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Abstract
The European Parliament (EP) has traditionally been strongly committed to gen-
der equality, human rights, and LGBTQI rights. At the same time, the EP is also 
a political institution where populist radical right actors have a strong presence. 
We study their impact on the EP from a gender perspective. The article applies 
the distinction between politics and “unpolitics” (Taggart 2018; Zaun and Ripoll 
Servent 2023) to understand the effects of radical right populism on gender equal-
ity policy-making and on parliamentary democratic functioning. Theoretically, we 
seek to contribute to the emerging discussion on “unpolitics” through a gender lens. 
We develop a framework of four dimensions to evaluate this impact: (i) discursive 
tactics, (ii) shifting policies, (iii) changing practices, and (iv) affective atmospheres. 
We suggest that the interplay between politics and unpolitics in relation to each di-
mension creates a comprehensive understanding of the radical right populist impact 
on gender equality in the EP. Finally, we discuss feminist responses to unpolitics 
and stress both the duality of unpolitics and the dilemma faced by MEPs seeking 
to protect EU institutions from destructive actors.
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Introduction

The European Parliament (EP) has a reputation for being a strong equality and human 
rights actor when compared to other EU institutions. It is also one of the few par-
liaments in the world which has officially and systematically committed itself to 
the principles of gender mainstreaming (Ahrens 2019; Elomäki and Ahrens 2022). 
Simultaneously, the EP is a political institution where radical right populist (RRPs) 
actors have a strong presence, and feminist Members of the European Parliament 
(MEPs) are increasingly forced to respond to anti-gender hostilities (Kantola and 
Lombardo 2024). The different positionings of the political groups of the EP in rela-
tion to gender equality shape the political dynamics within the parliament too.

The article uses the distinction between politics and ‘unpolitics’ (Taggart 2018; 
Zaun and Ripoll Servent 2023) to understand the radical right and far right tactics 
and their gendered effects in the context of the EP. In extant literature, unpolitics is an 
umbrella concept, which refers to a set of tactics and strategies that populist govern-
ments use to slow down, disrupt, and ultimately destroy the functioning of the EU 
(Coman 2024: 4). Pointing to specific behaviour rather than a rejection of politics, 
populists seek to unsettle, obstruct or disrupt conventional norms of decision‐making 
through unpolitics (Coman 2024: 4; Ripoll Servent and Zaun 2024; Taggart 2018). 
As such, we conceptualize unpolitics as a feature of ‘dissensus’ (see the Introduction 
to this special issue), i.e. the contention between diverse actors over the meaning of 
liberal democracy.

Theoretically, the paper seeks to contribute to the emerging discussion on ‘unpoli-
tics’ through a gender lens. Neither the norms of politics nor the challenge of unpoli-
tics have been scrutinized from a gender perspective to date (see however da Silva 
and Tepliakova 2024). We suggest that such an endeavor is fundamental to under-
standing how democracy is contested, protected, and strengthened in the EU. Exam-
ining dissensus over liberal democracy through the lens of gender equality brings 
forth the reactions of feminist actors within the EP and provides a compelling case 
to study the responses to unpolitics. We contend that democratic politics can suc-
ceed only if decision and policy-making practices are gender equal, inclusive, and 
transparent. Gender equality is a fundamental condition for functioning democratic 
political institutions (Dovi 2002; Galligan 2015; Mansbridge 1999; Young 2002).

Our key research questions are: How do unpolitics tactics work to unsettle equality 
politics in the European Parliament? What are the feminist responses to unpolitics? 
Drawing on extensive research on the impact of far right and radical right populists 
on equality politics in the European Parliament (Ahrens et al 2022; Berthet 2022a 
and 2022b; Kantola and Lombardo 2021a and 2021b; Kantola and Miller 2021), we 
develop a framework of four dimensions to evaluate the gendered use of unpolitics 
tactics in the EP. The dimensions we suggest to analyse include: (i) discursive effects, 
(ii) policy shifts, (iii) changing practices, and (iv) affective atmospheres. We suggest 
that the interplay between politics and unpolitics in relation to each dimension creates 
a nuanced understanding of the radical right and far right tactics and their gendered 
effects in the EP context. Further, we complement the analysis by discussing feminist 
responses in each dimension. We argue they provide key insights on the efforts that 
seek to protect democracy against unpolitics tactics.
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Gendering the emerging debates on unpolitics

Paul Taggart (2018: 81) defines unpolitics ‘as the repudiation of politics as solving 
conflict’. In this sense, it can be seen as a feature of dissensus over the understand-
ing of liberal democracy today (see the Introduction to this special issue). In popu-
list unpolitics, elites are seen as corrupt and politics as corrupting, so its norms are 
rejected. Pointing to specific behaviour rather than rejection of politics, populists 
seek to unsettle, obstruct or disrupt conventional norms of decision‐making using 
unpolitics (Coman 2024: 4; Ripoll Servent and Zaun 2024; Taggart 2018). Populist 
unpolitics can, for instance, mean a rejection of the formal and informal rules of 
decision-making; the traditional means of building compromises in politics; and even 
the solutions to major conflicts (Zaun and Ripoll Servent 2023).

Arguably, the current academic discussion on the operationalization and applica-
bility of the concept of unpolitics mirrors in some ways the debates on populism of 
the previous decade (cf. Mudde and Kaltwasser 2015). Academic literature defined 
populism as a political strategy, a political ideology and a political style (cf. Gidron 
and Bonikowski 2013) or a ‘thin centered ideology’ (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2012: 
2). Others conceptualized it as a political style, and particularly as a discursive style 
(a ‘mode of articulation’, see Laclau 2005). We propose to examine unpolitics as 
such a mode of articulation and of doing politics, not restricting the use of the term to 
populist actors only. The conceptualization allows us to avoid a dichotomous under-
standing of political actors (populists vs. feminists), while still leaving room for a 
normativity in politics. Especially since from a feminist perspective, there is a clear 
normative commitment both to certain policies and their outcomes but also to ways of 
doing politics that promote progress in terms of gender equality and justice.

