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Abstract
How does anti-gender mobilisations undermine democracy through attacks on education? A growing body of  scholarship examines the 
impact of  anti-gender movements on democracy; however, less attention has been devoted to this phenomenon in a Southern European 
context, where the Catholic Church plays a significant role. Anti-gender movements have become transnational, coinciding with the rise of  
far-right groups in Europe since the 1990s. While conservative actors have historically mobilised against feminist causes, they now target 
what they refer to as ‘gender ideology’. What do they mean by this term? Why is the educational sphere one of  their primary battlegrounds? 
Is there a connection between these mobilisations across Southern European countries? What are their broader cultural and political im-
plications for society? This article examines anti-gender mobilisations against ‘gender ideology’ in gender and sexuality equality education, 
analysing their cultural and political consequences in four Southern European nations: Spain, Italy, France, and Portugal. Drawing on com-
parative data from these countries, it argues that the moral crusade against ‘gender ideology’ in education is a key element of  the contempo-
rary ‘cultural war’, fostering a climate of  ‘moral panic’ that poses a significant threat to democracy in SouthernEurope. 
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Abstract
¿Cómo socavan la democracia las movilizaciones anti-género a través de los ataques a la educación? Cada vez son más los estudios que 
examinan el impacto de los movimientos anti-género sobre la democracia; sin embargo, se ha prestado menos atención a este fenómeno en 
el contexto del sur de Europa, donde la iglesia católica desempeña un papel importante. Los movimientos anti-género se han convertido en 
transnacionales, coincidiendo con el auge de los grupos de extrema derecha en Europa desde la década de 1990. Si bien los actores conser-
vadores se han movilizado históricamente contra las causas feministas, ahora atacan lo que denominan «ideología de género». ¿Qué quieren 
decir con este término? ¿Por qué el ámbito educativo es uno de sus principales campos de batalla? ¿Existe alguna relación entre estas mo-
vilizaciones en los países del sur de Europa? ¿Cuáles son sus implicaciones culturales y políticas más amplias para la sociedad? Este artículo 
examina las movilizaciones contra la «ideología de género» en la educación para la igualdad sexual y de género, analizando sus consecuencias 
culturales y políticas en cuatro países del sur de Europa: España, Italia, Francia y Portugal. Basándose en datos comparativos de estos países, 
se sostiene que la cruzada moral contra la «ideología de género» en educación es un elemento clave de la «guerra cultural» contemporánea, 
que fomenta un clima de «pánico moral» que supone una importante amenaza para la democracia en la Europa del Sur.
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Mar Venegas. Anti-Gender Mobilisations, ‘Gender Ideology’, and the Assault on Democracy:  
The Battle over Gender and Sexuality Equality Education in Southern Europe

1. Anti-Genderism and Democracy 
The far right is gaining ‘support across democratic societies’ (Lianos, 2019: 445). Linked to it, anti-gender 
movements have reached a global scale (Korolczuk, 2014; Froio and Ganesh, 2019; Sosa, 2021; Zarem-
berg, Tabbush and Friedman, 2021), with a strong presence in Europe (Dahl and Kennedy-Macfoy,, 
2020; Korolczuk, 2014; Köttig, Bitzan and Petö, 2017; Kováts, 2018; Kováts and Põim, 2015; Kuhar and 
Paternotte, 2017; Kuhar and Zobec, 2017; Paternotte and Kuhar, 2018; Verloo and Paternotte, 2018; 
O’Sullivan and Krulišová, 2020; Spallaccia, 2020; Berthet, 2022; Venegas, 2024; Villar-Aguilés and Vene-
gas, 2024), where right-wing populist parties have gained strength since the end of  the 1990s’ (Fryklund, 
2018). This phenomenon poses a major threat to European democracy (Sosa, 2021; Venegas 2021, 2022a, 
2024), where gender equality policies have been key for building democracy (Alonso and Lombardo, 
2018; Korolczuk, 2014; Köttig, Bitzan and Petö, 2017; Kuhar and Paternotte, 2017; Verloo and Pater-
notte, 2018; Berthet, 2022). The ‘Global Right Wing’ is carrying out an international ‘moral crusade’ 
against the so-called ‘gender ideology’ (Paternotte and Kuhar, 2018). The result is affective polarisation, 
which is seen as responsible for many contemporary ills of  democratic functioning (Torcal and Comellas, 
2022). 

However, gender could be seen as just the tip of  the iceberg of  a larger systemic crisis (Kováts 2018; 
Datta, 2021). Two main arguments can be found in line with this:

1. The rise of  the far right is the result of  the economic and social crisis (Cipek and Lacković, 2019). This 
argument remarks the weakness of  democracy and neoliberal economics (Korolczuk and Graff, 
2018).

2. This conservative rise is a reaction against liberal democracy and human rights (Sosa, 2021), since they 
challenge traditional values (Jarkovská, 2020).

Previous research has shown that ‘the real tip of  the iceberg is the much wider overlapping political 
and economic projects accompanying the religious extremist normative project which undermines hu-
man rights while eroding the foundations of  regulated market economies and liberal, pluralist democracy’ 
(Datta, 2021: 82). In this article, these two arguments are explored to defend the thesis that, although 
global anti-gender movements attack sexuality and gender issues linked to feminist and LGBTQI+ 
movements primarily, the ultimate target of  their attacks is democracy itself, as democracy represents 
the replacement of  traditional (patriarchal) values by democratic values of  equality. The article attempts 
to understand this complex phenomenon by focusing on a particular issue: anti-gender mobilisations in 
education. 

