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Executive summary 
 

This deliverable presents the results of the analysis on the role of the gender dimension in the 

communication and propaganda of extremist and radical groups, and its relevance to the dynamics 

of radicalisation.  

Relying on case study methodology, it contributes to developing an up-to-date understanding of 

communicative approaches to prevention and countering of violent extremism and to 

radicalisation, which is the objective of WP4. Specifically, D4.4 explores how gender features in 

extremist communication, with a focus on emerging trends (ideological re-casting) and hybridisation 

processes, thus filling key gaps identified by previous tasks in Participation project. 

The report is composed of two sections. The first section presents four case studies: Romania’s AUR 

and Portugal’s Chega emerging far-right parties; the now outlawed Greece’s Golden Dawn extreme 

right party; the anarchist scene in Italy, the Incel scene. The second section extracts from the case 

studies the most relevant dynamics and trends related to the gender dimension in understanding 

“communication”.  

This report finds that gender play a central role in the ongoing process of re-assemblage of the far-

right, while also being exploited – albeit with much more nuanced approaches – by other political 

extremisms such as the far left. The gender dimension is most prominent in cross-pollination 

between left and right ends of the political spectrum. 

Importantly, anti-gender ideology is a “symbolic glue” building on and articulating deep-rooted fears 

of economic, social, cultural and the historic ethnic mosaics in the EU. It is exploited in many -and 

sometimes contradictory- ways, while providing a common ideological background, or macro frame.  

Moreover, anti-gender ideology is flexible enough to accommodate contrasting elements such as 

passive and active roles for women, thus providing a general communicative frame that supports 

ideological re-casting, as well as hybridisation between different groups and ideologies. This 

dynamic can express itself through overlapping narratives, but also on a cultural level.  

Also, gender politics and feminism are often used by extremist and radical groups to re-create a 

“conflict” between grassroot and mainstream democratic movements, to vilify democratic 

mobilisation and the (liberal) democratic order at large. Indeed, a polarised frame about gender is 

also a way for extremist groups to push anti-establishment messages. 
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 This deliverable 
This deliverable presents the results of the analysis on the role of the gender dimension in the 

communication and propaganda of extremist and radical groups, and its relevance to the dynamics 

of radicalisation. 

The report is composed of two sections. The first section presents four case studies, while the 

second section discusses the most relevant aspects for an analysis of the communication strategies 

of extremist and radical groups (and the elaboration and evaluation of alternative counter-

narratives and narratives, that is the objective of the following tasks in Work Package 4). 

Specifically, the first section includes four case studies on: 

❖ online communities that identify themselves as Incel; 

❖ the Alliance for the Union of Romanians (AUR) party and the Chega party, both from the far 

right, represented in parliaments in Romania and Portugal respectively, and of very recent 

foundation (2019); 

❖ the anarchist scene in Italy, one of the European countries where this ideology is most 

widespread (along with Spain and Greece); 

❖ the now outlawed Golden Dawn far-right party in Greece. 

The second section extracts from the case studies the most relevant dynamics and trends related 

to the gender dimension in understanding “communication”, which also includes the elements of 

propaganda, of contemporary extremist and radical groups. Specifically, the analysis zooms in on 

the gender dimension in contemporary processes of ideological re-casting (re-assemblage) in 

certain extremist ideologies and cultures, including the dynamics of “mainstreaming” and 

crosspollination between players from otherwise different political spectrums. To do this, this 

section examines some recurrent narratives, for instance about family values, attitudes towards 

masculinity and femininity, the dangers or alternative gender identities or anti-establishment 

attitudes, where gender plays a crucial communicative role. To understand the circulation of these, 

we look at the digital turn in communication of extremist ideologies, where gender seems to play a 

crucial role. Conversely, this section also seeks to discuss the boundaries of the gendered approach 

to extremism, the reasons why, in certain contexts, gender issues do not seem to have particular 

relevance in extremist communication dynamics. 

