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Anti-gender movements in Europe
Firstly, I will give a general picture of the anti-gender movements 
in Europe. A newly emerging literature on these movements has 
already set the terms for the theoretical and political debate in 
the field. Until now, the literature on anti-gender movements has 
mostly focused on Central and Eastern Europe, mainly Hungary, 
Poland and Slovenia, Germany and France.1 Although there are 
some differences between the countries, the term “anti-gender” 
generally refers to those movements against so-called “gender 
ideology” or “genderism” that erupted after 2010 and attained 
massive support around 2012—2014. “Gender ideology” is con-
sidered to pose a serious threat to the fabric of society and even 
to human civilization as such, but most certainly to the nation 
and national culture defined in terms of “traditional family val-
ues” and heteronormative definitions of gender identities.2 The 
anti-gender movements target many aspects of gender equality 
policies but mainly concentrate on reproductive rights, LGBT 
rights and same-sex marriage, and sex education for children. 
The very concept of gender itself, together with the discipline of 
gender studies, feminism and queer theories, are particularly 
targeted for being non-scientific, ideological or even totalitarian, 
or at least a version of cultural Marxism. The movements are 
mainly grassroots- and locally based, usually but not necessarily 
triggered by the Catholic Church, and conservative intellectu-
als and some religious (especially evangelical) NGOs.3 Within a 
few years, these local initiatives have grown to become robust 
nationwide movements of a wider alliance including many dif-
ferent right-wing parties and movements from the center right 
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abstract
This article explores recent developments in Turkey in the 
light of the newly emerging literature on anti-gender move-
ments in Europe, with the ultimate aim of assessing the pros-
pects of the emergence of a feminist politics strong enough 
to challenge the threat. Today, Turkey is one of the leading 
countries where an authoritarian regime combined with a 
blatantly anti-gender equality agenda has recently been on 
the ascendant. The Turkish case displays many character-
istics shared by right-wing populisms and strongly illiberal 
regimes, yet it also represents a particular instance where we 
don’t see “anti-gender movements” as such. Thus, I argue, it is 
an interesting case that calls for comparisons with other ex-
amples in Europe, especially in the Central and Eastern parts 
of the region. To this end, I will first summarize the general 
characteristics of anti-gender movements, mostly drawing on 
instances in Eastern and Central Europe. Then I will evaluate 
the Turkish case in the light of the recent literature, making 
some comparisons with certain East European countries. 
Lastly, I will discuss the question of feminist politics under the 
rise of authoritarian right-wing populisms and anti-gender 
movements. 
KEY WORDS: Anti-gender movement, illiberalism, Turkey, 
masculinism, feminist politics, radical democracy.
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to the far right, and even developing crucial transnational con-
nections between themselves. As for the main political aim and 
agenda of these movements, we see that they mostly aim to curb 
the power of the EU and what they describe as a “liberal-leftist” 
agenda of gender equality which is seen as detrimental to na-
tional culture.

A novel and global phenomenon
The relevant literature mainly regards the anti-gender move-
ments in Europe as part of the global and transnational resur-
gence of illiberal populism. As Gunnarsson Payne observes, 
“gender' has come to play a central role in the construction of 
political frontiers in the currently polarized political situation 
that Chantal Mouffe has called Europe’s populist moment”.4 A 
number of themes recur in the literature on anti-gender move-
ments in Europe which I will be exploring under three headings. 
First, the literature highlights the historical novelty and global 
character of the phenomenon. Pointing to its transnational and 
global character, it draws our attention to the ever growing orga-
nizational and discursive networks among European right-wing 
activisms and especially the role of the Vatican and the Catholic 
Church in gathering a united religious conservative alliance as a 
potent global force to compete with the powers of global actors 
such as the EU or UN. As Kuhar and Paternotte observe, “the 
proclaimed support of the EU for gender equality is seen as one 
element in a wider program of colonization whereby what was 
once Marxism is now replaced by gender politics”.5 Korolzcuk 
and Graff perfectly capture the global importance of the phe-
nomenon in their attempt to analyze “anti-genderism as a coher-
ent ideological construction consciously and effectively used by 
right-wing and religious fundamentalists worldwide”. Highlight-
ing that gender is contextualized within an anti-colonial frame 
and even likened to “Ebola 
from Brussels” they write as 
follows:

Today’s right-wing 
opposition to gender 
equality and feminism 
takes the form of a 
transnational political 
mobilization — an al-
ternative illiberal civil 
society — based on an alliance between religious funda-
mentalists and illiberal populists. This alliance is facili-
tated by the persistent use of the terms “gender” and 
“gender ideology” (aka “genderism”). These terms have 
become empty signifiers, flexible synonyms for demor-
alization, abortion, nonnormative sexuality, and sex 
confusion (Mayer and Sauer 2017), but they also stand 
for the ideology of global (neo)liberal elites (hence the 
significance of the anticolonial frame). “Genderism” — a 
term that sounds ominous and alien in most cultural 
contexts — has replaced “feminism” in global right-wing 
rhetoric, strengthening the critique.6
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Korolzcuk and Graff, together with many others, elucidate the 
novel character of this global formation which can no longer be 
seen as just a new form of the usual conservative anti-feminism, 
but rather as something with much broader ideological articula-
tions and organizational networks culminating in a hegemonic 
challenge against both the liberal establishment and neo-liberal 
global capitalism.7 It is essentially based on the populist dichoto-
my of “ordinary people” against the “global elites” of global orga-
nizations and corporations that are held responsible for the dis-
semination and imposition of a liberal world view.8 Despite the 
consensus in the literature on the broader alliance of right-wing 
forces against the global powers, there are different views as to 
what provides the ideological coherence to this loose coalition of 
forces. While Korolzcuk and Graff argue that it is the anticolonial 
frame that gives it coherence, others assert that it is “gender” 
that acts as a “symbolic glue”.9 

Gender as symbolic glue
The notion of gender as symbolic glue has been introduced by 
some feminist academics from Hungary and Poland. In their 
2017 article Grzebalska, Kováts and Petö explain how “gender” 
became an umbrella term for the rejection of (neo)liberal order.10 
They argue against the views that see the rise of illiberalism sim-
ply in terms of a backlash against recent victories of emancipa-
tory politics, achievements of feminism and of sexual minority 
rights. Instead they suggest that gender plays a crucial role in 
the paradigm shift where liberal democracy is challenged by il-
liberal forces and for which “the concept of gender ideology has 
become a metaphor for the insecurity and unfairness produced 
by the current socioeconomic system”. There are three ways in 
which gender functions as symbolic glue: the first relates the way 
gender becomes an umbrella term covering the whole progres-

sive agenda. Thus they write:

“Gender ideology” has come to 
signify the failure of democratic 
representation, and opposition 
to this ideology has become a 
means of rejecting different fac-
ets of the current socioeconomic 
order, from the prioritization of 
identity politics over material 
issues, and the weakening of 

people’s social, cultural and political security, to the de-
tachment of social and political elites and the influence 
of transnational institutions and the global economy on 
nation states.11

Second, they point to how gender ideology has been demonized 
and deployed as a tool to construct a “new conception of com-
mon sense for a wide audience; a form of consensus about what 
is normal and legitimate”. Here the human rights paradigm is la-
belled and rejected as “political correctness” — or even as a new 
incarnation of extremism like Nazism and Leninism — and coun-
terpoised to a livable and viable alternative centered on family 
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and nation. Third, the writers draw our attention to how a range 
of rightwing actors such as “different Christian churches, ortho-
dox Jews, fundamentalist Muslims, mainstream conservatives, 
far right parties, fundamentalist groups and even football hooli-
gans” have been able to unite in their opposition to “gender”.

The question of the illiberal state
We see that the literature on anti-gender movements mainly 
highlights the social movement aspects of the phenomenon, 
with the effect that the problem of the state and state power is 
not adequately considered. Yet the question of the state seems to 
be of critical importance to understanding the rise and strength 
of the anti-gender movements in general, as well as to delineat-
ing the differences between various countries. Here, Petö and 
Grezebalska’s work is helpful, for they provide us with a frame-
work to grasp the matter theoretically with particular reference 
to Hungary and Poland.12 They suggest a new conceptualization, 
the “illiberal polypore state”, to understand the current trans-
formations of central European ex-communist states and the 
gendered nature of this transformation. For them, the “illiberal 
polypore state is a new form of governance (not a backlash) 
stemming from the failures of globalized neoliberal democracy, 
which feeds on the vital resources of the previous system at 
the same time as contributing to its decay (appropriating the 
institutions, mechanisms and recourses of European liberal 
democracy)”.13 The success and the accompanying weakness of 
the progressive actors stem from three dynamics: securitization, 
familialism and the polypore state. Securitization basically means 
the transformation of human rights-based civil society through 
the discourse of securitization whereby the civil society actors 
fighting for human rights are framed as foreign-steered and a 
threat to national sovereignty. Also, it functions by creating a par-
allel civil society and pro-government NGOs, thus fostering re-
politicization of de-politicized civil society. Familialism denotes 
the major shift from the concept of gender to the family, from 
“gender mainstreaming” to “family mainstreaming”. Feminism 
is regarded as a foreign-steered project backed by the EU, large 
corporations, international NGOs and domestic liberals. Along 
with the attack on feminism and labelling of gender studies as 
pseudo-science or ideology comes the appropriation of critical 
gender studies discourse to advance the conservative agenda 