While a growing number of  contributions focus on the erosion of  democracy by anti-gender move-
ments (Köttig, Bitzan and Petö, 2017; Kováts, 2017; Alonso and Lombardo, 2018; Bellè and Poggio, 
2018; Grzebalska and Pető, 2018; Korolczuk and Graff, 2018; Paternotte and Kuhar, 2018; Engeli, 2020; 
Santos, 2020; Heinrich Böll Stiftung, 2021; Sosa, 2021; Venegas, 2021, 2022a), there is no comparative 
research on Southern Europe. Some authors point out the interest of  studying different European socie-
ties of  Catholic heritage (Lavizzari and Prearo, 2018), as religion is a common axis of  these mobilisations. 
Moreover, a recent report proves that ‘religious extremists’ are funding anti-gender actors operating in 
Europe ‘to roll back human rights in sexuality and reproduction’ (Datta, 2021: 3). A divide is identified 
between moral traditionalism and progressivism on sexuality, life and procreation, and family and gen-
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der roles, with Western Europe becoming more secular and progressive between 1981 and 2008 (Pless, 
Tromp, and Houtman 2021, 8). Anti-gender campaigns could be a reaction against this secularisation 
(Gusmeroli and Trappolin 2021; Lavizzari and Prearo 2018). This article focuses on education in South-
ern Europe to deepen this debate. 

To this end, the article analyses mobilisations against ‘gender ideology’ in education in four Southern 
European countries, Spain, Italy, France and Portugal, with a three-part objective of  research: 

1. To identify the main anti-gender mobilisations in education in these countries;

2. In order to detect possible connections between the mobilizations investigated in these four coun-
tries;

3. So, to analyse the cultural and political effects of  these mobilisations in these Southern European 
democracies. 

The final aim is to contribute to the ongoing discussion on how anti-gender, far right activism is af-
fecting European democracy.

2.  ‘Gender ideology’
The use of  the term ‘gender ideology’ has spread throughout Europe. ‘It can be defined as a rhetorical 
device employed to contest the concept of  gender itself, as well as any gender-positive intervention aimed 
at denaturalising the traditional sexual order’ (Spallaccia 2020, 131). This wide range of  issues is well 
synthesised by Paternotte and Kuhar (2018, 9): ‘LGBT rights, reproductive rights, sex and gender education 
in schools, gender itself  (as meant in gender violence, gender studies and gender mainstreaming), as well as 
mobilised in defence of  religious freedom and a certain understanding of  democracy’2. It is ‘sex and gender 
education in schools’, as pointed out by these authors, what this article discusses. It refers to gender and 
sexuality equality education.

The term ‘gender theory’ first came into use in the documents produced after the 1994 UN Confer-
ence on Population and Development in Cairo and the World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995 
(Kuhar and Zobec, 2017). Gender replaced sex. For the Holy See, gender, as a social construction of  
masculinity and femininity, undermined the natural family and the naturalness of  male and female (Tra-
chman, 2011; Kuhar and Zobec, 2017; Bellè and Poggio, 2018; Vaticano, 2019; Spallaccia, 2020). This 
was the ‘first wave’ of  anti-genderism. These two Conferences took a step further towards sexual and 
reproductive rights, which are fundamental human rights that include the need for sexuality education 
(Lavizzari and Prearo, 2018). They are part of  sexual and intimate citizenship, relating to 

Human sexual self-expression, as well as the choices relating to our bodies, feelings, identities, relationships, 
genders, eroticism, representations, and so forth. (…) The discourse on sexual citizenship came into being due 
to the processes of  the democratisation of  intimate partnerships. (Kuhar, 2015: 85) 

Gender is inextricably linked to democracy. They need each other. Citizenship is a fundamental aspect. 
Gender politics ‘has to do with citizenship, therefore sexual and intimate citizenship’ (Rawłuszko, 2019: 

2 The emphasis has been made by the author to underline the focus of  this article.
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2). However, for the Catholic Church, gender represents ‘a new «ideological dictatorship», whose political 
program would be the extension of  the domain of  democracy to the sexual realm’ (Lavizzari and Prearo, 
2018: 10). Yet, the term ‘gender ideology’ is nothing more than an ‘empty signifier’ (Mayer and Sauer, 
2017, as quoted in Kuhar and Zobec, 2017) in which gender acts as the ‘symbolic glue’ (Grzebalska and 
Pető, 2018) that allows far right actors to articulate their counter-hegemonic project, based on the nation, 
the family and religion.

The term ‘gender ideology’ has spread across Europe to demonise the achievements of  second- and 
third-wave feminism and LGBTQ+ activists (Spallaccia, 2020). Anti-gender actors distort public opin-
ion by identifying inherently democratic values such as equality, diversity, human rights and social justice 
(Venegas, 2013) as leftist, even Marxist values (Bellè and Poggio, 2018; Paternotte and Kuhar, 2018). This 
identification of  gender with ideology undermines democracy both culturally and politically, since an-
ti-gender and ultra-conservative groups promote a war that takes place in the realm of  culture to mobilise 
‘moral panic’ in society (Venegas, 2024). Sexuality is at the centre of  this cultural war (Morán, 2019), so 
sexuality education is a good example to illustrate the phenomenon discussed in this article (Venegas, 
2022a).