This deliverable is the outcome of task 4.4 and contributes to developing an up-to-date 

understanding of communicative approaches to prevention and countering of violent extremism 

(PVE, CVE) and to radicalisation. 
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More specifically, this deliverable contributes to one of the four macro-objectives of WP4: 

"Understanding the impact of gender dimension on communication". Specifically: 

❖ It continues work done in D4.1, which produced a review of the literature on counter-

narrative communication strategies, that also examined gender aspects in the four main 

types of extremism analysed. In addition, D4.4 is also based on the review of the literature 

on the drivers of the types of extremism carried out in D2.1, which dedicates a specific focus 

to the gender dimension for each ideology analysed. All these elements have been used to 

design the research framework in this task; 

❖ It provides an additional basis on which to develop the research that will feed into D4.5. The 

latter will analyse the different communication ecologies of different types of extremism, 

taking into consideration above all the affective dimension. The gender dimension is one of 

the areas considered by D4.5; 

❖ It contributes to the definition of a methodology to develop, monitor, and evaluate counter-

narrative and alternative narrative campaigns, which is addressed by deliverables D4.6 and 

D4.7. 

 

1.2 Methodology 
The research work in D4.4 is structured around the following research questions: 

❖ What is the role of the gender dimension in the communication and propaganda of extremist 

and radical groups today? 

❖ How do extremist and radical groups see the gender dimension today? What sets their 

approach apart from previous dynamics? 

❖ Which specific aspects of the gender dimension are exploited by extremist communication 

and propaganda? 

o What are the main gender-related narratives employed, and what is their evolution 

over time? 

o How do extremist communication and propaganda frame roles within the group and 

in the wider society? 

o What are the main channels used for spreading gender-related communication and 

propaganda? 

❖ What are the main gender-related aspects that emerge across different types of extremism, 

if any? 

To address these, the research team chose to use a multifaceted methodology. The role of gender 

is often relegated to the man/women binary in political communication, but the authors of this 

deliverables aim to show the complexity of the real situation. Conceptions of femininity and 

masculinity are essential for the legitimacy of these groups and their strategies of recruitment. This 

may mean sometimes specific messages where women are empowered, given a voice, sometimes 

at odds with their social positions. Similarly, a type of victimised manhood, one that is being 
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challenged and oppressed, grounds many extremist personal options. At the same time, pro- 

LGBTQI+ positions have been appropriated by extremist groups, counterintuitively, and today count 

as pull factors together with many of those already flagged in established literature. To this end, we 

particularly opted for a case-study based methodology, that helps us both present the intricacies of 

these developments but also how these often overlap across ideological positions. This allows us to 

provide more in-depth analysis of newer trends and how gender is central in considering the re-

assemblages of extremisms.  

1.2.1 Case study 
From a methodological point of view, the case study can be interpreted according to two main 

traditions: the positivist one, based on Robert Yin’s works, and the constructivist one, based on the 

ideas of Robert Stake. 

The positivist tendency of Yin1 consists of using the case study to validate one or more initial 

hypotheses, and to enrich a theoretical model that is already formulated and structured ex ante. The 

focus is on the design of the research framework, the exact definition of the research questions, 

and the criteria that apply to interpret the results. If data emerge from the empirical phase of the 

research that undermine the framework, the research questions (and the theoretical framework) 

have to be revised. According to these premises, for Yin the case study must be chosen according 

to typicality criteria, i.e. on the basis of characteristics that make it extreme, ordinary or critical with 

respect to a certain phenomenon. 

By contrast, Stake's constructivist tendency interprets the case study as “a specific, complex, 

functioning thing”,2 i.e. a reality that has value in and for itself. As a form of research, for this author 

the case study is defined by the interest in individual cases, not by the research method employed. 

The focus is not on the design of the research but on the interest in a particular reality, which the 

research will to a certain extent help to “build” by developing an understanding of the complex 

relations that exist between the various elements. For Stake, the case is a closed and complex 

system, which must be spread open by showing the articulation of its different facets. In this 

interpretation, the case study is chosen not because it is somehow typical, but because it possesses 

an intrinsic value (intrinsic cases), or because it is crossed by an issue that has an instrumental value 

which the researcher considers higher than the intrinsic one of the case itself (instrumental cases). 

