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This article examines how right-wing and populist radical right (PRR) parties con
struct and contest feminism as a discursive field in parliamentary debates, and 
how these discursive constructions vary across different levels of institutionaliza
tion of feminist politics. Focusing on Italy and Spain, we analyze parliamentary 
debates on key bills addressing trans rights and homolesbobitransphobia (2018– 
2023), using a mixed-methods approach that combines semantic network and 
qualitative content analysis. We find that, in Spain, feminism emerges as a central 
discursive target, whereas Italian parties tend to avoid explicit references to it. 
Despite this, in both contexts right-wing and PRR parties strategically weaponize 
feminism to advance (femo)nationalist and trans-exclusionary agendas. The arti
cle underscores the role of parliamentary discourse in using feminism to foster 
counter-intersectional politics and shows how varying degrees of feminist institu
tionalization shape the development of different discursive strategies to weapon
ize feminism within parliamentary arenas.
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Introduction
In recent years, populist radical right (PRR) parties, alongside traditional 

right-wing parties, have increasingly articulated exclusionary gender politics by 
relying on collaborations with anti-gender organizations (Lavizzari and Pirro 
2024). These collaborations foster hostile political environments and contribute 
to de-democratization processes (Krizs�an and Roggeband 2021). Although the 
use of anti-gender rhetoric by right-wing and PRR parties has been widely ex
amined in media and policy contexts (Reinhardt et al. 2024), research on its ar
ticulation within parliamentary arenas remains limited (Kantola and Lombardo 
2021), leaving the weaponization of feminism in these settings an underexplored 
phenomenon.

Building on evidence that far-right grassroots activists appropriate feminist 
concerns (Calderaro 2025), this article argues that feminism constitutes a central 
discursive and symbolic entry point into contemporary right-wing and PRR 
parliamentary politics. Rather than treating it as one issue among others, these 
actors construct feminism as a broader discursive field through various exclu
sionary discourses linked together to advance counter-intersectional politics 
(Dursun 2019), understood as a politics that not only neglects intersectional 
inequalities, but also that “is deliberately aimed at undoing intersectional dis
courses” (Dursun 2019, 77). In this sense, feminism is a key object of discursive 
weaponization, as it is invoked, reframed, or contested to support exclusionary 
politics. Examining how feminism is weaponized in parliamentary debates 
allows us to capture the discursive processes through which the broader archi
tecture of anti-gender discourse is (re)produced within institutional settings. 
Building on research on the connections between anti-gender and PRR actors 
(Lavizzari 2025), particularly those targeting feminist politics (Scrinzi 2026) and 
instrumentally appropriating feminist claims (Colella 2021), this article examines 
how right-wing and PRR parties construct and contest feminism in parliamen
tary debates in Italy and Spain to foster exclusionary politics.

Previous studies find that PRR gender-related agendas are shaped by domi
nant equality discourses and overarching gender regimes (Lavizzari and Pirro 
2024; Reinhardt et al. 2024), showing that parties tend to (re)produce femona
tionalist arguments in countries with more established gender equality machin
ery (Karlberg et al. 2025) or foster anti-LGBTQIAþ and anti-abortion 
discourses in countries with lower levels of gender equality (Reinhardt et al. 
2024). While these studies illuminate the structural factors shaping PRR gender 
agendas, current investigations have addressed gender politics more broadly 
(Lavizzari and Pirro 2024) and mostly outside of parliamentary arenas 
(Reinhardt et al. 2024), and a specific focus on how feminism is targeted by 
right-wing and PRR actors has only recently emerged (Scrinzi 2026). To con
tribute to this emerging line of research, in this investigation we focus on the 
underrepresented domain of parliamentary arenas to examine how variations in 
the institutionalization of feminist demands shape how right-wing and PRR 
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actors construct and weaponize feminism as a discursive field. We ask the fol
lowing questions:

(1) How do right-wing and PRR parties construct and contest feminism as a 
discursive field in parliamentary debates? 

(2) How is feminism weaponized to articulate counter-intersectional politics? 
(3) How do different levels of feminist institutionalization shape distinct strat

egies of weaponization of feminism in parliamentary arenas? 

Empirically, we adopt a most-similar comparative design between Italy and 
Spain, two countries with similar sociopolitical profiles, but divergent trajectories 
of feminist institutionalization within contrasting gender regimes (Alonso et al. 
2023). These differences provide a specific lens for analyzing how right-wing and 
PRR actors weaponize feminism in parliamentary debates. Parliamentary speech is 
examined as a key site of knowledge production (Verloo 2018), where struggles 
over the meaning and legitimacy of feminism are negotiated through existing insti
tutional arrangements. We analyze key parliamentary debates on trans rights and 
homolesbobitransphobia1 (2018–2023) using a mixed-methods approach that com
bines semanti-c network analysis and qualitative content analysis through a cross- 
case reading of our findings.

This study provides new insights into how right-wing and PRR actors con
struct feminism as a discursive field for exclusionary purposes. It advances schol
arship on the populist radical right by identifying the discursive strategies 
through which parliamentary actors weaponize feminism and by examining 
contextual conditions enabling such strategies. Furthermore, this article under
scores the role of parliamentary discourse as a key site for the discursive articu
lation of anti-feminist and counter-intersectional politics. These findings 
emphasize the importance of integrating an intersectional lens into the study of 
right-wing and PRR politics to capture how discursive fields are strategically 
constructed and interwoven to sustain exclusionary agendas.

(Anti-)gender politics of right-wing and PRR actors in 
southern Europe

Anti-gender politics is understood as a set of actors, politics, and discourses 
opposing gender equality and LGBTQIAþ rights2 (Kuhar and Paternotte 2017) 
in close connection to right-wing and PRR actors, religious conservatives, and, 
in some cases, also trans-exclusionary feminists (Platero 2023).