by using EU funds. The concept of the “polypore state” puts 
words to the ways in which this new state exploits and drains the 
existing institutional setup of the liberal democratic state by ap-
propriating the language and infrastructure of human rights, by 
building a parallel civil society, and by misusing the democratic 
procedures to serve the ruling elite and their allies. As for the 
functioning of the polypore state, Petö mentions a range of gov-
ernmental strategies such as backlash, appropriation, compli-
ance, and reconceptualization.14

To sum up, the literature on anti-gender movements reveals 
its novel and global character and the centrality of the gender 
question for illiberal states. Needless to say, such a general over-
view of the literature can neither replace nor suffice for an elabo-
rate discussion of the complexities of the phenomenon at hand. 
A more comprehensive analysis would require considering 
the different trajectories of anti-gender movements within the 
European region (especially between more liberal-democratic 
regimes and illiberal regimes). Limited as it is, my aim is to evalu-
ate the case of Turkey by focusing on the illiberal polypore state 
and its gendered nature as well as “gender as symbolic glue”.

The case of Turkey as 
a leading illiberal regime
The “New Turkey” under Erdoğan’s rule is undoubtedly a per-
fect example of the global phenomenon of emerging illiberal 
regimes. The complex dynamics of the transformation of the 
regime after 2010 are much discussed in the literature and dif-
ferent conceptualizations are being offered such as “hybrid 
regime”, “neoliberal populism”, “competitive authoritarian-
ism”, “Bonapartism”, “neo-fascism” or even soft or hard 
“totalitarianism”.15 Leaving aside the conceptual problems of 
naming the new regime, there is no question that the “New Tur-
key” under Erdoğan’s rule takes part in the novel global trends 
where neoliberal globalism is challenged by an ultra-nationalis-
tic and Islamic populism. Beginning with a critical constitutional 
referendum in 2010 and then with the AKP’s third electoral victo-
ry in the 2011 general election, the government gradually started 
to follow an authoritarian route by eradicating opposing forces 
both within the state and in civil society. When strongly chal-
lenged by a growing coalition of democratic forces in the 2013 
Gezi Resistance and then in the 2015 elections, the authoritarian 
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slide of the regime became more reckless and severely militarist, 
culminating in the declaration of a state of emergency after an at-
tempted coup d’etat by its former ruling coalition partner in 2016. 
Under the state of emergency regime, all democratic opposition 
has been suppressed and a new “constitution” was imposed with 
the effect of establishing a one-man regime.

It is also very clear that gender politics and attacks on gender 
equality lie at the heart of the new authoritarianism in Turkey. 
In fact, the gendered nature of this authoritarian turn has been 
explored in its many aspects by the recent feminist literature.16 It 
is not my aim here to discuss the complex interactions between 
neoliberalism and authoritarianism and to answer the question 
of how gender regimes and gender politics are implicated in this 
nexus. What I seek to do, is to draw attention to a missing theme 
in the existing literature in Turkish, with the aim of making some 
comparative observations. Until now there has been no attempt 
to consider the Turkish case in relation to anti-gender move-
ments and illiberal regimes in Europe and elsewhere, the most 
likely reason being that in the Turk-
ish case we do not witness the rise of 
anti-gender mobilizations similar to 
those in Europe. As I will try to show 
in the following section, instead of 
an anti-gender popular movement 
which is critical of government poli-
cies of EU orientation, what we have 
in Turkey is a fully-grown illiberal re-
gime with harsh anti-gender politics. 
As a fully-developed illiberal regime, 
Turkey displays very similar char-
acteristics to the illiberal polypore 
state and its gendered aspects. But, when it comes to gender act-
ing as symbolic glue, the Turkish case departs somewhat from 
the expected course and needs to be examined in its own right as 
an example where gender constitutes not the unifying element 
but the Achille’s heel for the New Turkey.