Unpolitics as a mode of articulation of politics enables the observation of (i) pop-
ulist actors engaging in the production of alternative knowledges (cf. Bracke and 
Paternotte 2016) or redefining existing equality regimes, not just mere ‘destruction’ 
(cf. Ahrens et al 2022); and (ii) feminists and other progressive forces using unpoliti-
cal means in their response to the populist challenge. In the EU context, the concept 
of unpolitics has been applied to the Council of the EU to explore the behaviour of 
radical right populist governments. Coman (2024) shows how populist governments 
selectively oppose the Council’s formal and informal decision‐making rules in “à la 
carte fashion” of unpolitics. In relation to a core gender equality policy issue—the 
EU ratification of the Istanbul Convention on gender violence—de Silva and Teplia-
kova unexpectedly find little evidence of unpolitics in the Council. They show that 
the policy-making culture of the Council, with a high degree of technicality in its 
preparatory bodies, and the negotiation pathways outside of public political debates 
‘insulated the process from unpolitics’ (2024: 2).

These debates on unpolitics in the Council provide an intriguing starting point for 
our article. The EP is more political, open, and less technical than the secluded and 
secretive Council of the EU. Hence, we expect the gendered unpolitics to play out 
differently in the EP and to provide different insights to the concept of unpolitics. 
Arguably, it is also the institutional arena where we can examine dissensus over the 
meaning of democracy, the clearest in the EU. Our endeavour is aided by the fact that 
the EP is a well-studied case, which enables us to work towards a holistic framework 
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of understanding unpolitics in relation to discursive effects, policy shifts, changing 
practices and affective atmospheres, and their interplay.

While Mouffe’s (1999) concept of agonistic pluralism posits that conflict and dis-
sent are integral components of a functioning democratic environment, suggesting 
that confrontation and debate are necessary for democracies. Yet, if left unchecked, 
they can potentially hinder the parliamentary process, leading to polarization or grid-
lock. The implicit expectations in the EP of agonism, seeking consensus, and toler-
ance provide an atmosphere that could be potentially malleable to unpolitics tactics.

We further add to debates on unpolitics by stressing the need to understand the 
responses to it for protecting democracy and politics. Whilst the EU is required to 
augment democratic participation, for example through tools such as the European 
Citizens Initiative (ECI), it simultaneously has to develop safety measures to pro-
tect its own democratic integrity against political trends characterized by illiberal-
ism, Euroscepticism and anti-democratic forces (Norman 2021). Such threats may 
arise from ECIs too, as exemplified by the two anti-abortion and anti-same-sex mar-
riage initiatives submitted in the 2010s (see Mondo 2018). Arguably, the EU has 
shifted toward almost exclusively developing protective measures against anti-sys-
tem actors, instead of developing inclusive and participative democratic procedures 
(Norman 2021).

A distinction can be made between two different logics: a democratic and a protec-
tive one (Guisan 2022; Norman 2021). In the democratic logic, the actors challenging 
democratic principles are responded to with measures that uphold those democratic 
principles. In our framework, this could be termed as responding to unpolitics with 
democratic politics. Another approach is the protective logic, according to which the 
democratic order is to be preserved even by means that breach fundamental prin-
ciples (Capoccia 2013). It is the exception that proves the rule, and thus does not 
entail broader negative effects (Müller 2016). In our framework, this corresponds 
to responding to unpolitics with unpolitics. We seek to highlight that if politics is 
gendered in an unequal way, it may feed into gendered unpolitics. For instance, the 
gendered undemocratic practices of all political groups in the EP hinder the tackling 
of the undemocratic politics of RRPs (Kantola and Lombardo 2021b).

The European Parliament, a setting for radical right unpolitics

The EP can be characterized as an ‘equality parliament’ (Kantola and Lombardo 
2023). With its high representation of women MEPs (38,5% after the 2024 elec-
tions, with a slight decrease compared to 39,8% in 2019); its feminist governance 
structure comprising of solid gender mainstreaming provisions promoting a gender 
perspective in the policy process, and a specialized Committee on Women’s rights 
and Gender Equality (FEMM) institutionalizing, promoting and pioneering gender 
equality policy initiatives. The EP is known for being a systematic supporter of gen-
der equality, women’s and LGBTQI rights through binding and non-binding policies 
(Kantola and Lombardo 2023).

These developments are all the more remarkable given the enduring and growing 
presence of far right and RRP actors that oppose gender equality in discourse and 
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policy-making processes. The EP is a well-researched case in terms of far-right and 
RRP impact on the institution, its political dynamics and policy output (e.g. Brack 
2018; Börzel and Hartlapp 2022; Chiru and Wunsch 2021; Meijers and van der Veer 
2019; Ripoll Servent 2022). For instance, the practice of cordon sanitaire—a firewall 
closing off the far right from decision- and policy-making by the mainstream political 
groups—has been shown to be a flexible principle, excluding various political groups 
unsystematically. More importantly, radical right populist ideas, for example in rela-
tion to migration or climate change, have successfully shaped mainstream policy 
agendas, especially the EPP’s, to a more conservative and restricted direction (Ripoll 
Servent 2022).

The dynamics created by gender equality as a policy field and a core value of the 
EU (as enshrined in Article 2 TEU) are also increasingly well researched in relation 
to the RRP impact in the EP. We discern four dimensions of impact from extant lit-
erature. First scholars have shown a strong discursive impact in the plenary debates, 
both directly and indirectly (Kantola and Lombardo 2021a). Such strategies have 
been effective in creating a more hostile environment for gender equality and have 
compelled a response from feminist MEPs (Kantola and Lombardo 2024). Second, 
the impact on gender equality policies in the EP varies. Studies about controversial 
policy fields, such as reproductive rights (Berthet 2022a) and the Istanbul Convention 
on gender violence (Berthet 2022b), indicate RRPs targeting these issues to frame 
their opposition by polarizing and disrupting debates with outright rejections of gen-
der equality issues and delegitimizing them as dangerous ideologies. They also facili-
tated the participation of anti-gender organisations within parliamentary processes 
through hearings and submitting amendments.