While this definition foregrounds opposition to gender and equality more 
broadly, we argue that feminism occupies a central role within anti-gender and 
PRR politics as both a primary target and a key discursive field. Anti-gender, 
right-wing and PRR actors do not only oppose specific policies but actively pro
duce representations of feminism (Calderaro 2025; Scrinzi 2026)—reframing it 
as ideological, extremist, exclusionary, or even threatening—to symbolically 
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condense a wider range of social transformations they seek to resist. In this 
sense, feminism functions as a strategic proxy through which broader opposi
tion to equality, justice, and social change is articulated (Lombardo et al. 2025).

Although existing literature has extensively mapped the actors, discourses, 
and institutional impact of anti-gender politics across Europe (Kuhar and 
Paternotte 2017), we focus on Spain and Italy, two contexts in which not only 
have anti-gender politics entered national institutions (Lavizzari and Pirro 
2024), but where trans-exclusionary feminists have adopted positions that con
verge with anti-gender claims, especially around questions of gender identity 
and trans rights (Platero 2023; Gusmeroli 2024). In Spain, Vox has been identi
fied as the main PRR party (Rama et al. 2021), with Partido Popular, the tradi
tional right, displaying strategic ideological synergies with both Vox, anti- 
gender, and Catholic organizations (Pichel-V�azquez and Enguix Grau 2021). 
Italy shows a wider range of PRR parties, in particular the League and the 
Brothers of Italy (BoI). These two parties have endorsed anti-gender positions 
to qualify themselves as new political representatives of Italian Catholics (Bell�e 
and Don�a 2022), as well as to articulate anti-LGBTQIAþ (Prearo and Scopelliti 
2025), xenophobic, and femonationalist discourses (Colella 2021; De Giorgi 
et al. 2023), facilitating the entrance of members of prominent anti-gender 
organizations in national political institutions (Lavizzari 2025). Forza Italia, a 
traditional center-right party, has supported the organization of pro-life and 
pro-family initiatives (Prearo 2024). Building on these studies, this article 
analyzes how right-wing and PRR actors tap into anti-gender narratives in 
parliamentary speeches to construct and weaponize feminism as a discur
sive field.

Contextualizing feminism in Italy and Spain
In this article, we understand feminism as “a struggle to end sexist 

oppression” (hooks 1984, 24), oriented toward the transformation of power rela
tions across both grassroots and institutional arenas. Building on this perspec
tive, we operationalize feminism as a discursive reference field within 
parliamentary debates, examining how it is strategically constructed and weap
onized by right-wing and PRR parliamentary discourses, since they frequently 
position themselves in opposition to, or seek to appropriate, feminist claims in 
both Italy and Spain (Lombardo et al. 2025; Scrinzi 2026). In this sense, femi
nism operates not only as a political struggle but also as a symbolic and discur
sive field around which competing political projects are articulated.

Albeit constructed in parliamentary settings, this discursive field is linked to 
grassroots feminist mobilizations and shaped by the degree of institutionaliza
tion of feminist demands. Feminist movements in Italy and Spain have experi
enced renewed mobilization in the 2010s, linked to grievances related to the 
2008 economic crisis (Chironi and Portos 2021), but following different 
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trajectories. Spanish feminist mobilizations have focused on reproductive rights 
and gender-based violence, strengthening alliances with institutions (Campillo 
2019; Chironi and Portos 2021). In Italy, feminist groups, anti-violence centers, 
and LGBTQIAþ collectives have interacted with national institutions in more 
conflictual ways (Barone and Bonu Rosenkranz 2025). In both contexts, feminist 
mobilizations have increasingly adopted a transfeminist perspective centered on 
intersectionality and the critique of the gender binary (Arfini 2020; Cambroll�e 
Jurado and Dom�ınguez Fuentes 2023). Given our empirical focus on southern 
Europe, our understanding and operationalization of feminism builds on trans
feminist scholarship, arguing that feminism, trans rights and LGBTQIAþ issues 
are tightly entangled within the same struggle to end sexist oppression.

Simultaneously, in both countries trans-exclusionary feminists have adopted 
positions that align with anti-gender and PRR narratives, particularly in fram
ing trans rights as a threat to (cisgender) women’s rights (Platero 2023; 
Gusmeroli 2024). Since 2022, many Spanish cities have held two different pro
tests for the 8M: one adopting a transfeminist stance and the other a trans- 
exclusionary one (Mendoza 2026). Similar efforts to exclude trans people char
acterized some pride parades in Italy, where trans-exclusionary feminists exited 
the organizing committees and boycotted the events (Villa 2020).

These exclusionary efforts have extended beyond activist spaces into institu
tional arenas, shaping how the discursive field of feminism is publicly con
structed and contested. This is particularly relevant for our analysis, as the 
“feminism” invoked in parliamentary debates is not solely a construction of 
right-wing and PRR actors, but also a discursive object shaped by “strange bed
fellows” allyships (Platero 2023) between PRR parties, anti-gender organiza
tions, trans-exclusionary feminists and other anti-trans groups.

Institutionalization and weaponization of feminism 
across contexts

The discursive construction of feminism within parliamentary settings is 
shaped by its institutionalization, understood as the embedding of feminist 
agendas and equality-oriented governance mechanisms within state institutions 
(Lovenduski 2005). This institutional embedding influences the degree to which 
gender equality principles become integrated into policymaking processes and 
practices, thereby affecting the reproduction or transformation of gendered 
power relations (Krook and Mackay 2011). Building on this literature, we argue 
that the level of institutionalization of feminist demands conditions how femi
nism is weaponized, meaning how it is discussed, contested, appropriated, or se
lectively endorsed by right-wing and PRR actors.

The level of institutionalization of feminism has significantly shaped gen
der equality policymaking in Italy and Spain (Alonso et al. 2023). In Spain, 
the feminist movement has been working both autonomously, at the 
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grassroots level, and within governmental institutions (Campillo et al. 2025). 
Within this framework, the strengthening of equality institutions and the im
plementation of equality policies at national, regional, and local levels 
(Bustelo 2016) reflect a robust process of feminist institutionalization (Alabao 
2020). The political impact of this institutionalization materialized in the 
2019–2023 legislature, during which feminism became central to political ac
tion, driving transformative change through laws on sexual and reproductive 
rights, sexual freedom, and LGBTQIAþ rights. By contrast, Italian leftist par
ties have not served as institutional channels of feminist claims, and interac
tions between grassroots groups and institutions have been characterized as 
conflictual (Barone and Bonu Rosenkranz 2025). This has resulted in a lim
ited embedding of feminist agendas within national institutions and policies 
(Alonso et al. 2023).

