widen their support, these organisations operate bilingually. Regardless
of their neutral outlook, several Catholic media outlets have reported on
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these activities (6), which at least suggests a connection with Catholic
organizations.

Literature on Belgian anti-gender activism describes Catholic resistance
to abortion as central in anti-gender mobilisations in the country (Bracke
et al., 2017; Kuhar & Paternotte, 2017). However, the primary data shows
that even though anti-abortion organisations still protest, they no longer
hold much space in public debates in Belgium. This is also reflected in the
opinion of the Belgian population, of which a majority agrees that abortion
should not be a punishable crime (Sondage d’opinion Sur l'interruption
Volontaire de Grossesse En Belgique, 2018).

LGBTQ+ Rights
Belgium is internationally recognised as a progressive country for LGBTQ+
persons partly because of its relatively extensive legal framework. In 2003,
Belgium was the second country to open civil marriage for non-heterosexual
couples and since 2006 adoption procedures were no longer restricted to
heterosexual couples. Nevertheless, literature shows that when comparing
Belgium to its neighbouring countries, it is no systematic frontrunner in
securing LGBTQ+ people’s formal rights, which were mainly driven by the
European Union (Eeckhout, 2016; Eeckhout & Paternotte, 2011). Research on
the position of LGBTQ+ people in Belgian society focusses mainly on violence
and wellbeing and reports a high prevalence of violence (Burgwal et al., 2023;
Missiaen & Seynaeve, 2016). A survey on homophobic, transphobic and sexist
attitudes shows that alongside Belgium’s equality politics, conservative
beliefs and intolerant attitudes remain mainstream (Dierckx et al., 2017). How
then, are anti-gender oppositions mobilized in a country that is regarded as
a ‘paradise for LGBT rights’ (Eeckhout & Paternotte, 2011)? In this section, I
willlook at opposition to LGBTQ+ communities as a whole, and opposition
to the specific rights and identities of lesbian, bisexual, gay and queer people.
Oppositions to transgender rights will be discussed separately.
Interestingly, formal rights for LGBTQ+ people like civil marriage or
adoption are rarely targeted. Rarely anyone publicly argues for abolishing
marriage rights, although some do consider adoption by LGBTQ+ couples
undesirable (Heylen, 2019). Instead, the main oppositions congeal around
queer and non-normative gender expressions. ‘Now they are instrumentalis-
ing government power for a controversial LGB and transgender agenda),
says humanist Jurgen Slembrouck in an opinion piece about struggles for
queer equality (16). Framing LGBTQ+ equality struggles as an ‘agenda’ while
simultaneously arguing that LGBTQ+ people are accepted in society, is a
dog-whistle well described in anti-gender literature (House, 2023; Nash &
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Browne, 2020). This rhetorical move divides LGBTQ+ people between good,
normative individuals and radical, bad queers who conspire to force their
worldview onto others. The opposition to queer identities and activisms is
also rooted in opposition to postmodernity. Following sociologist Michaél
Maerten, Slembrouck characterizes LGBT culture as postmodern and mali-
cious (13; 16).

Yearly Pride parades also instigate arguments against queerness and LGBTQ+
equality struggles. In his book on negative aspects of Pride, Maerten states: ‘Those
at Pride who see grown men prancing around in thongs are not unjustifiably
wondering if such a person is fit to be a parent.’. He frequently links extravagancy,
(gender) queerness and struggles for LGBTQ+ equality with paedophilia, bad
parenting skills and other tropes that ultimately serve to strengthen the as-
sumption that heteronormative families and gender expressions are best for
society (Nash & Browne, 2020). This is also argued by Slembrouck when he
writes that resistance against LGBTQ+ equality stems from ‘the coercive nature
of rainbow activism and the controversial connotations of rainbow colours’
(15). These efforts ultimately discredit political struggles for LGBTQ+ equality.

In Belgium, Flemish nationalist parties N-VA and Vlaams Belang have
constructed migration as detrimental to LGBTQ+ rights (Dhoest, 2020;
Verhoeven et al., 2023). Wielowiejski (2020) argues that the gay-friendly
image of right-wing actors relies on their opposition to gender and Islam.
Including LGBTQ+ rights in political discourses then serves to defend the
anti-migration stances that Jasbir Puar (2007) has conceptualised as homona-
tionalist. In party politics, homonationalist and homonormative discourses
oppose queerness by idealizing the nation’s citizens as heteronormative and
white. Verhoeven et al. (2023) reconstruct how the murder on a gay man leads
many politicians to discursively construct Belgium as a LGBTQ+-friendly
country and simultaneously portray Muslims and migrants as homophobic.