Third, extant research shows how individual politicians, especially women MEPs, 
have changed practices around their legislative work due to far-right or RRP activ-
ities. For example, some ECR women MEPs opted out from their group’s meet-
ings due to the presence of RRPs and differences in opinion (Kantola and Miller 
2021). A recent study suggests that far-right men tend to adopt unpolitics strategies, 
whereas far-right women are prone to bypass the cordon sanitaire and build cross-
party coalitions (Finnsdottir 2024). Likewise, feminist MEPs face an increasingly 
hostile environment as RRPs MEPs target them and their activities directly (Kan-
tola and Lombardo 2024). In response, feminist MEPs developed diverse strategies, 
including coalition-building, rule-making, and everyday pragmatic engagement with 
RRPs (Kantola and Lombardo 2024). Finally, radical right populism creates a harsher 
and more combative affective atmosphere in parliament, especially around questions 
such as gender equality (Kantola and Miller 2021; Kantola and Lombardo 2021a). 
By building on the findings from the extant literature, we suggest that the dimensions 
of discursive tactics, shifts in policies, changing practices, and affective atmospheres 
are conducive for empirical analyses of unpolitics.

These four dimensions of unpolitics map onto the three dimensions of dissensus 
articulated in this special issue. Discursive tactics concern the dissensus over demo-
cratic ideals: what values (equality, freedom, dignity) should underpin democracy. 
Policy shifts reveal dissensus over substance, i.e. what democracy should deliver in 
terms of gender equality outcomes. Changing practices and affective atmospheres 
reflect dissensus over processes: how democratic decision-making should function 
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and who has legitimacy to participate. By examining unpolitics through these dimen-
sions, we show how dissensus over liberal democracy manifests concretely in the 
EP’s work on gender equality.

Method and data

The subsequent analysis adopts a constructivist approach to examine the intricate 
(un)political dynamics within the EP. In the EP, this perspective enables the study 
of how various norms, values, and identities influence legislative processes, nego-
tiations, and interactions among MEPs. In essence, we explore both the formal and 
informal interrelated processes and their impact by examining what the MEPs say 
themselves.

Our empirical analysis draws on two comprehensive interview datasets, each com-
piled as part of distinct research projects targeting the European Parliament and its 
engagement with (anti-gender) politics. The first dataset encompasses 140 elite inter-
views conducted with MEPs and staff over the period spanning from 2018 to 2022, 
marking the end of the 8th parliamentary term and the beginning of the 9th, which 
saw an increase in elected RRP MEPs. This foundational dataset serves as a principal 
component of our research exploration, providing insights into the EP’s institutional 
discourses and internal dynamics. The second dataset comprises 14 interviews with 
MEPs and staff involved in responding to anti-gender politics. The data collection 
period at the end of the 9th term (2023–2024) coincided with a time when MEPs 
expected the RRPs’ electoral success in the 2024 elections.

This focused dataset captures the evolving narratives and strategic responses 
contemporaneous with ongoing political shifts and challenges. The first dataset 
was coded in Atlas.ti by the research team (see Berthet et al. 2023). We analysed 
three sets of codes for this article: “opposition to gender equality”, “populism”, and 
“political groups about other political groups” and crossed them with populism. We 
selected these codes inductively based on the literature presented above as well as our 
thorough knowledge of the whole interview dataset. Each code was systematically 
defined in our coding manual, ensuring consistency in interpretation and application 
across the research team. As our research project was firmly grounded in qualitative 
and interpretive research traditions, we did not calculate the distributions of the sets 
of codes across the political spectrum. However, our study concerned all political 
groups and as far as possible we attempted to maintain full balance in terms of politi-
cal leanings, gender, etc. in our participants (for details see Author 2023). Thanks to 
this approach, we were able to analyse the action-reaction dynamic between politi-
cal groups in the EP, when participants from both sides of the political spectrum 
described the same situations or legislation.

We acknowledge a challenging duality in our data, which presents both the voices 
of those engaging in what we term the “tactics of unpolitics” and the voices of those 
articulating critiques or observations about them. The duality here introduces a layer 
of analytical complexity, as both discursive strategies and contextual interpreta-
tions must be reconciled within our overall thematic analysis. The tensions observed 
between actors who are proponents of anti-gender rhetoric and those who oppose 
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such rhetoric underscore the multiplicity of perspectives residing within a single 
institutional space. To engage effectively with this multiplicity, our methods involve 
reflexive practices concerning our coding scheme and the interpretive lenses applied 
throughout the analysis (for a discussion on team coding and its ambiguities, see 
Berthet et al 2023).

Analysis of the unpolitics tactics and feminist responses

We argue that a multidimensional framework is necessary to study the impact of 
unpolitics tactics within the specific context of EP, particularly concerning the com-
plex issue of gender equality. We propose four dimensions around which we structure 
our empirical analysis grounding them in literature discussed above: (i) discursive 
tactics, (ii) shifting policies, (iii) changing practices, and (iv) affective atmospheres. 
Feminist political analyses have long pointed to the need of studying the interwoven 
workings of discourses, practices, policies, and affects (for an overview see Kantola 
and Lombardo 2017). For this reason, in each of these four dimensions, we first pro-
vide grounding context on the existing “politics” that RRPs challenge with unpolitics 
tactics. Second, we analyse the tactics and assess whether they reflect unpolitics. 
Third, we examine the responses put forward to defend feminist and democratic poli-
tics, shedding lights on the forms of dissensus over gender equality in the EP. We 
have summarised the findings to Table 1 below.

Discursive tactics

Although the EU gender equality policy framework experienced fluctuations in sup-
port over the past decades (see Jacquot 2015), it has progressed towards developing 
a comprehensive framework to achieve gender equality. As a term, gender equal-
ity implies talking about gender as encompassing structural inequalities, relations 
between genders, and the hierarchical values attached to femininities and masculini-
ties. The use of gender signifies a move beyond the binary categories of “women” and 
“men” to account for gender diversity and intersectionality. Despite the wide accep-
tance of the necessity to talk about gender and intersectionality, discourses around 
the two are also contested among feminist themselves. Black feminists critique the 
white dominance in feminism and the ways in which an intersectional approach to 
gender equality exists at a rhetorical level but remains unachieved in policy-making 
(Christoffersen and Emejulu 2023). Similarly, debates around sex work and trans 
rights reveal the divisions within feminism (Rubio Grundell 2023; 2024).