We therefore argue that the level of feminist institutionalization is a key factor 
that shapes both the governance frameworks through which gender equality is 
addressed and the discursive boundaries within which feminism can be weapon
ized, actively hijacking feminist epistemologies to polarize gender issues and 
mobilize opposition to equality and social justice. Within this framework, we con
ceptualize the “weaponization” of feminism as a set of discursive strategies through 
which right-wing and PRR actors mobilize, appropriate, or silence feminism to ad
vance exclusionary political agendas. This weaponization encompasses the explicit 
demonization of feminism, its strategic reframing, and its discursive omission or 
marginalization. Remarkably, gender also intersects with other systems of inequal
ity because societies are deeply structured not only by gender but also by racial cate
gories (Bonilla-Silva 1997). Within this context, the concepts of femonationalism 
(Farris 2017) and homonationalism (Puar 2007) become particularly relevant be
cause they show that feminist discourses are weaponized by right-wing and PRR 
actors to legitimize nationalist and exclusionary policies that reinforce racialized hi
erarchies in relation to national identity and cultural belonging.

Together, these perspectives allow us to analyze parliamentary debates as 
sites where feminism becomes a contested discursive field to foster the articula
tion of counter-intersectional politics (Dursun 2019), which we understand as 
the strategic articulation of feminist concerns with other issues—such as race, 
sexuality, and nation—not only to neglect intersectional inequalities, but also to 
dismantle intersectional discourses and legitimize discriminatory political proj
ects targeting multiple and multiply marginalized communities.

Research design
Case selection

This paper adopts a most-similar-cases comparative design (Seawright and 
Gerring 2008) between Italy and Spain, two countries with similar socioeco
nomic profiles, but different trajectories of feminist institutionalization within 
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contrasting gender regimes. Italy is an example of a “public-conservative” gender 
regime (Alonso et al. 2023), marked by traditional attitudes toward gender roles, 
also favored by the influence of the Vatican on national politics (Ozzano and 
Giorgi 2015), and an incomplete process of gender mainstreaming (Guadagnini 
and Don�a 2007). In contrast, Spain represents a “public-progressive” gender re
gime (Alonso et al. 2023), characterized by consistent progress in developing 
gender equality frameworks (Bustelo 2016) with the support of feminist 
organizations.

Despite these differences, both countries have experienced a rise in PRR and 
anti-gender politics over the past decades. In Spain, the first mobilizations 
against the concept of gender can be traced back to the early 2000s (Cornejo- 
Valle and Pichardo 2018); however, it was not until the late 2010s that Spain 
began to witness the solidification of anti-gender claims as legitimate political 
stances (Alonso and Espinosa-Fajardo 2021). In addition, Vox’s ideology pivots 
around anti-feminism and the defense of the “natural” traditional gender order 
rooted in the patriarchal white cis-heterosexual family structure (Cabezas 
2022). In Italy, anti-gender claims originated from the Vatican state’s 
conceptualization of gender as an “ideology” (Garbagnoli 2017) in the early 
2000s. Anti-gender mobilizations gained national momentum in the 2010s, as 
anti-gender actors developed “symbiotic relationships” with PRR parties 
(Lavizzari 2025), which in turn facilitated the institutionalization of anti-gen
der politics.

Data
We analyze parliamentary debates on LGBTIþ issues in Italy and Spain be

tween 2018 and 2023, focusing on the terms in which right-wing and PRR par
ties were gaining significant institutional representation, marked by Vox’s 
elections in the Spanish national parliament and culminating in the BoI’s ap
pointment as the leader of the first Italian PRR government. In both countries, 
legislation on LGBTIþ rights, in particular trans rights, triggered heated debates 
both within and outside political institutions (Platero 2020; Feo 2022), espe
cially between transfeminist and trans-exclusionary feminist organizations 
(Platero 2023; Gusmeroli 2024).

In Italy, we examine fifteen debates on the so-called “Zan bill,” presented in 
2018 with the aim of introducing hate crime on grounds of gender, gender iden
tity, sexual orientation, and disability, and rejected in 2021. In Spain, we analyze 
three debates on the so-called “Trans Law,” which emerged from the merging of 
two separate bills on LGBTIþ and trans rights, in particular gender self- 
identification, and was approved in 2023. Despite variation in the number of 
debates, the political and institutional prominence of these bills in both coun
tries justifies the comparison, enabling an examination of how feminism is con
structed as a discursive field in parliamentary settings and weaponized with 
different levels of institutionalization of feminist claims.

Weaponizing feminism                                                                          7 

D
ow

nloaded from
 academ

ic.oup.com
/sp/advance-article/doi/10.1093/sp/jxag049/8818150 by guest on 22 Septem

ber 2026



Analytic strategy
This study adopts a mixed-methods approach (Creswell and Plano Clark 

2018), combining semantic network analysis with qualitative content analysis 
across three phases.

First, we coded Italian and Spanish data separately through a hybrid coding 
that integrates a predefined codebook with inductively generated codes 
(Schreier 2012).3 Italian debates were coded in MAXQDA 2024 (VERBI 
Software 2023), Spanish debates in Atlas.ti (25.0.1).

Second, we focused on the issues discussed by right-wing and PRR actors in 
the parliamentary debates (N¼ 27 and N¼ 14 in Italy and Spain, respectively; 
see Supplementary Table A1). Issues co-occurring within the same coding unit 
were linked to build undirected, weighted networks (Supplementary Figures 
A1–A3), where ties indicate co-discussion and their weight reflects the fre
quency of such connections.4

To address RQ1, the networks were analyzed in UCINET (6) to calculate net
work- and node-level measures (Tables 1 and 2). Network-level measures cap
ture the overall semantic structures of the discourse of right-wing and PRR 
parties. Node-level measures allow us to zoom in on the roles and positions 
taken by specific issues, in particular feminism, in the overall seman
tic networks.5

To address RQ2, we conducted a qualitative content analysis (Schreier 2012) 
to examine how feminism is constructed alongside the most salient issues iden
tified in the network analysis, and how it is weaponized in counter- 
intersectional terms.