The illiberal state  
and its gendered nature
The Turkish experience shows striking similarities with the 
illiberal polypore state and its gendered nature in all three char-

acteristic attributes of the new regime, namely its securitization 
of civil society, familialism, and polypore nature. It is not clear 
whether the new Turkish regime can be evaluated as a kind of 
polypore state in so far as a polypore state feeds on the vital re-
sources and institutions of European liberal democracy, given 
the fact that Turkey has never had such an establishment. Still, 
we can argue that for the last 30 years Turkish civil society and 
politics have been transformed to certain extent in the direction 
of liberal democracy and in line with the EU accession process 
led by the AKP. Thus, we can see many striking similarities such 
as appropriating the language and infrastructure of human 
rights, building a parallel civil society, and misusing democratic 
procedures to serve the ruling elite and their allies. In addition, 
the existing state apparatus for gender equality has been totally 
transformed into an apparatus to serve only family support 
services, marginalizing the term “women” and “gender equal-
ity” in the state bureaucracy. As for securitization, we have seen 
the massive deployment of a nationalist-culturalist ideology 

regarding a global conspiracy to 
destroy the nation against which 
the country needs to protect its 
distinct national values from 
encroachment from the outside 
Western world.17 Moreover, we 
have witnessed the same fearmon-
gering language about the bigger 
plots of global powers, (the plots of 
“the super-mind”, as it is called by 
government circles) and the crimi-
nalization of human rights-based 
civil society on the basis of alleged 

associations with terrorism (including all organizations of the 
Kurdish women’s movement).

Regarding familialism, we should note that it has been the 
most basic tenet of the governmental discourse, not only of its 
gender politics but the entire Islamic-conservative ideology in 
general. As a matter of fact, the AKP had inherited a strong leg-
acy of familialism from its Turkish-İslamic tradition which was 
nothing new and surely not restricted to the AKP. Yet, the AKP 
turned familialism into the basis of an entire web of economic, 
political and ideological relations.18 The AKP not only founded 
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its neo-liberal populist economic policy basically on the social 
aid delivered to families but it also turned this family-based local 
constituency into its main electoral and political power base. 
Familialism has also been promoted and supported on various 
different levels and by multiple means such as the promotion of 
a strong pro-natal policy without any precedent in recent Turk-
ish history, by directly attacking reproductive rights, encourag-
ing marriages or even early marriages, introducing new laws to 
make divorce more difficult, packaging the entire family policy 
in an overtly Islamic cover both ideologically and institutionally, 
with the primary aim of preventing divorce.19

Alongside pro-family policies, assaults on various aspects of 
gender equality and feminists have been business as usual for 
government circles, both at the level of central figures as well as 
local politicians and religious leaders, although with differing 
degrees of severity. In his speeches Erdoğan often opposes the 
concept of “gender equality” as ignoring the basic natural (fıtrat) 
sex differences and instead suggests the term “gender justice”. 
In his infamous 2014 speech, he declared that “women and men 
cannot be equal because they are different by nature”, suggest-
ing instead that “they should have equal worth or equity”. Also 
he occasionally mentioned feminists, saying that “feminists 
wouldn’t understand his reverence for mothers as they have 
trouble with mothering” and also because they are “alienated 
from our civilization”.20 The use of “gender justice” in more 
elaborated pro-official discursive contexts is more of case of re-
appropriating UN gender equality terminology by privileging 
the utmost importance of “the family as the founding element of 
society”, the domestic responsibilities of women and above all 
by an intense insistence on the different qualities and characters 
of biological sex differences.21

Yet, side by side with this apparently “reasonable” conserva-
tive stance lie the more blatant forms of misogynist and discrimi-
natory attitudes regarding the looks and manners of women 
shown by local party people, and a great deal of Islamo-fascist 
intervention in daily life by local officers, police forces and civil-
ians. In fact, after the state of emergency regime in 2016, assaults 
on women protesting on the streets and on feminist organiza-
tions labelled as affiliated with terror have greatly intensified. 
Together with the increasing stress on the ideology of fıtrat came 
the increasing assaults on not only feminists but any women who 
are deemed as rebellious in the domestic or public spheres.22

A major dimension of AKP’s familialism has been its pro-
natal policy with clear implications for reproductive 

rights.23 Thus, in 2012 Erdoğan made an attempt to 
illegalize abortion on the grounds that it is immoral 