The article starts from the thesis that anti-gender campaigns against ‘gender ideology’ in education 
have a double sociological implication: one cultural, so that these actions are part of  the cultural war that 
ultra-conservative groups are waging to mobilise moral panic in society; another political, as this cultural 
war is a moral crusade against gender politics in the field of  sexual and intimate citizenship. Both implica-
tions, cultural and political, ultimately aim to destabilise liberal democracy in Europe to restore traditional 
Western values and the ‘natural family’, which are challenged by gender and sexuality equality education, 
according to anti-gender actors. 

3.  Methodology 
To cover the objective of  the research mentioned above, a methodological strategy has been defined as 
follows:

1. To cover part 1 (to identify the main anti-gender mobilisations in education in these countries), data (an-
ti-gender mobilisations in education) have been searched on the Web of  Science database. The 
keywords used for the search have been ‘anti-gender movements’, ‘gender ideology’, ‘gender equa-
lity in education’, ‘sexuality education’, and the names of  the four countries of  the study. All the 
sources found in this database until the end of  2021 have been analysed. 

2. To cover part 2 (in order to detect possible connections between the mobilisations investigated in these four 
countries) and part 3 (to analyse the cultural and political effects of  these mobilisations in Southern European 
democracies), the corresponding categories of  analysis have been created using the software for 
qualitative analysis NVivo Release. 

An appropriate set of  analytical categories was developed using the qualitative analysis software NVivo 
Release. These categories were established through an inductive approach, grounded in the data extract-
ed from the analysed sources. In particular, the investigation of  potential connections between these 
mobilisations (part 2) involved tracing ideological alignments and shared strategic frameworks across the 
selected case studies. This process entailed systematically coding key themes related to actors, narratives, 
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and mobilisations to identify convergences and divergences across national contexts. By applying this 
analytical framework, it was possible to discern whether these movements operate in isolation or as part 
of  a broader, interconnected phenomenon across Southern Europe.

Similarly, the analysis of  their cultural and political effects (part 3) required an examination of  how 
these mobilisations influence democratic education. This involved categorising the data to capture shifts 
towards gender and sexuality equality education. The findings provide insight into how these movements 
contribute to the broader ‘cultural war’ and the extent to which they foster ‘moral panic’, reinforce con-
servative agendas, or challenge democratic values. Sections 4.2 and 4.3 below provide a detailed account 
of  the process of  inductive categorisation and analysis, offering a structured examination of  the data and 
its implications.

Qualitative content analysis has been chosen as the most appropriate technique to cover these re-
search objectives since it can follow either inductive or deductive approaches. ‘In the inductive approach, 
codes, categories, or themes are directly drawn from the data, whereas the deductive approach starts with 
preconceived codes or categories derived from prior relevant theory, research, or literature’ (Cho and 
Lee, 2014: 4). In this study, the research objectives shape categorisation and coding. On the other hand, 
coding with this technique allowed us to identify both the manifest and the latent content. This is both 
‘the visible and surface content of  text’ and ‘the underlying meaning of  the text’ (Ibíd.), both of  which 
are needed to cover this objective. 

The data analysed in this study are derived exclusively from documentary sources, primarily scientific 
articles. As previously mentioned, the initial search focused on documents pertaining to major anti-gen-
der mobilisations in education in Spain, France, Italy, and Portugal up to the end of  2021, using the Web 
of  Science (WoS). WoS was selected as the primary database due to its prominence in Spain for indexing 
scientific articles, while also encompassing many documents indexed in Scopus and other databases. All 
retrieved documents were recorded using the Mendeley bibliographic management programme. Subse-
quently, qualitative data analysis was conducted with NVivo Release, where the data were first categorised 
and then examined in alignment with the three key components of  the research objective. The earliest 
documents identified date back to 2008, while the period 2017–2020 emerges as the most prolific in 
terms of  scholarship on anti-gender mobilisations in education within the timeframe analysed. The re-
sults are structured in accordance with these three parts, as outlined below. 

4.  Results
4.1. Mobilizations against ‘gender ideology’ in Education
In a democratic Europe, schools have been incorporating equality policies hand in hand with femi-
nism (Subirats, 2017, 2021). In doing so, sexual citizenship and democracy have been strengthened 
(Rawłuszko, 2019). This is how education has become ‘one of  the targets of  the anti-gender move-
ment in Europe’ (Kuhar and Zobec, 2017: 36), in reaction against a supposed indoctrination under 
‘gender ideology’, according to anti-gender movements. The problem is served: ‘sex education at 
school is under fire all-over Europe’ (Engeli, 2020: 231). Hence the importance of  researching this 
phenomenon to understand its implications (Venegas, 2022a, 2024). This section describes the main 
results found in relation to the first part of  the objective of  research in this article, namely: to identify 
the main anti-gender mobilisations in education in these countries. 
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4.1.1. Italy
The campaign against ‘gender ideology’ in Italy emerged in the 1990s, when the Vatican crit-
icised Gender Studies for questioning the ‘naturalness of  the sexual order and the traditional 
family’ (Bellè and Poggio, 2018: 120). Later, in 2007, the ‘Family Day’ mobilised against the 
Italian government’s intention to introduce legislation for same-sex couples. ‘It now assumes 
the features of  an outright moral crusade’ (Bellè and Poggio, 2018: 120) against secularisation 
(Gusmeroli and Trappolin, 2021; Lavizzari and Prearo, 2018).