To address RQ3, we developed a cross-case analysis (Miles and Huberman 
1994), integrating qualitative and network findings to compare how right-wing 
and PRR actors weaponize feminism across contexts with different levels of 
feminist institutionalization.

Weaponizing feminism across parliamentary settings
Schr€odinger’s feminism

Our first research question concerns how right-wing and PRR parties con
struct and contest feminism in parliamentary debates (figs 1 and 2).

As illustrated in Table 1, the discussions show different semantic structures, 
suggesting different discursive configurations. The numbers of nodes and ties 
indicate that in both Italian and Spanish parliamentary settings right-wing and 
PRR politicians simultaneously raise various concerns while addressing femi
nism. However, the Italian network is bigger and denser, indicating that Italian 
politicians not only leverage upon more issues to support their claims, but also 
that such discussions are more cohesive. In contrast, despite a lower density 
level, the Spanish network is both more active and more centralized, meaning 
that parliamentary discussions tend to structure around a central issue that 
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functions as a discursive pivot. Together, these elements suggest that, in both 
Italian and Spanish parliamentary settings, right-wing and PRR politicians raise 
several concerns that are connected in broader and entangled discussions. 
However, these results also indicate a diverging pattern across parliamentary 
settings: while Italian discussions are multifaceted, meaning that right-wing and 
PRR actors discuss different issues in a cohesive and horizontal way, Spanish 
discussions are more focused on a selected number of issues that function as 
central concerns.

Table 2 reports the degree and betweenness centralities of the most central 
issues discussed by right-wing and PRR parties in the parliamentary debates an
alyzed (the full list of issues, irrespective of their centrality levels, is available in 
Supplementary Table A2). Degree centrality measures the number of direct con
nections a node has within the network, giving an indication of the extent to 
which an issue is central in the agenda of right-wing and PRR parties. 

Table 2. Normalized degree and betweenness centralities in the Italian and Spanish parlia
mentary debates.

Italy Spain

Zan bill Trans Law

Degree Betweenness Degree Betweenness

Anti-migration and xenophobia 0.346 0.074a – –
Democracy 0.5a 0.040 0.923 0.042
Feminism 0.346 0.004 1a 0.064a

Freedom of speech 0.769a 0.215a – –
Gender identity 0.423 0.019 – –
Gender ideology 0.654a 0.090a 1a 0.064a

Gender “indoctrination”/education 0.385 0.016 0.846 0.022
Homolesbobitransphobia 0.423 0.020 – –
Nationalism, traditions, and national identity 0.5a 0.041 – –
Nativism 0.308 0.006 0.615 0
Natural family 0.5a 0.044 0.538 0
Protection of children 0.308 0.002 0.923 0.036
Surrogacy/assisted reproductive techniques 0.423 0.007 – –
Trans rights – – 0.846 0.025
Transphobia 0.308 0.004 0.923 0.042
Average 0.285 0.022 0.736 0.022
SD 0.201 0.045 0.211 0.024
Threshold 0.486 0.067 0.947 0.046

Note: Black bold nodes have values above the average, and black bold nodes followed by su
perscript “a” have values above the average þ 1 SD.

10                                                                                  A. Perego et al. 

D
ow

nloaded from
 academ

ic.oup.com
/sp/advance-article/doi/10.1093/sp/jxag049/8818150 by guest on 22 Septem

ber 2026

https://academic.oup.com/sp/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/sp/jxag049#supplementary-data


Betweenness centrality measures “how often a given node falls along the short
est path between two other nodes” (Borgatti et al. 2013, 185). It signals the bro
kerage capacity of an issue, understood as the extent to which an issue can bring 
together two issues that are not directly co-discussed in the same speech act.

We note how feminism and “gender ideology” equally play a crucial role in 
the Spanish debates: not only are they linked to all the other issues raised by 
such parties, but they also bridge different issues, for instance gender 
“indoctrination” and the protection of women, or democracy and freedom. As il
lustrated in the next section, our qualitative analysis shows that cross-references 
to feminism and “gender ideology” frame them as equal “enemies” to children, 
cis-heterosexual families, and, ultimately, to democracy. Furthermore, our 

Figure 1 Discursive structure of parliamentary debates concerning the Zan bill, Italy. Node 
size by degree. Feminism and its ties are gray. 
Source: Own elaboration.
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network analysis indicates that, in addition to democracy, the other nodes with 
high degree and betweenness values concern gender-related issues, in particular: 
the protection of children, gender “indoctrination,” trans rights, and transpho
bia. These elements indicate that Spanish right-wing and PRR politicians con
struct their discourses around an anti-feminist and anti-gender ideology 
rhetoric that acts as a discursive pillar in their agenda, while also instrumentally 
leveraging several other gender-related concerns to strengthen it.

In the Italian network we see that, while references to “gender ideology” play 
a crucial role in the discussions, feminism is only partially discussed in relation 
to other concerns. Node degree and betweenness centralities indeed indicate 
that right-wing and PPR parties tend to focus on freedom of speech, which 
according to PPR narratives would be threatened by the recognition of homo
lesbotransphobia as a hate crime imposed by “gender ideology.” Furthermore, 
we can notice that gender-related concerns are less central than in the Spanish 
context, despite being one of the focal points of the bill under discussion. 
Remarkably, such concerns are coupled by references to the protection of the 
(white Christian) nation and anti-migration stances, which are both entangled 

Figure 2. Discursive structure of parliamentary debates concerning the Trans Law, Spain. 
Node size by degree. Feminism and its ties are gray. 
Source: Own elaboration.
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with other issues and, to a lesser extent, bridge issues that would otherwise not 
be directly addressed as interrelated, such as democracy and gender-based vio
lence. These elements indicate that Italian parliamentary discussions are not 
structured around an explicit anti-feminist rhetoric but are articulated by entan
gling gender with race and racial issues.