(indeed he declared it to be “murder”) and also 
based on his firm conviction that the superpow-
ers are plotting to reduce the Turkish popula-
tion. It was entirely an attempt by Erdogan alone 
without any grassroots demand or support, so 
he had to withdraw his original plan to illegalize 

abortion altogether, though leaving behind 
various impediments for access to the 
services. Another inevitable aspect of the 

familialism has been the strengthening of heteronormativity 
backed by an increasing attack on LGBT rights. There is a grow-
ing attempt to curb and violate the fundamental rights of LGBT 
people, especially their right to association and free assembly. 
The Gay Pride parade has not been allowed since 2013 (when 
100,000 people were reported to have joined in the Istanbul 
parade). The Ankara Governorship directly issued a ban in 
2017 on all LGBT activities on the grounds of public morality 
and “protection against assault”. As for the attacks on gender 
studies that seem to be typical of anti-gender movements, it is 
interesting to notice that so far, there has not been an attack on 
gender studies as such in the sense of labelling it as ideological 
or cutting funding etc. On the contrary, it seems to be the case 
that AKP is trying to appropriate the language of women’s rights 
and institutions of women’s research centers in the universities 
by eliminating dissident academics and appointing pro-govern-
ment cadres.24

Turkey differ from the European cases
Despite the striking similarities regarding the gendered nature 
of the illiberal polypore state, the role and saliency of gender 
politics in relation to the wider Turkish political landscape seem 
to be rather different from the European cases. In fact, when 
looked from the perspective of the Turkish experience, the con-
ception of gender as symbolic glue seems rather questionable. I 
think that there are two main reasons why gender does not act 
as symbolic glue, but as something problematic and even poten-
tially divisive of the right-wing forces. First, we do not observe 
that anti-genderism exists as a coherent ideological construct 
unifying religious fundamentalists and non-religious populist 
right-wing actors. We observe a similar coalition of right-wing 
forces in Turkey, and the cement for this coalition of ultra-na-
tionalists and Islamic forces can be said to be an ideology of lsla-
mo-Turkism framed in an anti-colonial discourse together with 
an acute condemnation of human rights discourse. However, we 
see that the unifying cement essentially comprises statist and 
nationalistic (read as anti-Kurdish) sentiments and the gender 
question is not at the forefront. In other worlds we can say that 
the themes related to gender are mostly disguised or overlaid by 
the prominence of concerns for national security and national 
unity supposedly threatened by the USA and EU.25 Gender might 
act like a symbolic glue, particularly in Central Europe where it 
becomes a strategic identity marker in the absence of other im-
portant ethnic and religious markers, as in the case of Poland for 
example as observed by Grzebalska. Yet this certainly is not the 
case in Turkey where several deep seated identity markers such 
as ethnic and religious divisions have always been at the heart of 
the political conflicts.26

Gender as the Achilles’ heel
The other reason why gender does not act as symbolic glue re-
lates to the specific content of gender politics in contemporary 
Turkey. Today the most heated topic of gender debate in Tur-
key revolves around the problem of rampant violence against 
women and child abuse in such a way as to make gender politics 
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not the strongest part of the regime but its most contested one, 
even its Achilles’ heel. I argue that this is the main reason why 
the Turkish case differs from the European cases. To understand 
why and how, we need to consider the importance of gender 
violence in relation to the problem of masculinity, a crucial topic 
mostly neglected in the discussions of anti-gender movements, 
which basically draw our attention to familialism in the broader 
context of nationalistic responses to global neoliberalism. The 
literature on Eastern Europe mainly considers the phenomenon 
as a nationalist response with a large number of social equality 
concerns, employing the gender issue as symbolic glue. I think 
that the problem with putting too much emphasis on the pro-
family stance of anti-gender movements or illiberal regimes is 
the risk of overlooking the urgency and autonomy of the ques-
tion of the (crisis of ) masculinity. Yet, the question of mascu-
linity should be taken seriously in any analysis of anti-gender 
movements, as some writers observe. Korolzcuk and Graff write, 
“Moral panics around the alleged destabilization of natural gen-
der roles link anxieties about depopulation with grim visions 
of the end of patriarchy and men’s power (often referred to as a 
“masculinity crisis”).27 Similarly, as Tryczyk puts it, “antigender-
ism at least partly reflects the growing frustration of men with no 
economic prospects who turn to patriarchal values rather than 
address the economic sources of their misfortunes”.28