Gender
For long, Belgium was an international laggard in promoting gender equality
and women’s rights but the country now has a relatively progressive legislation
(Meier, 2012). However, gender equality as such is not often explicitly resisted
in anti-gender mobilizations, but the interpretation of what gender equal-
ity entails does vary. For example, some conservative politicians interpret
the progressive position of the country as a reason to conclude that gender
inequality is eradicated (2; 21) or only threatened by migrants (Gustin, 2022).
Much like homonationalist discourses, arguments against feminism also
inform anti-gender narratives. In her article on femonationalism, Rahbari
(2021) argues that because of ‘gender’s turn to the right’, gender and sexual
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equality are now formulated as a trait of Western superiority, a discourse
that is accompanied by the racialization of Muslims in Belgium. Far right
actors construct an image of Belgium as woman-friendly while simultane-
ously excluding migrant communities and progressive feminists. Thus,
anti-gender mobilizations are further intensified through femonationalist
discourses by selectively using gender equality to further exclusionary
political projects (Colella, 2021).

The complementarity of two genders (man and woman) is classically
defended by religious interpretations of gender. In the name of this comple-
mentarity, Catholic anti-gender mobilisations have mainly targeted abortion
or LGBTQ+ rights, instead of centring the notion of gender itself (Bracke
et al,, 2017). Catholic voices resisting gender as such remain marginal (33)
while the primary data shows that secular arguments against gender are
becoming more widespread.

Central in this secular oppositions against gender is the argument that
sex is immutable, binary and influences gender norms for masculinity and
femininity. To support this argument, philosopher and publicist Griet Van-
dermassen has coined and popularized the term ‘bio-aversion’ to designate
the supposed disdain of gender scholars for the importance of sex in gender
norms. This disdain is attributed to the ideological orientation of gender
scholars which is said to cloud the validity of their scientific work (22).
Furthermore, gender studies are assumed to centre ‘a very subjective and
psychological given [gender| which she argues is contradictory to scientific
methods (14). To posit themselves as scientifically sound, anti-gender actors
argue that sex is immutable, binary and separate from gender, and thus
in tune with reality instead of an ideologically inspired. Using the phrase
‘gender ideology’ is rather uncommon in Belgian anti-gender mobilisations,
although some actors employ it to accentuate their division between sex
and gender. Joren Vermeersch of N-VA uses the phrase to accentuate the
political project that he imagines is informing gender:

The core idea behind it is the assumption that in addition to our biological
sex, there is also a ‘gender identity’, a form of gendered character that
does not necessarily coincide with your body, is free to be filled in by each
individual and also takes precedence over your biological sex. Gender
ideology presupposes from government, citizens and companies alike an
active respect for this personal gender identification. (27)

Those who oppose ‘gender ideology’ also argues that gender ideology threat-
ens the category of woman. The meaning of ‘womanhood’ is demarcated by
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genital characteristics and hormones that determine the lived experiences of
femininity. For example, in an article about gender inclusive language, N-VA
politician Assita Kanko argues that ‘it is horrible to see how many women are
still marginalized today’ (12), suggesting that inclusive language contributes
to the oppression of women. This argument has also been described in
literature on trans-exclusionary feminists, whose opposition to gender is
also an opposition against a broader interpretation of femininity beyond
physicality (Pearce et al., 2020).

Transgender Rights

Transgender persons form an easy target for anti-gender discourses. They are
presented as the embodiment of ideology because of they supposedly target
adolescents and their goal to deconstruct gender altogether (4). Transgender
experiences are instrumentalized to disconnect sex from gender and present
the latter as ideological. The next section will investigate what exactly is
targeted when trans identities are exploited.

This section wants to dedicate specific attention to how transgender rights
are resisted, separately from broader narratives against LGBTQ+ equality.
Much like LGBTQ+ legal equalities, the legal framework for transgender
people in Belgium is quite extensive. It allows persons from the age of16 to
change their binary sex marker based on self-determination (Motmans &
Verschelden, 2020). However, in 2019, the Constitutional Court ruled that
this law still discriminates against genderfluid and non-binary persons
who currently must choose between a binary registered sex. At the time of
writing, further development of the transgender law is the subject of political
debate. While it is currently possible to change sex registration unlimitedly,
it is still unclear how the discrimination towards non-binary people will
be resolved (Instituut voor de gelijkheid van vrouwen en mannen, 2019).
Simultaneously, conservative attitudes towards transgender people trouble
trans people’s acceptance in society (Dierckx et al., 2017).