Anti-gender actors received the withdrawal of  books addressing family diversity in some public 
primary schools. Public authorities introduced ‘anti-gender phone lines’ to encourage parents 
to report cases of  ‘gender ideology’ in education programs. The Italian Association of  Catholic 
School Parents used social networks in 2014 to ask parents to remove their children from public 
schools once a month (Garbagnoli, 2017, as quoted in Kuhar and Zobec, 2017). Some cities 
removed ‘from libraries and nursery schools publications for children which proposed non-tra-
ditional family models, or to prohibit initiatives in schools concerned with gender differences’ 
(Bellè and Poggio, 2018: 120). 

Some other actions against ‘gender ideology’ in education involve the university (Donà, 2020). 
In May 2018, a workshop on asylum and sexual diversity was cancelled at the University of  
Verona. In November 2018, the Lega Minister of  the University stopped an academic study 
on homophobic attitudes in education at the University of  Perugia. In December 2018, gender 
equality programs for secondary schools supervised by the University of  Trento were cancelled. 
In March 2019, the XIII World Congress of  Families occurred in Verona. 

Anti-gender mobilisations sought to stop the 2015 reform of  the education system, known 
as La Buona Scuola (The Good School), which draws on the Istanbul Convention to prevent 
gender-based violence through a gender-inclusive education at school. Several online platforms 
were created to denounce children’s books that promoted gender. The ‘osservatoriogender.it’, 
created in 2015 by Famiglia Domani (Spallaccia, 2020), was one of  the most popular platforms. 
Finally, the educational law approved in 2017 excluded any module or mention of  sexuality and 
gender in education (Juhász et al., 2018).

4.1.2. Spain 
Spain has not had any law to regulate sexuality education in schools until recently (Venegas, 
2022a). The topic gained political attention when the far right Spanish party Vox received polit-
ical representation for the first time in democracy after the Andalusian elections in 20183. They 
entered the state parliament for the first time in democracy in Spain in 2019 (Pichel-Vázquez 
and Enguix-Grau, 2022). Since then, several actions have been carried out. First (April 2018), 
the Councillor of  Education of  Murcia (Partido Popular, right-wing) posed for the local press 
with an LGTBI association that delivered workshops on gender and sexuality equality education 
in schools. The Family Forum requested parents to ask for permission to allow their children to 
attend these workshops. 

3 The far right burst into the Spanish political scene in late 2018 for the first time after Franco’s dictatorship (Beatley, 2019).
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Second (November 2019), a Secondary teacher in Andalusia screened a video on the International 
Day of  the Elimination of  Gender Violence. It shows a 1997 Andalusian public television pro-
gram in which Ana Orantes explains the violence she suffered at the hands of  her ex-husband 
for 40 years. Then, 13 days later, he took revenge for her declarations and murdered her (Beatley 
2019). Despite the Andalusian government encouraging this sort of  activities, some parents de-
nounced the teacher, who had to declare in Court (Kohan, 2019). 

In 2019/2020, Hazte Oír (HO) sent 23,000 letters to Spanish schools for families to request infor-
mation and express their consent for their children to attend sexuality education courses (Kohan, 
2019). HO then promoted a campaign to disseminate a leaflet entitled ‘Leave my children alone’, 
to inform parents about what they call ‘gender indoctrination’ and to denounce on their website 
the 300 schools that had activities on LGTBI equality and diversity in Spain (Kohan, 2019). This is 
Vox’s ‘parental pin’ for families to authorise contents in school hours on gender violence, LGTBI 
rights, bullying or xenophobia, just to name a few. 

Since then, schools in Murcia have stopped using the Association of  Matrons’ sexuality educa-
tion course to address risky adolescent behaviours, particularly among vulnerable students. In La 
Rioja, sexologists are no longer included due to teachers’ fear of  reprisals, fuelled by Vox’s hate 
campaigns on Twitter (now X). A key case is Skolae, a gender and sexuality equality education 
plan approved by the Navarrese Parliament in 2017, denounced by anti-gender groups in 2018 
despite receiving a UNESCO award for gender equality best practices in 2019 (Álvarez, Mahtani 
and Vadillo, 2020). In the Valencian Community, Madrid and Andalusia, these groups asked for the 
names and surnames of  the people who delivered sexuality education in schools (Borraz, 2020).