Overall, our network analysis shows that, in both Spanish and Italian parlia
mentary debates, the discursive field of feminism appears to be both “alive” and 
“dead” with respect to different levels of institutionalization of feminism. In in
stitutional settings, Spanish feminism is an alive force that has increasingly oc
cupied a pivotal role in the sociopolitical sphere (Campillo 2019). We argue that 
this new aliveness of feminist political discourse in Spain has been harnessed by 
right-wing and PRR actors, who have become prolific in generating a lively par
liamentary discourse of feminism. This discourse ascribes specific meanings to 
feminism, producing a particular form of knowledge about it that brings it to 
life through negative associations with sectarianism, vengeance, totalitarianism, 
and hatred, as illustrated in the following extract: 

Ms. Montero [reference to the previous Ministry for Equality], I’ve told 
you this before, but I’ll say it again: our children are not yours; our chil
dren are ours. (Applause). This law once again demonstrates that you are 
evil disguised as good; you are totalitarianism and sectarianism disguised 
as freedom; you are discrimination disguised as equality; you are hatred 
for men disguised as the defense of women. Because if there is one thing 
that characterizes your feminism, it is hatred. (Toscano_Vox_DSCS_130)6

[Debate on the Trans Law]

The rhetorical recourse of feminism as totalitarian and antagonistic to funda
mental rights is omnipresent in Vox parliamentary speech (Pichel-V�azquez and 
Enguix Grau 2021) and, in recent years, has been shared by the Partido Popular 
(Arranz S�anchez 2024). The strategy of appealing to fundamental rights is com
mon in right-wing and PRR actors’ discourses to bend the meaning of human 
rights to fit their anti-democratic goals (Ahrens et al. 2022). With this caveat, 
feminism is portrayed through notions of democratic abuse and ideological im
position, as a Partido Popular MP claimed that “the Socialist Group is presenting 
a bill that once again highlights its hypocrisy and the sectarian use of institutions 
and our legal system to serve its political interests” (�Angulo_PP_DSCD_123).

On the contrary, in Italy feminism plays a peripheral role in the semantic 
network, appearing to be discussed to only a limited extent with other concerns 
and showing an insignificant bridging capacity. This finding is in line with pre
vious studies showing the low saliency of feminist issues in the Italian populist 
radical right parties’ discourses (De Giorgi et al. 2023). However, this limited at
tention is charged with political meaning (Brito Vieira 2020), signaling a strik
ing absence of the discursive field of “feminism” in parliamentary politics, 
especially in comparison with Spain. We argue that this absence is to be 
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understood within the framework of the Italian limited institutionalization of 
both feminist claims and gender equality policies (Guadagnini and Don�a 2007; 
Lombardo and Bustelo 2012). This has resulted in fewer feminist politicians and 
discourses entering Italian parties, political institutions, and, ultimately, the par
liament. As a result, differently from Spain, Italian right-wing and PRR parties 
may not feel threatened by the presence of feminist claims within parliament 
and avoid engaging with discussions on feminism. Nonetheless, our analysis 
suggests that the scarcity of discussions on feminism in the Italian parliament is 
counterposed by a high level of attention to a set of gender- and race- 
related concerns.

To conclude, building on the famous Schr€odinger’s cat paradox, we argue 
that, across Spain and Italy, feminism occupies a paradoxical state of being both 
alive and dead. In Spain, where feminism is strongly institutionalized (Alabao 
2020) and a central point of the political agenda, right-wing and PRR parties’ 
constant attacks on feminism ironically reinvigorate it as a focal point of parlia
mentary debate. While these critiques aim to delegitimize feminism, they simul
taneously ensure its aliveness and keep it central to political discourse, albeit 
under hostile terms. Contrarily, in Italy, due to the limited institutional legiti
macy of feminism, right-wing and PRR parties engage with it to a limited ex
tent, but focus on broader gender-related issues. While this dynamic avoids 
further delegitimization of feminism, it also contributes to strengthening its in
visibility within the national parliament.

“Feminism against women”
Our second research question examines how feminism is weaponized by 

right-wing and PRR parties in institutional settings. Our qualitative content 
analysis shows that, across the two contexts, feminism is weaponized by por
traying it as in opposition to women’s interests through two specific discursive 
narratives: (1) fears of (cisgender) women’s erasure, linked to feminism’s support 
for gender affirmation and articulated through transphobic rhetoric; (2) and 
concerns about the safety of (cisgender) women, associated with feminism’s per
ceived advocacy for refugees and open border policies, expressed through racist 
and xenophobic rhetoric. Importantly, these narratives do not emerge in a vac
uum but draw on discursive repertoires already present within far-right, anti- 
gender, and trans-exclusionary groups located in both countries.

The first strategy to weaponize feminism by right-wing and PRR politicians 
draws on efforts to target trans people and their rights fostered by self-identified 
“gender-critical feminists,” who argue that the bills’ emphasis on gender identity 
undermines (cis) women’s rights (Feo 2022; Platero 2023). In both countries, 
these actors have increasingly converged with PRR parties and anti-gender 
organizations on anti-trans politics (Platero 2023; Gusmeroli 2024), thereby 
producing a set of claims that circulate across grassroots arenas and can be read
ily mobilized in institutional politics.
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In the Italian context, such convergences became visible before and during 
the parliamentary discussions on the Zan bill, when a document against the in
clusion of gender identity as a ground for hate crime was jointly presented by 
“18 feminist associations among the most qualified and well-known [ … ], as well 
as around 40 representatives from the national feminist movement, some of 
them very famous” (Pagano_Lega_Chamber of Deputies_385) [Debate on Zan 
bill]. As exemplified by this extract, trans-exclusionary feminists and their argu
ments were directly drawn on during parliamentary debates both at the 
Chamber and the Senate to contend that the Zan bill was not meant to support 
(cis) women, but in fact was threatening women’s rights: 