I think that the Turkish case attests to the urgent need to 
consider masculinity, hyper-masculinity and indeed the crisis 
of masculinity as a crucial aspect of anti-gender politics. By 
the “crisis of masculinity”, I mean the new forms of masculine 
discontent and reactions to the shaking of gendered power rela-
tions as women and LGBT people are empowered and as patri-
archal male bonding is being undermined by neoliberalism.29 In 
analyzing the Turkish case we must consider hyper-masculinity 
as a sign of the crisis of masculinity in order to account for ram-
pant gender violence. The Turkish case is also crucial in drawing 
attention to the critical difference between traditionalism-
conservatism and hyper-masculinity. Whereas conservatism 
calls for support for pro-family policies and traditional values, a 
political regime which reflects the characteristics of hyper-mas-
culinity (or is indeed an embodiment of heightened masculinity) 
can neither be explained by its recourse to family values nor any 
traditional gender roles. On the contrary, it can only be under-
stood in the context of the dissolution of the patriarchal family 
and is directly reflected in the problem of domestic violence 
and child abuse. In fact, I consider that the term conservatism 
cannot really capture the novelty and cruelty of the gendered 
nature of the new regime.30 What we see here is not power but 
the demise of the “traditional” or “patriarchal family” amid the 
dissolution and fall of the state of law and the ensuing crisis of 
patriarchal power.31 The resulting pathology is a far-right male 
supremacist reaction with heavy sexism, heterosexism and great 
deal of misogyny against the public visibility and human rights 
of women and LGBT people. The interwoven nature of gender, 
violence and masculinity as well as its centrality for the new re-
gime has been more apparent since the suppression of the 2016 
attempted coup.32

Although the government tries to present itself as support-
ing women against violence or supporting working mothers, 
the growing masculine or hyper-masculine character is too 
apparent to hide. We see this character most strikingly in the 
problem of rampant gender violence and child abuse as a form 
of gender violence.33 As I said before, gender politics is not the 
strongest aspect of the right-wing populist attempt to form a 
hegemonic bloc; it is its Achilles’ heel, its weakest, most vulner-
able point. The reason for this should now be clearer: the very 
heated and polarized debate on gender violence is such that 
the AKP government is held at least politically responsible if 
not seen as totally and directly triggering or encouraging it. So, 
considering the problem of widespread domestic violence and 
child abuse, the “threat to family” comes not from the outside 
world, i.e. the West, (in the form of liberal gender equality laws 
imposing sex education, over-sexualization of children or gay 
marriage) but from within the patriarchal family and society 
backed by the new regime in its attempts to erode the legal rights 
of women to get a divorce, or to escape from domestic violence 
by divorce, and to lower the age of consent etc. In contrast to 
the “concerned parents” of European anti-gender movements 
who depict the children as in danger of being overly sexualized 
or under threat from gender equality politics, in the Turkish 
case, this “threatened child” figure is mostly a real victim of 
child abuse in a domestic setting or in government-controlled 
educational units or forced underage marriages.34 Further we 
should add that the pro-family and pro-morality image of new 
regime is grossly damaged and contested as many incidents of 
sexual scandals involving conservative politicians are revealed 
to the public and the covert practice of adultery among religious 
people is widely and fiercely reproached by the secular sections. 
Overall we can say that both the pro-family stance and the mo-
rality of the Islamic government are highly contested in Turkish 
politics. I am not arguing that the existence of an acute problem 
of gender violence is a barrier for anti-gender mobilization in 
itself. Rather, the specific contingencies of social and political 
forces in Turkey and particularly the impact of a strong women’s 
movement block the emergence of a wide coalition of rightwing 
forces based on gender as symbolic glue.

A new episode of anti-gender politics?
In this article, I repeatedly pointed out that Turkey is a particu-
lar case in that there has been no anti-gender movement as 
yet. Yet, I have to say something that could cause an interesting 
change in the course of the argument, not for the time being 
but certainly for the future. It is my very recent observation 
that seeds of an anti-gender movement in the European style 
are currently being planted. This is very recent development 
which needs to be watched and about which I can only say a 
few things to point out to its novel character. It reflects a more 
radical Islamist reaction to the AKP and is mostly based on the 
crucial politicization of some critical gender issues regarding 
family law, such as child custody and divorce maintenance 
payment as well as the law protecting women against violence. 
With the emergence of this new discourse we are witnessing an 
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attempt to link the growing popular masculine reactions firmly 
to an Islamic project, something different from what the AKP 
has done up to now. It does not yet represent a broad coali-
tion of right-wing forces at the bottom of society, but there are 
attempts to form such a coalition as we see in the case of the 
currently unsuccessful divorced fathers’ movement. We also 
see that some pro-government journalists or writers have just 
started to condemn the use of the term “gender” to wipe out 
the “gender equality” agenda or whatever is left of it.35 This dis-
course of masculine victimization and male resentment is a real 
novelty for Turkish gender politics, though it resonates highly 
with the incitement of sentiments of resentment and rage in the 
new Turkey.36 It shows that the masculine discourse is moving 
away from the protectionist religious and traditional discourses 
and calling for justice for victimized men.37 This newly emerging 
discourse also condemns the concept of gender as the Trojan 
horse lurking behind the Istanbul Treaty, aiming to destroy the 
natural order of sexes and promoting “perversity”. It is a very 
interesting coincidence that just in the first weeks of 2019, while 
I was trying to finish my article, a new wave of attacks on gender 
equality was launched by pro-government newspapers. It was 
triggered by a columnist who wrote a piece on “fools of the tribe 
of gender”, condemning gender studies as unscientific and 
ideological. To my knowledge, this comment is the first of its 
kind in a newspaper and it seems to be a direct borrowing from 
the European debate.38