4.1.3. France 
In the 2010s, Catholic lobbies implemented actions such as the following:

Anan online-petition in 2010 against Baiser de la lune, an animated film for primary schools about love 
between two male fish commissioned by the Ministry of  Education. In 2011, they denounced gender studies 
courses at the Institut d’études poltiques de Paris [Institute of  Political Studies – SciencesPo]. That same 
year —organized by the Fondation de Service politique and the Confédération Nationale des Associations 
Familiales Catholiques [National Confederation of  Catholic Family Associations]—they wrote letters to 
conservative legislators (Courty and Gervais 2015) to protest against “gender” in high school curricula. 
(Stambolis-Ruhstorfer and Tricou, 2017: 5) 

The battle of  some religious groups against gender politics spread to France in 2011 (Blázquez, 
Cornejo and Pichardo, 2018), when a conservative MP alarmed against the Ministry of  Educa-
tion’s plan to teach the difference between sex and gender in high school (Stambolis-Ruhstorfer 
and Tricou, 2017). ‘La Manif  Pour Tous [LMPT] marked a new era in the political organisa-
tion of  Catholic conservatism in France since 2012’ (Geva, 2019: 399), a campaign promoted 
by Catholic Families Associations called ‘Parents, are you well informed about «Gender» at 
school?’, which focused on childhood and children’s rights, to mobilise moral panic among 
families. The aim was to involve parents in the restoration of  authority and traditional values at 
school. 
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Anti-gender lectures were posted on Youtube, mainly between 2011 and 2013, to reject gender 
in textbooks or during debates on ‘marriage for all’. This action was repeated in 2015 with the 
school reform. Catholics were invited to mobilise and assert their identity to defend the ‘natural 
order’ (Duru-Bellat, 2017). These actions did not stop the law on same-sex marriage but inter-
fered with measures to promote gender and sexuality education like

experimental curriculum on gender equality entitled ‘ABCD de l’égalité’ through two specific efforts. Farida 
Belghoul organized one of  these, the Journée de Retrait de l’École [Keep Your Child Home from School 
Day] (…). The other, called the Vigi-Gender plan, was designed to monitor ‘gender’, which was ‘sneaking 
into schools’ (Husson 2014). (Stambolis-Ruhstorfer and Tricou, 2017: 6)

The integration of  gender identity and sexual orientation into Secondary School outraged 
Catholic associations. The ‘region of  Ile-de-France has dismantled its crucial financial support 
to gender studies’ (Paternotte and Kuhar, 2018, 10). The right-wing student organisation Union 
Nationale Inter-universitaire established a Gender Theory Observatory in January 2013 (Brust-
ier, 2015). After 2013-2014, the Union for a Popular Movement party (centre-right) took ad-
vantage of  these discourses and led a campaign against some youth books, especially ‘All naked 
[Tous à poil]’, in February 2014 (Brustier, 2015). 

4.1.4. Portugal
This phenomenon is more recent in Portugal. Since 2017, the left-wing government has intro-
duced modules on gender and sexuality education in the compulsory subject ‘Citizenship and 
Development’ (Venegas, Villar-Aguilés and Santos, 2020). Conservative groups reacted against 
this education policy (Venegas, 2022b). The first action was in November 2018, when Escudo 
Identitário, linked to the far right party Chega, pasted posters in schools against what they 
considered indoctrination under ‘gender ideology’ (Pinto, 2018). Chega tries to capitalise on 
citizen discontent over the economic and social crisis of  the Covid-19 pandemic by encour-
aging debates on whether ‘Citizenship and Development’ should be compulsory in Secondary 
Education (Santos, 2020). The second action was in Vila Nova de Famalicão, where two families 
appealed to conscientious objection to prevent their children from taking this subject at school. 

In August 2019, the Portuguese government approved a measure that allows pupils to choose 
the toilets and changing rooms they prefer. Then, the Portuguese Episcopal Conference reacted 
against ‘gender’ teaching in schools. They relaunched a 2013 pastoral document, ‘The Christian 
vision of  sexuality. On gender ideology’, to denounce ‘this type of  indoctrination’, as if  «gender 
ideology» were a shared and indisputable scientific fact’. The aim was to appeal to parents’ rights 
over schools to decide their children’s education (Magariños, 2019).

In July 2019, the Centre for Social Studies of  the University of  Coimbra hosted an international 
conference to analyse the impact of  the growth of  populism and far right movements on the 
rights and well-being of  women and LGBTQ people (DeCode/M, 2019). 
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4.2.  Southern European Connections 
The data analysed in the previous section reveal numerous historical connections between the four 
countries analysed:

1.  They share a familiaris welfare state model (Esping Andersen, 1993) that places the family 
and traditional values at the centre of  social structuring, except for France, which is closer 
to the Central European model; however, France shares its Mediterraneanness with Spain 
and Italy. 

2.  All four share a strong Catholic tradition, which inspires current ultra-conservative attacks 
on gender (Korolczuk, 2014; Duru-Bellat, 2017; Stambolis-Ruhstorfer and Tricou, 2017; 
Blázquez, Cornejo and Pichardo, 2017, 2018, Magariños, 2019, Zengarini, 2019: Datta, 
2021). 

This section describes the main results found in relation to the second part of  the research objec-
tive of  this paper, namely to detect possible connections between the mobilizations investigated in these four countries. 

4.2.1. The Actors
Three types of  actors led the anti-gender moral crusade in the four countries studied:

1. Religious: the Catholic Church, headed by the national Episcopal Conferences. The Vati-
can in Italy, where the process of  secularisation is of  relevance to understand the political 
involvement of  the Catholic Church in this moral crusade (Gusmeroli and Trappolin, 
2021; Lavizzari and Prearo, 2018). This actor is key since it inspires the rest. 