Gender identity, as argued in the feminist movement’s document, is be
ing wielded as a weapon against women. It is not me saying this, nor is it 
the League; it is the feminist movements saying so. This law, this pro
posed law, and the tool of gender identity, I repeat, are being wielded as 
a weapon against women. (Pagano_Lega_Chamber of Deputies_385) 
[Debate on Zan bill]

On a similar note, in Spain, debates around the Trans Law tend to be overshad
owed by denunciations of feminism as conflicting with women’s interests, with 
MPs speaking out against the “erasure of women.” Here too, references to sup
posedly dissenting feminist positions function as a legitimizing device, anchor
ing anti-gender claims in conflicts internal to the feminist field rather than 
presenting them as exclusionary and hateful agendas: 

[T]he Trans Law is the paradigm of this dictatorship of desires, as it will al
low people to be treated, both legally and socially, according to how they feel 
sexually, rather than based on what they truly are. This sectarian nonsense, 
also rejected by your feminist comrades, Madam Minister, ignores biology 
in favor of gender—a concept that does not exist in people. Its aim is not to 
help homosexual or trans people but to change and destroy society. 
(Toscano_VOX_DSCD_236) [Debate on Trans Law]

In both contexts, trans-exclusionary feminists’ claims were strategically 
exploited by PRR parties with two main aims. First, they aimed to delegitimize 
both pieces of legislation and oppose trans rights. Second, they aimed to legiti
mize right-wing and PRR stances against these bills by framing them as reflec
tive of concerns emerging from civil society and even “feminists” themselves, as 
evidenced above. Crucially, this strategy relies on the selective appropriation, 
overturning and rearticulation of feminist claims (Calderaro 2025). In the 
Spanish case, this dynamic is facilitated by the comparatively high level of insti
tutionalization of feminism, which has historically positioned feminist actors as 
legitimate actors in policymaking processes. As a result, feminist claims acquire 
heightened visibility, making them especially susceptible to strategic appropria
tion by PRR actors. In Italy, instead, this dynamic draws on the recent 
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convergences between right-wing and PRR parties and trans-exclusionary femi
nists (Pavan et al. 2025), whose agendas have increasingly entered institutional 
settings (Gusmeroli 2024). In both cases, rather than opposing feminism from 
the outside, these actors resignify feminist claims within parliamentary debates, 
presenting antigender and anti-trans positions as aligned with, or even 
demanded by, sectors of “feminism” itself. In this regard, such politicians de
velop a “feminists are urging us” argument, according to which “the feminist 
movement” itself requests politicians to oppose the enactment of legislation that 
would ultimately harm cis women’s rights. This argument not only frames trans 
people’s rights as a phantasm hunting cis women (Butler 2025), but also con
tends that claims against the bills are not ideological and transcend the conven
tional right/left divide since “all of this is not acceptable even to left-wing 
feminists, who themselves do not support the Zan bill either” (La 
Pietra_BoI_Senate_346) [Debate on Zan bill].

Furthermore, instrumental references to “the feminist movement” provide 
right-wing and PRR positions against the bills with an apparently universal di
mension in support of (cis) women, allowing them to advocate for the obstruc
tion of the law as a request coming from feminist civil society: “do not listen to 
us, listen to the feminists” (Palmieri_Forza Italia_Chamber_417). Within this 
framework, by focusing on trans-exclusionary feminists and not considering 
trans-feminist claims in support of the law, such references to “feminism” con
tribute to constructing a differentiation between “real” and “fake” feminists, 
where “real” feminists defend cis women’s rights, and “fake” feminists support 
the bills—as if the two positions were antithetic: 

Of course feminists are against the Zan bill, because they want to defend 
women, who risk coming out battered by this law—in the ring, when 
they have to fight in such battles, and in society, when they find them
selves deprived of their rights. (Fazzolari_ BoI_Senate_346) [Debate on 
Zan bill]

Honorable members, this law is highly interventionist, punitive, and 
loaded with a sectarian ideology that the majority of Spaniards reject, and 
it will leave unprotected those it is supposed to safeguard. You, members, 
MPs of government parties, who wave the banner and call yourselves 
feminists: this is not a feminist law. Feminist associations have said so, 
calling for no backsliding on the conquest of women’s rights—which is 
precisely what this law will lead to—by making this struggle, the gap in 
inequalities, and gender-based violence invisible. It is concerning. 
(Romero_PP_DSCD_236) [Debate on Trans Law]

Within this understanding, feminists who support the bills are portrayed as 
“fake” feminists because of the perceived threat to women’s rights, thus contrib
uting to the ideological belief that relegates trans and cis women’s rights in op
posite political domains.
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The second narrative used to frame feminism as “against women” entangles 
trans-exclusionary, femonationalist, homonationalist, and racist narratives in 
both Italy and Spain. In the Italian context, right-wing and PRR politicians 
counterpose hate crimes on grounds of gender identity and sexual orientation to 
cases of gender-based violence, contending that only the latter are a priority, as 
exemplified in the following extract: 

I don’t understand how around thirty assaults per year, mostly verbal, 
against LGBT people can be considered a national emergency and 
grounds for approving this bill. Come on, seriously—have you ever 
thought about Italian women, who are raped daily by foreigners, particu
larly those of Islamic faith and from cultures completely different from 
ours? Think of Pamela, who was dismembered and put into two suit
cases, or Desir�ee: that is a real emergency. Or do we women not have the 
same dignity as LGBT people? (Applause). Not to mention immigrant 
women, who are subjected to mutilations, made to disappear, or forced 
into marriage against their will. (Applause). I haven’t heard a single de
fender speak out for them or propose any law to protect them. 
(Pizzol_Lega Salvini Premier-Partito Sardo d’Azione_Senate_347) 
[Debate on Zan bill]

While feminism is not directly invoked when discussing gender-based violence, 
right-wing and PPR parties directly refer to victims of feminicide through a 
gendered narrative that frames gender-based violence as emblematic of a nation 
(considered to be white and Christian) under threat of “invasion,” thus articulat
ing nationalist and xenophobic—in particular Islamophobic—discourses. This 
narrative fosters a racialization of violence (Scrinzi 2023) that appropriates fem
inist concerns about gender-based violence as a structural phenomenon, while 
actively undermining feminist intersectional approaches to the issue. 
Furthermore, it contributes to framing Italian women as always already white, 
and racialized women as foreign victims (Indelicato and Magalh~aes Lopes 2024). 
At the same time, by pitting LGBTQIAþ against women’s rights, this narrative 
frames women as always cisgender and portrays LGBTQIAþ people as yet an
other threat to (cisgender and heterosexual) women.