The approach adopted in this deliverable is the latter, i.e. the instrumental case as defined by Robert 

Stake. In fact, in this deliverable the gender dimension in extremist communication and propaganda 

is the main object of investigation, while the individual contexts studied through the case studies 

are of secondary value. The main sources used for the case studies are primary sources (mainly 

articles from magazines, newspapers published by extremist/radical groups; manifestos; flyers; 

 
1 See Yin (2006). 
2 Stake (1995), p.2. 
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social media posts; public speeches), and secondary sources from the relevant academic and grey 

literature.  

The choice of the instrumental case approach originates from some considerations about the 

research topic. First of all, this deliverable deals with a very specific topic, namely the role of the 

gender dimension in the communication and propaganda of extremist and radical groups. The 

analyses carried out in D2.1 and D4.1 have shown that the existing literature is generally scant and, 

in general, it appears rather fragmentary and filled with gaps. Therefore, the conditions for building 

a fruitful a priori interpretative model, to be then validated through case studies, are lacking. 

On the other hand, based on this analysis of the literature, there is room to define some areas of 

particular interest, starting from the existing gaps. The existing literature, dealing with the gender 

dimension in general and even more so when applied to the field of communication and 

propaganda of extremist and radical groups, is very rarely exhaustive, tends to concentrate on a 

rather narrow set of issues, and to address them mainly from limited angles. Specifically: 

❖ In the field of Islamist extremism, there is a relatively high number of studies. This ideology 

is the most represented in the literature and also the one on which studies with the most 

varied approaches are available. These often look at women as devoid of agency, leading to 

situations where they do not have a voice. This is also a consequence of the fact that most 

of them focus on a specific group (Daesh). However, the gender issues in Islamist extremism 

are much more complex, and can show also how they disturb simplistic notions of women’s 

agency or reasons for recruitment. Conversely, perspectives of masculinity in Islamist 

extremism have hierarchies.  In the case of the far right, on the other hand, the high number 

of existing studies is mainly focused on the issue of the gender gap in far-right organisations, 

and only recently this issue is being explored from other angles, specifically the different 

dimensions in which women are involved in these organisations, their agency, their reasons 

to join, also in response to mainstream gender roles, and how these movements are 

gendered. These are emerging issues of great relevance for constructing and evaluating 

effective counter-narratives and alternative narratives, the aim of WP4. 

❖ With regard to left-wing and anarchist extremism and separatist extremism, gender and 

communication is an insufficiently explored topic. It should be noted that the former type of 

extremism is considered an emerging threat, albeit in a limited number of countries, and is 

receiving increasing attention in the European context. Moreover, from a communication 

perspective, left-wing and anarchist extremism is more vital than separatist extremism, and 

often has a transnational rather than hyper-local dimension. 

Given the state of research on gender and communication, the aim of this deliverable in relation to 

WP4, and the contemporary landscape of extremism and radicalisation in Europe, it was chosen to 

focus the research of this deliverable on different aspects of the far-right and far-left. 

Therefore, the objective is not to give extensive and detailed coverage of the myriad of nuances of 

gender dimension in the communication and propaganda of all types of extremist groups. Such a 

mapping exercise would also require exploring the numerous similarities and differences between 
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groups and movements which are ideologically and/or geographically and culturally close, (which 

exceeds the aim of this task). Instead, the objective is to carry out “coring exercises” at interesting 

“locations”, which would allow the authors to fill some of the gaps identified previously in the 4 types 

of extremisms that concern the project. This allows the authors to also map more in detail certain 

dynamics, going beyond a consolidation of existing research. At the same time, this allows important 

trends to be observed (through the generalisation potential of the case study), such as cross 

pollination between movements and ideologies.  

Against this backdrop, it should be noted that the choice of the case studies in this deliverable is 

directed by some criteria that go in the direction of reinforcing the possibility of generalisation. First 

of all, representativeness with respect to the contemporary scenario of extremism. The four 

chapters delve into phenomena which cover some of the conventionally recognised main types of 

extremism (while leaving aside Islamist extremism as a lesser issue in recent years, yet well 

researched in the literature). Furthermore, the chapters explore phenomena which are relatively 

recent and emerging (Incel, new extreme right in the context of fierce backlash against liberal 

democracy) and with a high potential of hybridization, one of the main trends in the contemporary 

extremist panorama characterised by mixed, unstable and "porous" ideologies. 