2. Political: far right parties. In Spain, we find Vox; Lega in Italy, and more recently Fratelli 
d’Italia (Puleo and Piccolino, 2022); the National Front in France; and Chega in Portugal. 

3. Social: ultra-conservative civil society groups. In Spain, the main of  these groups are Haz-
te Oír (HO) [‘Make Yourself  Heard’] (Cornejo and Pichardo, 2017; Pichel-Vázquez and 
Enguix-Grau, 2022), Foro de la Familia [the Family Forum], anti-abortion groups, Citizen 
Go in Europe (Venegas, 2021), and Christian Lawyers (Kohan, 2019). In Italy, two groups 
emerged in 2012, the Pro Vita association, the only with a nationally based constituency 
(Avanza, 2018), to uphold the values of  life and the family to protect children; LMPT, 
seconding the French group (Bellè and Poggio, 2018); and also Sentinelle in piedi (Spallac-
cia, 2020). In France, ‘The Manif  pour tous (LMPT) association was founded (…) in late 
2012 with the purpose of  opposing the institution of  marriage for same-sex couples and 
the introduction of  gender education courses in schools’ (Bellè and Poggio, 2018: 125). It 
is a coalition of  different catholic movements, NGOs and associations, conservative think 
tanks, blogs, and intellectuals (Brustier, 2015). An even more reactionary, ultra-Catholic 
and monarchist group, called the French Spring, mobilised against the ‘ideological stru-
ggle against the denaturalised society’ that the ‘marriage for all’ that President Holande 
tried to approve in France in 2012 meant for them (Robcis, 2015). In Portugal, there is the 
organisation Escudo Identitário (Pinto, 2018). 

Therefore, the actors are ultra-conservative political parties and social groups linked to the 
Catholic Church. 
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4.2.2. The Leitmotif
The trigger for what is known as the ‘second wave’ of  anti-genderism came in Spain in 2005, 
when same-sex marriage was legalised (Cornejo and Pichardo, 2017). Italy followed suit in 2007. 
The response was to celebrate ‘Family Day’ to protest against the Italian government’s intention 
to adopt civil union legislation for same-sex couples. This day became a reference for the protest 
structures of  anti-gender movements in Europe (Kuhar and Zobec, 2017). LMPT supported 
these mobilisations in France in 2012 (Geva, 2019). All these mobilisations had a common link: 
they were inspired by the traditional values of  the Catholic Church and its defence of  the ‘nat-
ural family’. The ‘natural family’ is founded on the natural order. This natural, binary order is 
based on the sexual, biological difference between men and women.

Thus, the leitmotiv has been the democratic defence of  the right to same-sex marriage. This 
right has been fiercely contested by anti-gender actors with the aim of  preserving traditional 
values and the ‘natural family’ defended by the Catholic Church.

4.2.3. The Educational Arena 
The coding of  the data has also facilitated the identification of  latent content, which is ‘the 
underlying meaning of  the text’ (Cho and Lee, 2014: 4). This latent content highlights the sig-
nificance of  anti-gender mobilisation within the sphere of  education. This domain serves as 
a crucial lens through which to comprehend the Southern European connections concerning 
anti-genderism.

Anti-gender campaigns in education raise several controversies. First, these actors appeal to 
the supposed right of  families to choose their children’s education. However, national and in-
ternational laws in the countries analysed put children’s rights first. Children belong to no one 
(Assiego, 2020). 

In Spain, for example, children’s rights are supported by the 1989 Convention on the Rights 
of  the Child. However, Vox’s parental veto in Spain has impacted teachers and education (Al-
varez, Mahtani and Vadillo, 2020). Threats and accusations have become a successful tactic of  
anti-gender movements to control the school curriculum (Kohan, 2019), although the Spanish 
Constitution does not allow parents to influence the curriculum and citizenship content in 
schools. While families are entitled to select the type of  education they wish for their children in 
the private sphere in accordance with their beliefs and values, the school system is mandated to 
deliver education based on scientific knowledge, as stipulated by law (Sterm Intersindical, 2020). 
In this context, Teaching Unions have raised concerns regarding the risks of  self-censorship 
among educators, who fear being left unprotected when promoting equality and diversity in 
the classroom. The consequence is a restriction of  democratic values in education. However, 
ultra-conservative mobilisations have fostered an atmosphere of  fear and surveillance, ultimate-
ly undermining policies on equality and diversity education by instilling apprehension among 
teachers regarding potential denunciations. 

Many actors have mobilised against the parental veto in Spain. These actors insist on the need 
for gender and sexuality equality education to reach all students, for two reasons: 1) some chil-
dren may come from sexist or homotransphobic households, have experienced gender-based 
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violence at home, suffered abuse or sexual harassment, or feel different from their peers; com-
prehensive, evidence-based education provides them with a safe environment in which to navi-
gate these issues. 2) Sexual citizenship and democratic principles are reinforced.