Relatedly, Italian LGBTQIAþ organizations are blamed by right-wing and 
PRR parties for “not saying a single word about the Islamic world, where homo
sexuality is forbidden and considered a crime—sometimes even punishable by 
death–and you have nothing to say about that” (Pagano_Lega_Chamber_385) 
[Debate on Zan bill]. These actors not only downplay the urgency of homoles
bobitransphobic hate crimes within Italy but also strategically redirect attention 
toward other countries, cultures, and religions—particularly Islamic ones— 
framed as inherently “backward” or intolerant. In doing so, they appropriate gay 
and lesbian rights7 to advance xenophobic and Islamophobic narratives, a tactic 
analyzed by Puar (2007) as “homonationalism.” Crucially, this rhetoric does not 
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translate into tangible support for LGBTQIAþ rights domestically. Rather, it 
enables a dual strategy: denying rights to LGBTQIAþ communities within Italy 
while constructing foreign others—especially Muslims—as threats to national 
values and “sexual progressivism.” This paradoxical stance reinforces national
ism under the guise of defending LGBTQIAþ communities, without addressing 
their actual needs or rights.

In the case of Spain, a similar strategy was articulated by Vox in a debate con
sidering the right to self-determination for trans people: 

The truth is that this law seeks to promote transsexuality under the pre
text of preventing discrimination. Promote it—for what 
purpose? Wouldn’t it be more sensible to promote a model of family that 
is open to life, given the demographic winter we are suffering in Spain? 
[Applause]. But no, their social engineering efforts require broken chil
dren and adults, without identity, because they want us to be slaves. 
(ToscanodeBalb�ın_Vox_DSCD_216)

This extract shows the strategizing of trans-antagonistic rhetoric for Vox’s proj
ect of racial, gendered, and national exclusion. The invocation of “demographic 
winter” refers to a well-documented far-right conspiracy theory rooted in 
ethnonationalist fears of white population global decline in the West, which 
would position Western countries in a weakened position regarding foreign 
invasions (Feola 2024). In this regard, trans identities are positioned as central 
agents in this global risk facing the West. This allows Vox to recast progressive 
legislation specifically advancing trans people’s rights as a threat to the social 
fabric through “social engineering efforts” that would dismantle society. Within 
this framework, the denial of trans rights is strategized to serve racist imagina
ries, therefore becoming instrumental for preserving a narrowly defined ra
cial identity.

To conclude, our analysis shows that the discursive strategies employed by 
right-wing and PRR parties in Italy and Spain to weaponize feminism are highly 
functional for their exclusionary political agendas. By appropriating, oversha
dowing, and saturating parliamentary debates with transphobic, femonationalist, 
racist, and white suprematist narratives, these actors shift the focus, dominate 
the narrative, and contaminate parliamentary settings with their own ideological 
discourse.

Weaponizing feminism for counter-intersectional aims across countries
Our third research question addresses the nexus between the weaponization 

of feminism by right-wing and PRR parties and different levels of institutional
ization of feminism. To tackle this question, we combine our semantic net
work analyses with our qualitative analysis through a cross-case logic (Miles 
and Huberman 1994) that allows us to systematically compare our find
ings (Table 3).
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While in both countries right-wing and PRR actors have strategically weap
onized feminism as a threat to cisgender and white women, our analyses also 
show that such discussions are developed through different discursive strategies 
depending on levels of institutionalization of feminism. In Spain, where 
feminist institutionalization is stronger, feminism acts as a discursive pillar to 
articulate an anti-feminist and anti-gender rhetoric, which is reinforced by 
right-wing and PRR parties through the mobilization and reproduction of 
femonationalist claims. Within this framework, feminism is constructed as an 

Table 3. Cross-case analysis comparing SNA and qualitative findings across the 
two contexts.

Italy Spain

Gender regime Public conservative Public progressive
Institutionalization of 

feminist politics
More institutionalized Less institutionalized

Discursive structures  
(SNA)

Higher number of issues 
discursively mobilized 

More cohesive 
Less active 
Less centralized 

Lower number of issues 
discursively mobilized 

Less cohesive 
More active 
More focused on a set 

of concerns 
Co-discussion of feminism 

with other concerns  
(SNA)

Scarce 
Feminism at the periphery 

of the network 
Prominent role of gender 

ideology and freedom 
of speech 

Crucial entanglement with 
nationalist discourses 

Numerous 
Feminism as discursive pil

lar for the development 
of an anti-femi
nist rhetoric 

Prominent role of gen
der ideology 

Discussions on feminism 
(QUAL analysis)

Feminism against women 
Femonationalist and 

homonationalist rhetoric 
Trans-exclusion

ary rhetoric 
Explicitly blam

ing migrants 

Feminism against women 
Femonationalist rhetoric 
Trans-exclusion

ary rhetoric 
Explicitly blam

ing feminists 

Weaponization  
strategies (SNA and 
QUAL analysis)

Strategic silencing 
Selective appropriation 
Counter-intersec

tional politics 

Demonization 
Selective appropriation 
Counter-intersec

tional politics 
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internal “enemy” of the nation. In Italy, by contrast, where feminist institution
alization is more limited, right-wing and PRR politicians entangle anti-gender 
with anti-immigration claims to foster a nationalist and white suprematist rhe
toric in which gender and migration are jointly constructed as threats to the na
tion. In this sense, weaker institutionalization allows right-wing and PRR actors 
to subsume gender into a broader exclusionary agenda, rather than directly con
fronting feminism as a consolidated political force. Taken together, these find
ings suggest that higher levels of feminist institutionalization increase the 
salience of feminism as a political target, prompting more direct and specialized 
forms of contestation. Conversely, lower levels of institutionalization enable 
more diffuse discursive strategies, in which gender is articulated alongside other 
axes of exclusion.