Unpolitics tactics

Discursive tactics are the preferred, most prominent and loudest strategy of unpolitics 
in the EP. As one interviewee put it: “[t]here had already been a coarsening of lan-
guage in the 8th EP” (Interview 1). The harsh language against gender equality can 
be interpreted as challenging the dominant framings of “gender”, as discussed above. 
As plenary settings are key venues for RRPs to wage their opposition to gender 
equality (Brack 2018), discursive tactics of unpolitics are predominant in our dataset 
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too: they had “more space in speaking time”, were “more organised in groups” and 
were “taking the floor”, as described to us by one staff member from the liberal group 
(Interview 2).

The concept of unpolitics helps to distinguish between two competing dynamics 
of far-right and RRP opposition to gender equality. First, their opposition may be 
rooted in a fundamental rejection of “gender”, with the rhetoric of “gender ideology” 
framing any efforts to advance gender equality as a dangerous ideology. As one Left 
MEP said: “what they [the ECR and the far-right groups] had problems with, it’s gen-
der so, sex is okay and gender is not okay.” (Interview 3). “Gender” became a flagged 
term, symbolizing dynamics of structural and non-binary inequalities, and was there-
fore subjected to outright rejection. The unpolitics tactics of RRPs in the EP include 
challenging common framings of gender equality in the EU policy framework.

Dimensions Unpolitics tactics and actions Feminist 
responses

Discursive 
tactics

vocal;
challenging the understanding 
of gender equality (ridiculing, 
instrumentalizing, redefining);
indirect opposition tactics;
reversing victim-offender binary

reaffirming 
the defense of 
equality rights 
as central to the 
EU’s democratic 
goals;
persevering with 
pro-equality 
agenda-setting

Shifting 
policies

varying approaches based on 
policy;
rejection of gender equality as 
a field;
‘compartmentalization’ of gen-
der equality policy;
deviation of the policy-making 
processes
center-right aligning with RRPs

cordon sanitaire;
dividing the 
‘right’ into 
acceptable and 
unacceptable;
building 
cross-party, 
cross-committee 
and cross-term 
alliances

Changing 
practices

using blue cards combined with 
unpolitics
discursive tactics
corrupt use of money for politi-
cal groups
hijacking FEMM agenda with a 
focus on
family rights

Democratic 
engagement;
Blue-cards;
Requesting the 
use of Rules 
of Procedure 
to counter 
hate speech 
and foreign 
interferences

Affective 
atmospheres

ambivalence: permissive politi-
cal atmosphere of consensus vs. 
opportunity to antagonize and 
polarize;
high polarization on gender 
equality;
resorting to strong emotions, 
antagonism, and division

Cordon 
sanitaire;
Democratic 
engagement;

Table 1  Unpolitics tactics and 
feminist responses across the 
four dimensions
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Specifically, the tactics include ridiculing gender equality, as the following citation 
by a MEP from a far-right group seeks to prove:

Gender equality? You have this (...) in every topic here at the Parliament (...) 
you cannot have a directive for gender equality in, breastfeeding, [utters a 
laugh]. So that’s something that they are always trying to force, but it’s against 
nature in our perspective. (Interview 4)

Further strategies instrumentalize gender equality to achieve other goals, such as dis-
rupting politics. For instance, the political struggle around the Istanbul Convention 
reveals less a lack of majority in the EP than an attempt to create dissensus:

I think there is a big majority in the European Parliament for the Istanbul con-
vention … but it has become.. like refugees… a possibility for some of those 
far right governments to use, as a.. Like, almost, a false.. like, they would make 
it their political goal. (Interview 3)

Strategies also include indirect forms of opposition to gender equality (c.f. Kantola 
and Lombardo 2021a, b), such as concealing it within anti-migration rhetoric. As one 
RRP MEP said: “I think that Islamisation is a danger that should be very well scru-
tinised. In the next 30 years we will have signs of discrimination of women coming 
from Islamic presence in the society” (Interview 4). Bending equality issues towards 
anti-immigration stances is a common discursive strategy, often generating weariness 
in progressive actors: “They tend to ask endless questions about immigration and 
Islam. Tiresome really.” (Interview 5). Similarly a woman MEP from the Greens/
EFA group said:

it was really concerning to me (…) the nationalistic argument that all of your 
problems have to do with (...) those people over there, they’re causing your 
problems whether it’s European bureaucrats or migrants or whatever… (Inter-
view 6)

Two other strategies included, first, self-victimisation given their alleged marginali-
sation from democratic processes and lack of “true” gender equality (see also Kantola 
and Lombardo 2021a, b): “they’re not listening are they? They want to use citizens 
as a stage army to give democratic legitimacy to a decision which lacks democratic 
legitimacy” (Interview 7). Second, the strategy of accusing others of double standards 
is frequently used. For example, one female MEP blamed liberals for moralising oth-
ers yet not meeting their own standards by refusing discussions on “immigrants” and 
not “listen[ing] to citizens” when they dislike the views (Interview 7).

We suggest that especially the fundamental opposition to gender equality, rather 
than the dispute over its meaning and scope in EU law, is a form of unpolitics. Gen-
der equality as a topic demonstrates that at times dissensus is not only a rhetorical 
conflict over meaning (cf. Coman and Brack 2025), but also more concerningly that it 
has real implications in terms of democratic inclusion, justice, and equality. Although 
far-right stances intrinsically contravene EU treaties, we argue that their opposition 
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to gender equality illustrates their rejection of core EU values entirely: democratic 
participation, equality, respect for the rule of law. The instrumental use of gender 
equality does not always amount to unpolitics, but can bend equality goals to other 
purposes (Lombardo et al. 2009). However, we suggest that unpolitics makes it pos-
sible to pinpoint the disruptive forms of the instrumental use of gender equality.

Feminist responses

In response, feminist actors systematically reaffirmed gender equality as a core EU 
value and persisted with a consistent agenda-setting strategy to address issues tar-
geted by RRPs. MEPs opposing the development of gender equality policies are 
not only framed as “anti-rights” actors but essentially as “anti-democratic” ones. 
Feminist MEPs strategically posit attacks on equality issues as equal to attacks on 
opposing democratic principles. Concurrently, this strategy helps broaden support for 
equality issues from actors otherwise disengaged with them.