A comparable process has unfolded in Italy, as Donà (2020: 212) elucidates:

Lega, under Matteo Salvini’s leadership, was transformed (…) to a populist radical right party (Passarelli 
and Tuorto 2018). (…) conservative with respect to family values and traditional gender roles (Köttig et 
al., 2017), (…) included the centrality of  the natural patriarchal family (…); the exclusive role of  parents 
in choosing the kind of  education given to their children (…), gender equality represents a threat to social 
values, contrasted with Christian civilization.

Although more recently in Portugal, the scheme is similar. Mobilisations against gender are in 
the name of  the alleged indoctrination of  ‘gender ideology’, so they appeal to the conscientious 
objection of  ‘concerned parents’ to prevent their children from taking this subject at school. 
Parents are supposed to have the right, over and above schools, to decide the education of  their 
children, while Gender Studies are accused as ‘gender ideology’ by the Episcopal Conference 
(Magariños, 2019). 

Thus, the educational arena emerges as a particularly strategic domain for anti-gender mobili-
sations, as it enables the targeting of  ‘concerned parents’, the invocation of  the ‘parental veto’, 
and the proliferation of  ‘moral panic’ within families and broader society through alarmist de-
nunciations of  supposed ‘gender indoctrination’.

4.3. Cultural and political effects on Southern European Democracy
The data examined agree with Lianos (2019: 445) that the far right is gaining ‘support across demo-
cratic societies’. This research of  Southern Europe has shown to be an example of  it. Data has shown 
that it is the Catholic Church that inspires anti-gender mobilisations against ‘gender ideology’ in edu-
cation. To do so, the ‘natural family’, based on traditional, patriarchal values, is set at the core of  the 
four societies analysed. This moral crusade is hosted by three main, interconnected actors: 

1. One religious, the Catholic Church; 

2. One political, far right political parties; 

3. and one from the civil society, ultra-conservative associations and groups. 

Data analysed in the previous section show that anti-gender movements in the four Southern Eu-
ropean societies investigated share an education agenda and a modus operandi that accounts for their 
connection in Southern Europe, as follows:

1.  They all set the ‘natural family’ at the core, against LGBT people’s rights, family diversity and 
school programmes of  gender and sexuality education (Donà, 2020). 

2.  They mobilised against gender and sexuality equality education in schools because, they ar-
gued, this content could lead to an early sexualization of  children (Bellè and Poggio, 2018; 
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Gusmeroli and Trappolin, 2021). For this purpose, ‘egalitarian policies are presented as en-
couraging paedophilia and the sexualization of  children’ (Della Sudda, 2018: 3). 

3.  There is a claim to restore traditional values (Kováts and Põim, 2015; Bellè and Poggio, 
2018; Paternotte and Kuhar, 2018). 

4.  This constant ‘reference to children is a recurrent feature of  strategies to create moral panic’ 
(Bellè and Poggio, 2018: 124). To do so, anti-gender actors defend that they are not against 
gender equality but against gender indoctrination under ‘gender ideology’ in the curriculum. 

However, avoiding sexuality and gender in schools would mean that any group of  ‘concerned par-
ents’ (Kováts and Põim, 2015; Kuhar and Zobec, 2017) could impose their own view of  history, biol-
ogy or physics when they consider that the curriculum contravenes the Holy Scriptures. It would also 
deny children’s right to a comprehensive education and to know their own sexuality (Martínez, 2020), 
as recommended by Save the Children (Gil, 2020) and the Sustainable Development Goals contained 
in Agenda 2030 (Farreras, 2020). 

This section describes the main results found in relation to the third part of  the research objective 
of  this paper, namely to analyse the cultural and political effects of  these mobilisations in Southern European democ-
racies. As previously noted, ‘gender ideology’ is an ‘empty signifier’ (Mayer and Sauer, 2017, as quoted 
in Kuhar and Zobec, 2017), in which gender is the ‘symbolic glue’ (Grzebalska and Pető, 2018) that 
far right actors mobilise ‘to demonize all stances against patriarchy and heteronormativity that have 
been brought about by (…) feminism as well as by LGBTQ+ activists’ (Spallaccia, 2020: 133). The 
mobilisations against sex and gender equality education in the previous section illustrate this symbolic 
functioning and its cultural and political implications in the four societies examined.

At the cultural level, campaigns against gender in education are part of  the ‘cultural war’ waged by 
ultra-conservative actors. When it comes to gender and sexuality equality education, this ‘cultural war’ 
is located in the body and sexuality (Morán, 2019) to activate ‘moral panic’ among ‘concerned parents’ 
and in society. To this end, they denounce the indoctrination of  ‘gender ideology’ since, they argue, 
the sex and gender equality education curriculum promotes paedophilia and the sexualisation of  the 
innocent child, so parents should have the right to decide the education of  their children. The aim is 
to restore traditional values based on the biologically grounded natural order (see Vatican, 2019) and 
the resulting ‘natural family’.