Feminist politics
The rise of anti-gender movements in the broader context of 
rightwing populisms and illiberal regimes poses important 
questions as to the contemporary feminist politics and feminist 
theorizing. As Gunnarsson, Payne and Tornhill put it, the dif-
ficult question is how to repoliticize gender in a context where 
the depoliticization of gender and sexual diversity by state bu-
reaucracies and corporate structures meets the repoliticization 
of gender by rightwing populisms.39 Thus once again it is time to 
reinvent the political dimension of feminism. We have already 
witnessed some remarkable feminist resistance and challenges 
to the new threats in many different parts of the world such as 
the USA, Ireland, Poland and Argentina in the last few years. In-
spired by these global trends and motivated to go further, a new 
feminist theorizing on feminist politics has emerged which pro-
motes two basic and recurring themes. One is reclaiming femi-
nism’s lost socialist or anti-capitalist dimension.40 And the other 

is a call for a transnational and intersectional 
feminism.41 As for the first strand of critique, 
Nancy Fraser has set the terms of the debate, 
highlighting the problem of feminism being 
complicit with neoliberalism in its individual-

ism and in its focusing so much on identity 
politics at the expense of social justice 
and economic issues.42 Whether one 
agrees with Fraser or not regarding the 
responsibility of feminism in legitimizing 

the neoliberal order,43 there is no question 

that feminism should reinvent and revive its political potentials 
in new ways in order to cope with the challenge of authoritarian 
populisms.

The calls for social justice-oriented or anti-capitalist feminism 
or a more inclusive and intersectional feminism are perfectly 
well grounded, yet it is not certain what kind of implications this 
turn would have for feminist politics because there are definitely 
different ways of doing “left feminism”. In this context, a par-
ticular line of leftist thinking is emerging that proposes the idea 
of radical democracy and leftist populism which is currently 
being revived in feminist thinking as well. Thus we see that many 
feminist observers of the illiberal regimes of Central and Eastern 
Europe are highly critical of previous and existing feminist strat-
egies which are falling short of challenging rightwing populism.44 
Petö and others, for example, suggest that “resistance alone is 
not enough” and a new progressive politics is needed for the 
enhancement of feminist politics.45 Petö suggests that progres-
sive politics should move away from the technocratic and NGO 
style of functioning and engage in building legitimacy and mass 
support for the cause through political action. We have recently 
witnessed that women in Hungary are coming forward in the 
opposition to Orbán’s macho politics.46 In Poland, the reason for 
the success of the Black Protest is that “the struggle of women 
has become constructed as a struggle against the regime”.47 Simi-
larly in Argentina, the Green Wave movement represents a per-
fect and inspiring model whereby we witness the emergence of 
a “feminist people” by forming a chain of equivalences between 
gender equality demands and other demands of social justice 
against the neoliberal-conservative ruling coalition.48 Hence, Di 
Marco claims that “the feminist people” articulates the counter-
hegemonic resistance to the ruling hegemonic bloc under the 
leadership of Catholic Church.49

Thus, a growing strand of feminist thinking argues for a kind 
of leftist populism in the form of a “feminist we” that is much 
indebted to the idea of radical democracy elaborated by politi-
cal theorists Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe. As Laclau and 
Mouffe have shown, for socialist politics the choice is never be-
tween identity or “the cultural” and “the economic” That’s why 
calls for a return to “the social” would not be enough to tackle 
the new challenges of illiberal anti-genderism. The real question 
has always been and still is the creation of a “we the people” on 
the political level.50 Mouffe explains the rise of right-wing popu-
lism as a reaction of classes that are the losers of globalization 
and abandoned by neoliberal regimes. She suggests that the left 
must create a populist frontier of all classes against elites and 
the establishment.51 Here populism means forming a chain of 
equivalences and establishing a collective will around a common 
agenda and against a common adversary. So identity politics 
needs to be replaced by hegemonic struggles whereby a large 
“us” should be counterpoised to a small “them” through a war of 
position in and outside the existing institutions. In line with radi-
cal democracy, I also believe that the real question for feminist 
politics for our age of illiberal regimes is to reinvent and win a 
crucial position for gender equality demands in the construction 
of a large “us”.
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An inspiring moment for radical  
democracy and feminist politics
So, how are we going to think the prospects of feminist “popu-
lism” — “a feminism of the people” — in Turkey? Could the acute 
problem of gender violence and illiberal authoritarianism be 
linked in politically creative ways so as to challenge both at the 
same time? Can gender equality be a nodal point to oppose the 
atrocities of masculine power carried out in the name of the holy 
trinity of “state, nation and family”? Can feminism be a lead-
ing political and intellectual force in the formation of a “we the 
people”? It is difficult to answer these questions amid the utterly 
gloomy atmosphere of heavy oppression where all democratic 
opposition seems to be repressed. Yet, for the same reason it is 
of vital importance to recall a very recent episode in Turkish his-
tory which has the most vital implications for both radical demo-
cratic and feminist politics.