Our interviewees highlighted how the EP resolution on sexual and reproductive 
health and rights in the EU (2020/2215(INI)) was adopted, in part, due to a clear 
and consistent approach that positioned opponents on “the wrong side of history” 
(Interview 8): “it’s up to them to choose whether they want to be on the right side 
when things shift.” Whilst opposition to gender equality can be disruptive and serve 
unpolitics tactics, the feminist response reaffirms the defense of equality rights as 
central to EU democratic goals.

Shifting policies

Achieving progress in gender equality requires multiple policies, going beyond anti-
discrimination law to far-reaching tools targeting inequality structures. It includes, 
for instance, adopting positive action favouring the underrepresented sex in the 
labour market under strict circumstances; gender mainstreaming; and funding gen-
der equality actions and strategies (Ahrens 2019; Kantola 2017; Jacquot 2015). EU 
gender equality policy first focused on the labour market: women’s participation in 
the labour force, equal pay for the work of equal value, removing direct and indirect 
discrimination. The field has since expanded to a range of social policy issues (e.g., 
care and work-life balance), outlawing gender-based discrimination in goods and 
services, and gender-based violence. Even with the first von der Leyen Commis-
sion (seen in the literature as supportive of gender equality policy development), the 
field advanced only in some core areas and not in others (e.g. not in relation to the 
political priorities of the Green Deal, migration, or digitalisation) (see Abels et al. 
2025)—illustrating the limits of gender mainstreaming. The shift to intersectionality 
has been incomplete too.

Unpolitics strategies

As expected, unpolitics tactics are manifest in the equality policy-making in the EP. 
One Greens/EFA MEP went as far as to suggest that a minority “representing 25% of 
the parliamentary membership” significantly influences decision-making processes 
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(Interview 9), despite their absence in key parliamentary activities. This absenteeism 
reveals how “unpolitics" can disrupt norms of policy-making by imposing ideologi-
cal dissensus with strategic absences and destructive rhetoric instead of engagement.

Unpolitics strategies in policy-making also include deviating committee pro-
cedures; broad right-of-center alliances; compartmentalizing gender equality or 
rejecting it as a policy field altogether. First, our data indicates that center-right and 
radical-right groups use unpolitics to undermine established legislative procedures 
and create dissensus by deviating committee procedures, often as a deliberate provo-
cation. Our interviewees explained that MEPs employing these tactics deserted com-
mittee work before getting increasingly engaged by tabling amendments despite 
foreseeably low success rates (Interviews 10; 11)—therefore not seeking substantial 
policy engagement. We argue this reveals the goal of exerting influence not substan-
tively but on policy narratives and public opinion.

Interviewees also observed the strategy wherein radical right groups become more 
integrally involved, seeking visibility and leveraging opportunities to critique foun-
dational elements such as the euro or fiscal rules (Interview 12). As remarked, these 
“drifting” strategies occasionally lead to a convergence on compromise-driven initia-
tives, yet their underlying agenda remains an existential critique of European insti-
tutional frameworks.

we see now a little bit more from some of them in (...) You don’t see it on laws 
necessarily because they simply do not engage in law-making, probably also 
because they think their amendments will not be voted for. I don’t know what 
the reasons exactly are. Either they are lazy or they think they will not be treated 
equally. But in resolutions you see it. You see amendments. You see amend-
ments from, the German right wing (Interview 2)

These tactics are reinforced by the frequent alignment of actors in the right of the 
EP. As our participants remark—the EPP often allies themselves with the radical 
right, especially in terms of gender equality policies, creating “unholy alliances” (cf. 
Ahrens et al. 2022). These variations on the right-wing spectrum, supposedly sepa-
rating conservatives from extremists, shape collaborative opportunities for pragmatic 
policy- and decision-making. Further, it demonstrates expectations on the right in 
terms of “unpolitical behaviours” also from the progressives. Our interviewees high-
lighted the openness of the EPP to ally with the “less radical” ECR, indicating a 
navigable landscape for policy-making (Interview 2). This had implications for par-
liamentary interactions and committee process—as one liberal speaker put it—“[i]t 
will just be less pleasant” (Interview 2).

Then, unpolitics tactics also include the compartmentalization or rejection of the 
gender equality field altogether. Such denouncements illustrate a deliberate attempt 
to manipulate policy-making with disinformation. In some cases, ECR MEPs and 
some EPP MEPs united in opposing policies related to reproductive rights and gender 
identity by tabling joint requests to excise these issues from policy documents. Split-
ting issues along the lines of whether they should include a gender perspective or not 
leads to the segmentation of policy areas. This delineation reinforces the notion of 
compartmentalization of gender equality in the policy process, where gender issues 
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are isolated, potentially aiding relegating gender equality to peripheral consideration 
rather than integral policy planning (Interview 10).

Our participants describe an inherent “ignorance” in disregarding gender within 
economic issues, seeing FEMM as a singular, linear approach failing in effectively 
mainstreaming gender across policy domains (Interview 13). In contrast to discursive 
unpolitics tactics, the strategies in terms of policy-making are more obfuscated. The 
intricate interplay of strategic absence and presence, process twisting, and policy 
compartmentalization highlight the challenge.

Feminist responses

In response, feminist MEPs and staff used the strategy of sidelining and ignoring 
RRP actors through a cordon sanitaire: “we try to ensure that they will not get any 
relevant files (…) if they say something we say oh we’ll take note of your position 
thank you and then we just continue as before” (Interview 11). Intended to protect 
a democratic bloc from Eurosceptics, the cordon sanitaire is often criticised as a 
form of exclusionary politics. Concomitantly, defining who belongs to the category 
of “undesirables” is increasingly difficult (Ripoll Servant 2019):

Normally we don’t work with the ECR at all on FEMM. But (...) as it happened, 
the member they appointed, was a survivor of FGM so (...) there we could work 
with them. (Interview 10)

Feminist responses focused on building cross-party, cross-committee and cross-term 
coalitions. Historically the largest feminist coalition in the EP (Ahrens 2016), FEMM 
now hosts more RRPs, prompting feminist MEPs to seek alliances beyond it for 
instance within the Committee on Civil Liberties, Justice and Home Affairs (LIBE) 
and the Special Committee on Foreign Interference in all Democratic Processes 
(INGE).

we want broad coalitions… the ownership had to be broader because that makes 
people engage… having those little meetings, also hearings inviting maybe 
committees… (...), was especially important to us. (Interview 8)

Lastly, cross-term coalition between current and former MEPs facilitated the 
exchange of knowledge leading to improved strategies and adoption of resolutions 
on otherwise contested issues (see for instance the adoption of the Matic resolution 
on reproductive rights in the EU in 2021, Berthet 2022b).