At the political level, these attacks, and the moral panic this ‘cultural war’ mobilises among parents 
and society, have a major impact on ‘gender politics’, since it relates to sexual and intimate citizen-
ship and democracy (Rawłuszko, 2019). By vetoing sexuality education and the promotion of  gender 
equality in the school curriculum, anti-gender actors pursue the right of  children to be educated in 
a society that respects same-sex marriage and family diversity, condemns gender-based violence, and 
gives children the tools to become citizens in relation to their sexual and intimate rights. These prin-
ciples strengthen democracy. This is the sociological implication of  gender and sexuality education at 
the political level, to broaden democracy by adding sexual and intimate rights to the modern definition 
of  citizenship, in which civil, political, and social rights are recognised (Marshall, 1997).
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5. Conclusions
This article has critically examined the phenomenon of  anti-gender mobilisations targeting ‘gender ideol-
ogy’ in educational settings across four Southern European countries —Spain, Italy, France, and Portugal. 
Through a comprehensive, comparative analysis, the research pursued a three-part objective of  research: 

1. To identify the main anti-gender mobilisations in education in these countries; 

2. In order to detect possible connections between the mobilisations investigated in these four coun-
tries; 

3. So, to analyse the cultural and political effects of  these mobilisations in these Southern European 
democracies. 

The findings corroborate the initial thesis that these mobilisations, while ostensibly directed at oppos-
ing gender and sexuality equality education, ultimately function as a broader sociopolitical strategy aimed 
at destabilising liberal democratic principles. This strategy manifests in two interrelated domains: 

1. Cultural implications: anti-gender movements have engaged in a ‘cultural war’ by disseminating 
‘moral panic’ within society, particularly by appealing to parental anxieties about perceived indoc-
trination of  children. The mobilisation of  fear surrounding gender and sexuality equality educa-
tion—often through the rhetoric of  protecting the ‘innocent child’—has been a recurrent tactic 
across the countries studied. This tactic, while ostensibly cultural, serves to challenge the values of  
equality, diversity, and inclusivity fundamental to democratic societies. 

2. Political implications: this ‘cultural war’ is a ‘moral crusade’ against gender politics in the field of  
sexual and intimate citizenship since, at the political level, the study reveals a concerted effort 
to undermine democratic citizenship by challenging the inclusion of  gender and sexuality equa-
lity education in the curriculum. The invocation of  parental rights to veto gender and sexua-
lity content—despite legal frameworks prioritising children’s rights to comprehensive sexuality 
education—exemplifies how these movements seek to erode educational practices grounded in 
democratic principles. Consequently, the integrity of  citizenship education, as a cornerstone of  
democratic participation and social cohesion, is compromised. 

Both cultural and political implications ultimately restore traditional Western values and the ‘natural 
family’ that sex and gender equality education challenges. This final section concludes by discussing 
further implications of  this starting thesis for the Southern European democracies studied that the data 
analysed seem to confirm. 

The rise of  the far right in southern Europe poses a major threat to democracy. The ‘Global Right 
Wing’ (Paternotte and Kuhar, 2018) moral crusade against ‘gender ideology’ is just the tip of  the iceberg 
of  a larger systemic crisis (Kováts, 2018) due to the challenge that liberal democracy and human rights 
pose to traditional values (Jarkovská, 2020). This crusade is inspired by the conservative Catholic Church 
(Datta, 2021). Thus, the data analysed in the article seem to confirm the values-centred argument, that is, 
this conservative rise is a reaction against liberal democracy and human rights (Sosa, 2021), since they chal-
lenge traditional values (Jarkovská, 2020) (see the first section of  the article). 

Anti-Gender Mobilisations, ‘Gender Ideology’, and the Assault on Democracy:  
The Battle over Gender and Sexuality Equality Education in Southern Europe



Revista de Sociología de la Educación (RASE) 2025, vol. 18, n.º1 l ojs.uv.es/rase l ISSN: 2605-1923  60

Education, as observed in the data analysed, becomes ‘one of  the targets of  the anti-gender move-
ment in Europe’ (Kuhar and Zobec, 2017: 37), because it is a key aspect of  the current ultra-conservative 
‘cultural’ war, which is played out in the realm of  the symbolic (values, ideas, beliefs). Hence, anti-gen-
der discourses denounce the sex and gender equality education curriculum for indoctrination under the 
‘gender ideology’. In doing so, anti-gender discourses demonstrate gender because it represents the exact 
opposite of  the traditional values that anti-gender movements aim to restore (Kováts and Põim, 2015; 
Bellè and Poggio, 2018; Paternotte and Kuhar, 2018). 

They seek to recover the patriarchal model of  family, masculinity and femininity based on nature and 
biology (Bellè and Poggio, 2018). The play with traditional femininity goes further. The increased visibil-
ity of  women leaders of  ultra-conservative groups, both parliamentarians and activists, seems to have a 
softening effect on their messages, with a consequent increase in the social support given to these groups 
(Ben-Shitrit, Elad-Strenger and Hirsch-Hoefler, 2022). This phenomenon, which was recently investigat-
ed, seems to aggravate the anti-gender effects on democracy.

Feminism and democracy have historically advanced in tandem, forging a more egalitarian and diverse 
society—two fundamental pillars upon which the European Union is constructed. Consequently, anti-gen-
der mobilisations constitute not merely an ideological opposition to feminist conceptualisations of  gender, 
but a calculated assault on democratic principles with the intent to destabilise them. This destabilisation, 
by challenging the core tenets of  equality, inclusion, and civic participation, unequivocally positions the 
defence of  democracy as an inherently feminist imperative. This destabilisation becomes a feminist issue. 
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