Whether by mobilizing a broader or more narrow exclusionary rhetoric, we 
nonetheless contend that both Spanish and Italian right-wing and PRR parties’ 
discursive strategies foster the development of counter-intersectional politics 
(Dursun 2019). Our findings indeed provide extensive evidence of how PRR 
parties’ weaponization of feminism not only contributes to developing a “single- 
axis” approach that prioritizes certain communities over others (Hancock 2007) 
through femonationalist, homonationalist, racist, and transphobic claims on the 
protection of cisgender white women. Rather, PRR parties’ weaponization of 
feminism actively reconfigures relations between marginalized groups, pitting 
them against each other and, by doing so, restricts not only their rights, but also 
the range of rights available to the whole civil society. Within this framework, 
the weaponization of feminism becomes a key mechanism through which right- 
wing and PRR actors articulate broader exclusionary projects that cut across 
multiple inequalities. This suggests that feminist institutionalization not only 
shapes the visibility of feminism in political discourse, but also the strategies 
through which right-wing and PRR parties seize and appropriate feminist con
cerns to foster exclusionary agendas that encompass different axes of discrimina
tion and inequalities.

Conclusions
This article examines how right-wing and PRR actors weaponize feminism 

as a discursive field across contexts characterized by variations in the institu
tionalization of feminist demands. In this article, we identify how feminism 
becomes a contested and productive discursive resource through which exclu
sionary political projects are unfolded and legitimized. Whether positioned as 
an explicit enemy, as in Spain, or mobilized in more indirect ways, as in Italy, 
feminist language is instrumentalized to support anti-trans, white suprematist, 
and nationalist agendas. This expands our understanding of anti-feminism as a 
form of backlash (Mora 2026) to focus on the ways in which it is selectively ap
propriated, resignified, and redeployed in favor of exclusionary politics. In this 
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regard, our analysis contributes to intersectional scholarship by exploring how 
right-wing and PRR actors do not merely target different marginalized groups 
separately but, rather, construct relational hierarchies between them. Through 
the strategic mobilization of (cis) women’s rights, safety, and protection, these 
actors pit groups against each other (e.g. cis women against the trans community, 
or white women against racialized people), articulating counter-intersectional 
politics (Dursun 2019). In this framework, feminist concerns are severed from 
broader commitments to social justice and reworked to legitimize discriminatory 
political projects. Furthermore, this work shows that trans-exclusionary, femona
tionalist, and homonationalist claims are a central element in the discursive rep
ertoire of contemporary right-wing and PRR parties. This marks an important 
transformation in how these actors (re)produce their exclusionary politics com
pared to earlier formations in both countries, marked by fascist legacies character
ized by more explicit hostility toward LGBTQIAþ people and the curtailment of 
women’s rights.

We acknowledge that our analytical focus and methodological approach do 
not allow us to articulate broad generalizations that extend beyond the two con
sidered bills and contexts. Nonetheless, our analysis suggests that the degree to 
which feminist politics have achieved public and institutional visibility may 
shape how right-wing and PRR actors engage with feminism in parliamentary 
settings. Where feminism occupies a prominent position within political debate 
and institutions, as is the case in Spain, it may become a direct object of attack 
and delegitimization. Where its presence is less central or marked by rather in
stitutional absence, feminist claims may be incorporated more indirectly into 
broader nationalist projects. Further research could examine these dynamics 
more systematically by considering a larger number of bills, including provisions 
not primarily focused on LGBTQIAþ issues, in order to assess whether different 
discursive strategies might emerge across policy fields. Additionally, future stud
ies could incorporate comparative perspectives by drawing on more cases from 
different countries and gender regimes.

Future research should also examine more closely how right-wing and PRR 
actors unfold counter-intersectional politics that position marginalized groups 
in competition with one another. We argue that particular attention could be 
paid to how these dynamics separate across different policy domains and na
tional contexts, as well as to the ways feminist institutionalization intersects 
with other structures of inequality, including race, disability, religion, and mi
gration status. Such analysis would further illuminate how counter- 
intersectional politics are assembled and legitimized across contemporary demo
cratic settings.
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Notes
1. The term “homolesbobitransphobia” refers to hate crime on grounds of gen

der identity and sexual orientation.
2. We use the acronyms LGBTQIAþ and LGBTIþwith distinct meanings. 

LGBTQIAþ refers to the broader community, including lesbian, gay, bisex
ual, trans, queer, intersex, asexual/aromantic, and non-binary individuals. 
By contrast, LGBTIþ refers specifically to legislation addressing the rights 
of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans individuals, as these are the only groups 
mentioned in both Italian and Spanish legislation at present—with the ad
dition of intersexual people in the case of Spain.

3. Given the research comparative approach and the context-sensitive issues 
discussed in the two national parliaments, the two codebooks do not fully 
overlap (see Table A1 in the Supplementary Appendix).

4. These matrices were generated through the “Code Relations Browser” func
tion available in MAXQDA. More information can be found at: https:// 
www.maxqda.com/help-mx22/visual-tools/code-relations-browser-visualiz 
ing-overlapping-codes (last accessed March 25, 2026).

5. For the purpose of the analysis, node-level measures were calculated on bi
nary networks, dichotomized through UCINET (6). The cut-point to di
chotomize the ties was set at one.

6. Translations from Spanish and Italian into English are by the authors. 
Extracts are identified in the following way: Surname of MP_Party_Diario 
de Sesiones Congreso Diputados (DSCS) (in Spain)/Chamber or Senate (in 
Italy) _debate number.

7. We use here the expression “gay and lesbian rights,” instead of 
“LGBTQIAþ” to emphasize that homonationalist discourses tend to over
look and discard trans people’s rights, thus reproducing hierarchies that 
privilege cisgender people (Puar 2007).
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