Changing practices

Parliaments have hardly ever been gender equal institutions and, despite its good 
reputation, the European Parliament is no exception. For instance, the so called 
MeTooEP campaign exposed the prevalence of sexual harassment (Berthet 2022) and 
the desire of some political groups, such as the EPP, to protect the Parliament’s repu-
tation rather than to eradicate sexual harassment (Berthet and Kantola 2021). The EP 
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has nevertheless made some efforts to democratise its practices and to make them 
more gender equal. In particular, it introduced blue cards to liven the plenary debates 
or sanctions on hate speech. The EP also remains open to civil society participation 
and lobbyists enabling their input to policy-making, participation in committee hear-
ings, events, and knowledge exchange. There have also been rule changes to tame the 
populist impact, including shortening speaking time (Guisan 2022).

Unpolitics tactics

RRPs and far-right groups make strategic use of the opportunity structures in the 
EP to oppose gender and gender equality policies (see e.g. Mos and Rubio Grundell 
2025). They include organising events with like-minded MEPs and groups; lobbying 
and setting-up networks. Parliamentary practices that allow democratic debate in ple-
naries, committees and group meetings become important channels for opposition. 
As they attempt to acquire key positions and submit amendments in committees, their 
strategy shifts from absenteeism to participatory roles (Brack 2018).

The way that the “extreme right” used blue cards during debates on “LGBT free 
zones” in Poland was described by one Renew assistant as resulting in increased 
hostility, “fighting” and “open confrontative debate” (Interview 14). Interestingly, 
the same tactic was later adopted by younger MEPs who wanted to bring “liveliness” 
to the plenary (Interview 14). Making use of parliamentary practices can hardly be 
considered unpolitics, yet we argue that they become unpolitics when combined with 
discursive tactics that seek to destruct rights and undermine participation—with hate 
speech or rejection of core values such equality (for examples see Kantola and Lom-
bardo 2021a and 2021b).

One interviewee raised the existence of corrupt practices, suggesting the need to 
reform rules governing political parties at the European level: “because we have seen 
in the past, they cheat on the money and on the expenditure” (Interview 9). The 
interviewee then raised a tactic he observed the RRPs employing to optimize their 
presence in the EP:

part of the money is just distributed equally to each party regardless of size or 
electoral success (...) And we’ve seen a bit in the past that that happened on 
political groups in the Parliament as well, with ECR, before it was the ENF 
and the EFDD, (...) and for each group again there is a minimum and the types 
of position you get and stuff, it, makes more sense to be three groups with this 
many MEPs rather than have one group with this many MEPs, in terms of what 
you get. (Interview 9)

FEMM is an interesting focus point of these practices: “the most pro- or anti-women 
rights people gravitate to FEMM” (Interview 10). The interest that the far right 
expresses in participating in the work of the committee suggests a desire to hijack or 
colonize its agenda with a focus on family rights. Despite the continued collabora-
tion across the centre-left groups with support from EPP MEPs, the pressure from the 
far right was increasing already in the 8th EP (Interview 15). Arguably, the FEMM 
committee has now long been populated with anti-feminist actors, yet this does not 
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preclude the fact that many feminist actors in the EP still present their institution’s 
feminist commitments relying on a situation that has long ceased to exist.

The flexible coalitions are based on different dynamics in FEMM when compared 
to the whole parliament. According to this Greens/EFA MEP even the ECR MEPs in 
FEMM at times joined the progressive coalition for gender equality: “we will have 
a very, equal mindset from the GUE to the ECR. [T]here’s no big opposition to it 
anywhere, apart from ID of course. The problem we have is that these people that are 
in FEMM coming from Renew and coming from EPP do not represent their groups.” 
(Interview 16).

The more conservative parts within the EPP seek to either stall the group in rela-
tion to gender equality or to enforce their own opinions. This translated into internal 
political group practices where “high-ranking staff members” wanted—from the EPP 
FEMM committee advisors keen to work on gender equality—a list of all gender 
issues to be discussed in the political group meeting, so that their “high-ranking” 
MEPs could be “strategically absent” from the meetings (Interview 17). These MEPs 
make an effort to set another meeting to coincide with the group meeting to make 
them unavailable because “they don’t want to touch” gender equality (Interview 17).

In sum, parliamentary practices both formal and informal are not a protection 
against unpolitics as such but can be used both by RRP and by those opposing them. 
Parliamentary practices are not by default democratic (in the sense of politics) but 
can also be used for undemocratic ends (in the sense of unpolitics) especially when 
combined with other tactics we have identified, namely discursive and policy-making 
– or affective, an issue we turn to in the final analytical section.

Feminist responses

In response to the above, feminist MEPs have adopted new strategies in FEMM. 
Exclusionary practices were paused as one MEP from ECR was allocated a file on 
parenthood rights in the EU (2022/0402(CNS)) as opinion rapporteur — a role her 
group has been typically excluded from by the cordon sanitaire in FEMM. Other 
FEMM members, from the centre-left feminist alliance, took part in the decision-
making process as usual and their amendments transformed the original text into a 
progressive version — making it impossible for the ECR MEP to remain in her posi-
tion. Her anti-gender stances were effectively sidelined through inclusionary politics. 
A consequence of her withdrawal is that the chair of the Committee automatically 
becomes responsible for the file (FEMM Committee debate 19.09.2023).