Secondly, the case studies try to balance the dimensions of online and offline communication, 

starting from the assumptions that the online is always coupled with the offline. The changes in the 

landscape of extremisms cannot be relegated to one medium only.  Thirdly, the case study selection 

was meant to ensure a geographical balance (Mediterranean Europe, Eastern Europe, and North-

Western Europe3 are represented), and to ensure an exploration of both the extremist and radical 

contexts.4   

Finally, the case studies focus on current parties, groups, or phenomena and not on cases from the 

past to ensure the greatest possible relevance of the analysis to contemporary communication 

dynamics. The historical dimension - behind the single group or ideological tradition - is taken into 

account from time to time if it helps increase the depth of the analysis in the respective 

region/country. 

Beyond generalisation, according to Stake's approach, the case study also helps to bring out more 

clearly the dimension of complexity in which the object of investigation is situated. This is achieved 

above all by highlighting important aspects that might not have been taken into consideration 

during the design phase of the research. 

Possibilities of generalisation and complexity are therefore the aspects that this report leverages to 

contribute to the objectives of WP4. Together with the results of the previous tasks of WP4 and other 

tasks of the project dedicated to the study of the gender dimension (e.g., task 2.3), this deliverable 

 
3 The countries with the largest Incel communities in Europe are Germany, UK, Sweden, followed by Italy, 

the Netherlands and Poland. See RAN (2021). 
4  For a definition of these terms see the paragraph below. 
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will thus provide a solid basis for integrating the gender dimension into a methodology for the 

design and evaluation of counter-narrative and alternative narrative campaigns. 

 

1.3 Working definitions 
Gender 
In this report, the term “gender” refers to the set of socially constructed and context-dependent 

characteristics associated with men and women that determine their identity. The nuanced 

definition formulated by the European Institute for Gender Equality is adopted as reference: 

“Gender refers to the social attributes and opportunities associated with being male 

and female and the relationships between women and men and girls and boys, as well 

as the relations between women and those between men. These attributes, 

opportunities and relationships are socially constructed and are learned through 

socialization processes. They are context/ time-specific and changeable. Gender 

determines what is expected, allowed and valued in a woman or a man in a given 

context. In most societies there are differences and inequalities between women and 

men in responsibilities assigned, activities undertaken, access to and control over 

resources, as well as decision-making opportunities. Gender is part of the broader 

socio-cultural context.” 5 

Importantly, in this report the term “gender dimension” is understood in a much broader sense than 

just what refers to women. Gender roles, the expectations generated within certain social contexts, 

and the relationships between these elements and the wider context are investigated wherever 

possible also from the perspective of masculinity and the LGBTQI+ communities. The analysis of the 

gender dimension aims to see the extent to which varied gendered perspectives, in the different 

political, social, cultural, and organisational contexts of reference, shape ideological messages, 

internal or external, types of communication and channels of communication. 

Propaganda 
Here, propaganda refers to any form of active communication that aims at influencing a specific 

target audience with the goal of advancing an agenda, supporting/spreading a narrative, reinforcing 

the group’s identity (either directly or via opposition to others). It includes both external and internal 

propaganda. While being wide in scope as it applies to a variety of actions and situations, the 

definition used in this report is rooted in a stricter definition of propaganda as a sociological 

 
5 Available in the section “Concepts and definitions” on EIGE website: https://eige.europa.eu/gender-

mainstreaming/concepts-and-definitions . 

https://eige.europa.eu/gender-mainstreaming/concepts-and-definitions
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-mainstreaming/concepts-and-definitions
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phenomenon with a relevant organisational dimension, which is linked to power seeking. The 

propaganda dimension is thus explored in relation to group functioning/identity. 

Communication 
In this report, communication refers mainly to “strategic communication” and points to the 

interaction between source, messenger, and audience. It includes the whole set of tools a group 

uses to engage in purposeful communication: definition of target audience, the medium, and any 

other choice made to help spread the intended message in accordance with the group’s strategic 

goals. Communication is an act of co-creation, generative of alternative spaces: while spaces create 

actors, actors create spaces in a relational process. 