Since 2017, when the current transgender law was passed, transgender
topics have attracted more and more attention in public debates. Although
only few doubt the positive evolution this law brought (10; 23; 27), transgender
people’s lives and issues are increasingly discussed. Legislation is only rarely
debated and anti-gender mobilisations have crystalized opposition against
two issues affecting transgender people: gender-affirming care, especially
for youth, and transgender identities.

There are two ways in which trans people’s identities and the experiences
of gender dysphoria they may have are undermined. Most dominant in
Belgian debates is the argument that there is a difference between a ‘real
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trans person’ and someone identifying as trans but who is the victim of
social contagion. This theory of social contagion alludes to Littman’s rapid-
onset gender dysphoria theory which was rejected by transgender research
and activist communities (Coalition for the Advancement & Application
of Psychological Science, 2021; WPATH, 2018). This difference is mostly
attributed to mental health vulnerabilities like trauma or autism which are
considered ‘clinically relevant, because it opens the possibilities that these
problems are at the root of the gender dysphoria, and not being trans’ (25). A
second way to oppose trans identities is evocation of the figure of the trans
woman who is supposedly still determined by her biological male sex and
thus poses a danger to biological women. Els Van Doesburg, a N-VA politician,
describes trans women as ‘creepy little men’ who infiltrate dressing rooms,
refugee houses and toilets. She argues that trans women’s bodies will always
remain male (19) and that this poses a danger to (cis) women.

What binds these two ways of opposing trans identities is their motiva-
tion to uncover the cause of gender dysphoria or trans identities. Doctors,
philosophers and psychiatrists want to know what the root is for gender
dysphoria and misuse trans experiences to solve their quest for the ‘cause
of transgenderism’ (8; 11). The increase in people identifying as transgender,
often characterized as ‘an explosion’, is deemed problematic and sparks
interest in the question where trans identities come from. The search for
the origins of transgender identities is repeatedly put forwards as one of
the most important issues in transgender debates. This move delegitimizes
trans identities and experiences of gender dysphoria and asks them to defend
their identity: ‘An existence can be nullified by the requirement that an
existence be evidenced.’ (Ahmed, 2016).

Building on the importance given to the causal unclarity of trans identi-
ties, the opposition calls for caution for providing or even the abolishment
of gender-affirming health care. Organisations founded in response to
‘transgender ideology’, like Observatoire la Petite Siréne , Cry for Recogni-
tion (35) and Comité Bezorgde Ouders en Grootouders (34), spearhead
their disagreement at health care for youth, who are deemed unfit to make
decisions about their own bodies and health. These organizations mainly
operate in the margins, but their rationale is also followed by academics and
political actors who are present in public debates. Following international
debates, puberty blockers play a central role in debates on gender-affirming
health care. In an article arguing against the use of puberty blockers, Marleen
Finoulst and Patrick Vankrunkelsven, both doctors, write: ‘Those puberty
blockers are now given to healthy children with gender dysphoria’ (8).
Puberty blockers are presented as a danger for youth due to their side effects,
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without describing the positive effects this treatment offers dysphoric
youth. Moreover, portraying gender dysphoric youth as healthy insinuates
that gender-affirming health care (of which puberty blockers can be one
aspect) is not a medical necessity (Coleman & et.al., 2022).

The opposition to trans identities and gender-affirming health care is
caried out by a variety of actors including philosophers, academics, medical
professionals, political actors and religious actors. This remarkable synergy
of actors opposes trans identities that threaten the cisheteronormative view
on society and the family. Their opposition is rooted in a political or religious
beliefs in the heterosexual family as the building block of society, and/or in
a bio-essentialist view of sex as binary and immutable. Transgender people
form a useful target for these actors exactly because they offer alternatives
to cisheteronormative family constructions (Bassi & Lafleur, 2022). Research
into right-wing LGBTQ+ communities has also shown that the inclusion of
transgender identities highly depends on their adherence to a normative,
binary gender (Dickey et al., 2022).

Comparing Dutch- and French-Speaking Mobilizations

While individual anti-gender actors mobilize mostly within their own
language sphere, organizations often mobilize bilingually to reach a broader
audience. Especially anti-abortion organisations like Levensadem and
Abortus-avortement and the March For Life attempt to garner support both
in French and Dutch. Websites of organisations arguing against transgender
health care like Cry for Recognition and Observatoire la Petite Siréne are
also available in multiple languages. Moreover, humanist organisations that
mobilize against transgender rights are similar across language spheres with
Humanistisch Verbond active in Dutch and CafLa in French.