Likewise, although feminist MEPs tend to ignore RRPs, their harmful rhetoric 
sometimes necessitates direct response. Blue cards allow such interaction in plenary 
debate and feminist MEPs ask ‘blue-card question’ to oppose destructive discourses 
and reaffirm core values of equality. Finally, the EP Rules of Procedure (RoP) con-
stitute an important formal tool to guard against undemocratic practices. Feminist 
MEPs sought to use RoP to sanction hate speech and to prevent access of some radi-
cal ultraconservative anti-abortion lobbyists from parliamentary premises, notably 
by invoking the risk of foreign interference. As our interviewees explained, however, 
such a request is not well received by the EP higher hierarchy who tend to see this as 
too radical and limiting freedom of speech (Interviews 18; 19).
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Affective atmospheres

We understand “affective atmospheres” as the complex emotional and psychological 
environments shaping decision-and policy-making, the tenor of debates and legisla-
tive activities that are instrumental in molding the space where policy negotiations 
and ideological contestations occur. Importantly, affective atmospheres are ambiva-
lent—both permissive and oppressive as they can specifically orient against equality 
and generally reflect the contradictory parliamentary attitudes and dissensus.

Work by Ahrens et al. (2022), Berthet (2022a, b) and Kantola (2022) highlights 
increasing political polarisation on gender equality and human rights both between 
and within the political groups owing to the increased presence of anti-gender MEPs 
in the EP. In terms of affects, this reality can be understood through the lens of “dan-
gerousness” or “threat”, where discussions on gender equality are framed as “ide-
ological” or “immoral”, thus legitimizing the adoption of unpolitics to counteract 
them. Consequently, strategies which leverage narratives of threat and immorality 
contribute to an atmosphere permissive for practices of unpolitics, challenging pro-
ponents of gender equality policies with the formidable task of advocacy in a climate 
rife with antagonism.

Consensus and coalition building, trust and networking have been shown to be 
important in the EP (Ringe 2010). Thus, principles of tolerance and openness are 
supposed to underscore parliament’s operations. The influx of RRP, Eurosceptics and 
anti-gender MEPs brings in actors who disrupt the logics that prioritised the plenary 
as a main site of their action, and who are dismissive, or closed off from, traditional 
political dynamics (see, e.g. Brack 2018; Kantola & Miller 2021; Kantola & Lom-
bardo 2021a, b). EP affective atmospheres, predicated on fear, moral panic and haste, 
erode the normative structures of political engagement, replacing them with a form of 
unpolitics that undermines consensus-building and collaborative governance.

Unpolitics actions

While arguably the least tangible dimension, unpolitics influences the general atmo-
sphere rather than emanating from specific tactics. Unpolitical affective atmospheres 
contribute to creating a fertile ground for all the other dimensions discussed above. 
As research demonstrates, gender equality raises emotions in politics and policy-
making in the EP (Kantola and Miller 2021). For instance, the various modes of 
opposition to the Istanbul Convention in the EP (cf. Berthet 2022a, b) have produced 
a lot of anger “with the countries who are against it” (Interview 13).

Our interviewees stressed that unpolitics tactics tend to create a “battleground 
mentality” in the EP, where two polarized visions clash. As one interviewee puts it, 
the conflict results in.

upset that you’re trying to make us go to a kind of western values that we don’t 
agree with, or feminist values probably. And just, you know defiance. And so 
much so that we may end up not getting it agreed by everybody and we may just 
have to bring in further legislation.” (Interview 13).
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The quote underscores how the affective atmosphere directly impacts on the policy 
processes in the EP. Similarly, sexual rights and reproductive health, as another divi-
sive issue, underlie the unpolitical affective atmosphere in the EP. This is very clear in 
the divisions within the EPP that create surprise, resentment and distrust among their 
own ranks. The following observation of an EPP MEP underscores the complexity 
of forming coherent policy paths when internal divisions and wide-ranging emotions 
are so pronounced, noting their surprise at some positions adopted even by suppos-
edly progressive countries (Interview 13).

I think there’s a lot of resistance to gender, particularly sexual and human repro-
ductive rights. That’s just.. unreal you know (...) we go for split votes. (...) And 
even Germany, in Germany, some of the positions Germany takes it’s really 
surprising. (Interview 13)

There is an expected “emotional backlash” that our participants notice that pertains to 
broader politics in the EP, not just gender equality policy. As one interviewee put it: “I 
think the situation after the 2019 elections (…) this is a very difficult legislature and 
we’ll have to turn it around, otherwise we’ll be facing very, I would say even angry 
times. We are already facing angry times” (Interview 3). This depiction suggests that 
affects such as anger and frustration are not peripheral to political discussions but 
rather integral, highlighting that shared emotional states can foster communal identi-
ties and solidarities, transforming individual sentiment into political momentum.

Another salient theme from our interviews relates to the affective consequences 
of gender disparities they either witnessed or have been subjected to. Sexist or 
misogynist experiences and discrimination is imbued with feelings of frustration and 
disillusionment, while at the same time reinforcing an “us vs. them” mentality. For 
instance, one MEP, expressed a palpable sense of disappointment directed towards 
other political groups that systematically dismiss women to create space for male 
counterparts—“[they] dismissed their female MEPs, and MPs at the national level, 
to make (space) for men” (Interview 20). This depiction of gender politics emanates 
an affective charge of outrage and disbelief that is directly aimed at “them”. While 
affect theory highlights how these emotional responses can serve as both personal 
expressions and social catalysts that galvanize political actions aimed at redressing 
inequalities, the affective atmosphere in the EP points to an unsurpassable values 
divide that can result in some cases in complacency or inertia when it places unpoli-
tics and inequality squarely on one side of the political spectrum.

Furthermore, work in the EP often assumes metaphorical and theatrical dimen-
sions, as can be seen around the discussions on the sense of maintaining or break-
ing the cordon sanitaire. Emphasizing metaphors of space, one MEP warned against 
allowing RRP groups to monopolize the “center stage”, arguing for participation in 
the debate to prevent self-exclusion from important discussions. This framing reveals 
how political debates are not only about content but are also performative acts, with 
strategic positioning often playing a critical role (Ethnographic note 21). Here, the 
affective tone underscores the challenge that arises when an emotional spectacle takes 
precedence over reasoned debate, potentially diverting attention from nuanced policy 
discussions. The reference to “embodied language” in debates hints at the emotional 
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labour involved in political engagement, where metaphors of space become central 
to how MEPs negotiate their roles.