Between 2013—2015 we saw the formation of a chain of equiv-
alences between the different democratic struggles against an 
authoritarian neoliberal regime and the emergence of a radical-
democratic “people’s” formation, expressed firstly in the Gezi 
protests in June 2013 and then in the HDP’s electoral victory in 
June 2015.52 We have witnessed the inspiring flourishing of an 
intersectional politics where the social divisions and boundaries 
between different long-established political subjectivities and 
binary contradictions were blurred and overcome for a while. 
In fact, the eruption of intersectional politics at this moment 
was the end result of the culmination of democratic and femi-
nist struggles for the last two decades. Beginning in 1990s, both 
the Kurdish political opposition, and leftist mobilizations of 
various sorts (especially the movement of public employees) as 
well as many resistance movements concerning human rights, 
secularism, the environment, and urbanization had been rap-
idly growing and transforming the political landscape despite 
the ongoing neoliberalization. Moreover, a vibrant feminist 
movement had already emerged and succeeded in forming in-
tersectional coalitions to a certain extent within women’s move-
ments and while being strongly involved in all other democratic 
struggles as well. Thus, although the Gezi resistance appeared 
as a really striking “event” in terms of its novelty and unpredict-
ability and its force, its social and political background already 
existed.

This blurring of deeply rooted divisions and the construction 
of bridges was the symptom of a nascent radical democratic and 
hegemonic politics of coalition building.53 The huge expansion 
of the intersectional sphere was striking and spectacular, repre-
senting a rising politics of coalition building prescribed by both 
intersectionality, radical democratic and queer politics. Cru-
cially, it was the women’s movement and LGBT movement that 
played a strategic role in the process. The women’s movement 
was the constitutive part of the newly emerging democratic-
popular formation and played a crucial role in both the Gezi 
movement and HDP politics.54 The strategic role of women’s 
mass participation as well as the role of feminist and LGBT move-
ments in the constructing of this new people formation was 
remarkable. It took many forms, finally culminating in June 2015 

in the İstanbul Pride Parade where more than 100,000 people 
participated.

And then came the backlash. It was such a promising and in-
spiring political moment and it was so powerful even in its initial 
phase that it had to be severely suppressed by the government 
resorting to all kinds of extreme violations of the rules of democ-
racy. After 2013, and as a reaction to the possibility of an alterna-
tive counter-hegemonic politics, a new and hyper-masculine 
regime has been set in motion. It is important to note that even 
under the oppressive conditions of the state of emergency, the 
women’s movement proved to be still alive, in fact as the only 
resisting political force on the streets. The vitality of the women’s 
movement was expressed by the huge numbers of women who 
gathered to celebrate Women’s Day on March 8, 2016. (50,000 
women joined the Night March in Istanbul). It was also proved 
when women successfully protested to curb several of govern-
ment initiatives to introduce new laws threating women’s rights. 
Yet whatever the resistance capacity of the feminist movement, 
it is clear that “resistance alone is not enough”. A new strategy 
should be developed in order to challenge the new regime. I 
believe that the real question for our times must be: what could 
be the original contribution of feminism in constructing and 
enlarging the new people in the fight for radical democracy? I 
also believe that a queer, radical democratic and intersectional 
feminism has the most potential to build the bridges across es-
tablished social divisions and boundaries.

As Mouffe writes, “30 years after Hegemony and Socialist 
Strategy, the aim is still to radicalize democracy, but in order to 
radicalize democracy, you first need to recover it...the first step 
is to re-establish what has been lost.”55 I hope that the generous 
potentials of feminism can be re-invented and drawn upon to 
help to recover the idea of radical democracy. ≈
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