The main disparity between Dutch and French mobilisations originates
from their different political landscapes. At the time of writing, Vlaams
Belang and N-VA in the biggest Dutch-speaking fractions in the federal
parliament while in French-speaking Belgium only MR, a liberal right-wing
party is represented.’ The political context in Flanders offers fertile soil for
right-wing politicians to utter anti-gender rhetoric, which members from
Vlaams Belang and N-VA regularly reproduce. In Francophone politics, MR
contributes to anti-gender mobilizing, but not as heavily as the Flemish
parties. This political landscape also influences civil society rallying on
anti-gender. More Francophone organisations rally against gender equality
than Dutch-speaking ones, especially to oppose abortion. Actors from both
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language spheres tend to nourish relationships with others from neighbour-
ing countries that speak the same language, respectively France and the
Netherlands.

Another disparity is the relevancy of the term ‘woke’ in anti-gender mobi-
lizations. Woke is a concept that originates from African-American activism
(Davies & MacRae, 2023) but has been appropriated as part of a discursive
and political strategy to oppose various social justice claims (Cammaerts,
2022). Remarkable is the ambiguity, comprehensiveness, and widespread use
of woke (Bracke, 2023) which resembles the ambiguity of the catch-all term
‘gender ideology’ (Dhoest & Paulussen, 2024). Contemporary political debates
are overshadowed by discussions on woke activism which is presented as a
major societal problem by conservative actors. The president of N-VA, Bart
De Wever, wrote a book discussing woke activism that frames social justice
claims as criminalising Western societies (ibid., p.5). Especially academic
spaces are said to be threatened by woke activism. Like anti-gender discourse,
anti-woke rhetoric targets gender studies based on their presumed ideological
character. To spread awareness on this, some Dutch-speaking academics have
founded Hypatia, a cooperation aimed at spreading awareness on wokeness
and serving as a hotline to report ‘woke incidents’ at universities (38).

Conclusion

Motivated by the growing opposition against trans and queer rights in
public debates, this article set out to characterize anti-gender mobiliza-
tions in Belgium. A 2022 lecture series on transgenderism at the University
of Antwerp served as example for how transgender topics are currently
discussed in public debates. It also serves as a reminder that the embodied
knowledge of trans and queer persons about the rising transphobia in
Belgian society precedes the academic interpretation I have presented in
this paper. The knowledge I present here is not new, in the sense that trans
and queer people in Belgium already experience, discuss, and fight back
against the aggravation of transphobia in public debates.

This article has shown that, while abortion has been stirring debates
for decades, it is no longer the central topic of anti-gender activism. It now
includes resistance to LGBTQ+ rights and identities through the Othering of
Muslim queer communities, and resistance against gender that contradicts
gender studies’ knowledge by arguing for a binary and immutable sex as
determinant of gender roles. The opposition against these three subjects has
risen, but especially ‘the transgender debate’ has gained traction in Belgium,
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where the search for the causes of gender dysphoria sparks interests and
is followed by calls to restrict access to gender-affirming health care. The
centrality of trans issues in Belgium resonates with literature that confirms
the growing importance of transgender issues in anti-gender oppositions
(Bassi & Lafleur, 2022; Tudor, 2021; Verloo & van der Vleuten, 2020).

Still, the scope of this article is limited to the understanding of anti-gender
mobilizations as defined by Kuhar and Paternotte (2017). Because I followed
their conceptualization, this article did not elaborate on the connections
between the racist and anti-immigration projects of many anti-gender actors.
Further research is thus needed to investigate the close relation between
anti-gender nationalist projects.

The findings of this article challenge Belgium’s image of a ‘LGBTQ+
paradise’ and show that in a country viewed as progressive, anti-gender
activists mobilize in particular ways. Instead of attacking established equal-
ity rights, anti-gender actors seek different ways to re-establish gender and
sexual norms like restricting gender-affirming health care and embracing
binary and normative LGBTQ+ persons in nationalist projects. While exist-
ing research has shown little interest in ‘gay-friendly’ countries to study
anti-gender activism, this article shows the particular manner in which
this activism gains ground in contexts with progressive legislation.

Appendix A. List of primary data

The primary data collected for this article is added in the table underneath.
The primary data was collected through a series of online searches between
December 2022 and December 2023 and using the following keywords,
translated in Dutch and French: gender, LGBT*, feminism, queer, transgen-
der*, trans, gender ideology, gender studies, woke, LGBT* ideology, gender
education, sex education, abortion.
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