Several participants also focused on how RRPs engender an atmosphere fraught 
with emotional volatility, which can hinder productive political processes. For 
instance, an EPP MEP stated that far-right populists subscribe to “populistic emo-
tions” rather than engaging with substantive policy work (Interview 22), reflecting 
an affective critique of political superficiality and opportunism. This observation cap-
tures a spectrum of affective reactions, ranging from irritation to exasperation at the 
lack of consistent political engagement from certain actors. The affective aspect of 
this strategic positioning reveals the emotional costs and investments embedded in 
striving to maintain a visible and authoritative presence within highly charged politi-
cal arenas.

Feminist responses

The presence of RRPs impacts other MEPs affectively, creating the urge to imple-
ment a cordon sanitaire while simultaneously generating depressing emotions of 
having to do so (Kantola and Miller 2021). Our findings stress a shift in the imple-
mentation of the cordon sanitaire which at times is abandoned in favor of a demo-
cratic engagement with RRPs. As populist forces gain influence through electoral 
success, their exclusion from the democratic policymaking process becomes increas-
ingly difficult. We also discussed the above examples of MEPs from RRP groups 
being included in the policy process in FEMM as they showed competencies on 
specific issues (e.g., FGM). Practices of democratic engagement were strategically 
used during negotiations on controversial issues such as reproductive rights with the 
aim of giving “time and space to everyone” (Interview 8). Yet this engagement high-
lighted the incompetencies of RRP MEPs on substantive policies and their disinterest 
for consensus-building:

They went too far, and they also reacted emotionally on certain issues rather 
than logically (...) both the ID (...) and the ECR representatives had many 
chances to say what they wanted to say (...) so they were not silent. (...) I mean 
it’s great for the cameras (...) but that’s not something that will convince, let’s 
say, people who are center-right in EP to join you. (Interview 8)

The growing cohort of far-right, RRPs and conservative MEPs is likely to also bring 
in actors with views that do not reject feminism but rather propose an alternative of 
it—for instance against migrant men or trans people—thus increasing the tensions 
and negative feeling within the broader affective atmosphere of feminist politics in 
the EP—exacerbating internal division within feminism (Rubio Grundell 2024).
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Conclusion

In this article, we suggest that “unpolitics” functions as a mode of political articula-
tion (as understood by Laclau 2005), applicable to both progressive and radical right 
populist movements. We argued equality politics in the European Parliament, as a key 
site of dissensus over liberal democracy, unveils layers of ‘unpolitics’ both implicitly 
and explicitly woven into the institutional workings relating to discourses, policies, 
practices, and affective atmospheres. Our analysis supports a nuanced exploration of 
unpolitics in relation to equality politics—one that goes beyond rules and strategies, 
encompassing a comprehensive multidimensional framework as we proposed.

Our framework helps clarify how unpolitics operates in the EP around complex 
gender-equality issues. First, unpolitics strategies show that dissensus is not merely 
rhetorical but produces tangible consequences for democratic inclusion, justice, and 
equality. At the same time, established parliamentary practices give actors the tools 
to shift their strategy from absenteeism to participatory roles (through amendments, 
blue cards and the organisation of events in the EP), reminding us that parliamentary 
practices are not by default democratic (politics) but can also be used for undemo-
cratic ends (unpolitics). Then, the EP’s increasingly polarised affective atmosphere 
fuels these tactics. Emotions such as frustration and anger circulate collectively and 
transform individual sentiment into political momentum. Finally, feminist actors 
respond with a consistent pro-equality agenda but adjust their practices either by 
excluding from (cordon sanitaire) or including (democratic engagement) unpolitical 
actors in the decision-making process. The hostile environment for gender equality 
weakens the feminist coalition as it increasingly generates internal division within 
feminism.

A significant empirical finding concerns the dual nature of unpolitics, as demon-
strated in the analysis of feminist responses. Unpolitics strategies create opportuni-
ties for political actors across the whole European Parliament, with varying impacts 
dependent upon whether their objectives are constructive or destructive. We pro-
pose that unpolitics, for example, through mechanisms such as a cordon sanitaire, 
has the potential to protect equality while simultaneously infringing on democratic 
principles. This observation aligns with the dilemma of addressing disruptive actors 
through either a democratic logic or a protective rationale, as discussed by Norman 
(2021). Our study reveals a trend where feminist actors increasingly employ the dem-
ocratic logic and unpolitics strategies in their counteractions to the populist right, 
specifically within the context of the European Parliament.

The implications of these findings for the contestations over liberal democracy in 
the EP are meaningful. Our analysis shows that yes, dissensus over liberal democracy 
is a line of conflict in the EP. However, conflicts over gender equality are, as ever, a 
litmus test of the contents and workings of that democracy. Unpolitics, as a mecha-
nism, challenges the traditional frameworks of democratic engagement by introduc-
ing non-traditional modes of interaction that blur the lines between consensus and 
conflict. This phenomenon has significant ramifications for the discourse surround-
ing liberal democracy, as it reflects a growing tension between embracing plurality 
and maintaining stability within democratic institutions. The strategic utilization of 
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unpolitics by both progressive and populist right groups underscores persistent con-
testation over the foundational principles of liberal democracy.

List of cited interviews and ethnographic notes

1.	 Female S&D MEP 27 Jan 2020
2.	 Male ALDE Staff 29 Jan 2019
3.	 Female Left MEP 16 Mar 2020
4.	 Male I&D MEP 12 Mar 2020
5.	 Male Renew MEP 13 Dec 2019
6.	 Female Greens/EFA MEP 21 Jan 2020
7.	 Female non-attached MEP 27 Jan 2020
8.	 Female S&D Staff 2 Oct 2023
9.	 Male Greens/EFA MEP 3 Mar 2020
10.	 Female Renew Staff 4 Mar 2020
11.	 Male S&D Staff 4 Mar 2020
12.	 Male S&D MEP 26 Feb 2019
13.	 Female EPP MEP 4 Mar 2020
14.	 Male Renew Staff 13 Mar 2020
15.	 Male GUE-NGL MEP 1 Apr 2019
16.	 Female Greens/EFA MEP 10 Mar 2020
17.	 Female EPP Staff 6 Mar 2020
18.	 Female Greens/EFA Staff 1 Sep 2023
19.	 Female Left Staff 6 Sep 2023
20.	 Female Greens/EFA MEP 13 Mar 2020
21.	 Ethnographic note shadowing male S&D MEP 16–17 Oct 2018
22.	 Male EPP MEP 18 Mar 2020
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