Extremist / radical groups 
In this report, both extremist and radical groups are analysed. There is no consensus on a definition 

broad enough to encompass all these types of groups, nor on one to distinguish the two terms 

clearly. In the studies of extremism, radical groups are usually referred to as groups (parties or 

movements) that, while being pro-democracy, are against liberal democracy. They can occasionally 

use violent means. Extremist groups are defined by their solid anti-democratic attitudes as well as 

by a more frequent open use of violent tactics. 
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2. Gender and the far 

right 
 

Dana Dolghin & Isabella Pirlogea 

 

Communication strategies of extremism, such as Islamic extremism, far-right extremism, and white 

supremacist movements have become the focus of interest in the recent decades, primarily due to 

their increasing visibility and popularity. This speaks to their strong strategies of communication, 

that requires a double emphasis, that is  

1. understand the role of gender as a “pull” factor for extremism groups and the role of 

recruitment, and 

2.  understand effective means of communication for better strategies of prevention. 

Katherine Brown argues that putting gender at the centre of the analysis reveals significant 

limitations in anti-radicalisation work—in construction, operation, and evaluation. First, such 

programs fail to explore or engage with how masculinity and femininity inform the radicalization 

process. As a result, they cannot successfully understand the personal drivers or the socio-political 

environment of these programs. Second, within the operations of these programs male 

radicalization is clearly and unreflectively linked to an excessive but flawed masculinity, while ideas 

about women’s radicalization depend on stereotypes about passivity and subjugation.6 A common 

thread shared by extremist groups is that in each and every instance, their advance has been 

coupled with some sort of capitalizing on women’s and gender groups’ agency, mostly by attacks on 

the rights of women and girls and LGBTQI+—rights to education, to public life, to decision-making 

over their own bodies or to their very belonging to any of these groups.7 

But the far-right spectrum has known several modifications in the last decade when it comes to 

ideology, propaganda, and communication. No longer always relegated to the fringes, one of the 

ongoing dynamics is that of its “mainstreaming”, that is either leaving the fringer position or seeing 

much of its messages appropriated by other, moderate political actors, such as liberals and 

conservatives. This section shows how gender can be a vital pathway of understanding this process, 

 
6 Brown (2020), p.33-36. 
7 OSCE (2017).  
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and specifically when it comes to actors that are new on the spectrum, such as identitarians. This 

section looks at the type of gendered communication, propaganda and ideologies proposed by 

identitarians.  

 

2.1 Gender and Ideology: Introducing the 

far-right landscape 
 

2.1.1 Womanhood reclaimed 
In understanding the impact of these strategies, we begin by unpacking the notions of agency, and 

particularly of women’s agency in this process. It is essential to unpack women’s desire to become 

members of violent extremist groups, and also critical to recognize the nature of women’s agency. 

Research conducted into why women joined the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in Sri Lanka 

describe a context in which civil society had been absorbed into a militarized space that offered no 

outlet for women’s grievances.8 Women who were victims of violence and discrimination often felt 

they had no nonviolent option. Prolonged displacement also affected their decision to join the 

group. All these experiences shaped women’s political identities, often creating highly committed 

female insurgents.  

This comes in contrast with the initial responses to the upswing in foreign women traveling to Iraq 

and Syria to support Daesh which have perpetuated stereotypes about women and Islam, assuming 

young Muslim women must be tricked or brainwashed, or only join Daesh to become “jihadi brides”, 

and that they would not join if they knew the full extent of Daesh’s horrors toward women.9 While 

in some cases women may be motivated by romance or be unduly influenced, others are drawn to 

groups like Daesh for many of the same reasons as men: adventure, inequality, alienation and the 

pull of the cause. A study by the Institute for Strategic Dialogue outlined three self-identified reasons 

why women travelled to Daesh: oppression of Muslims throughout the world; desire to contribute 

to state-building; and individual duty and identity.10 However, policy and public discourse rarely 

acknowledge that women may have such grievances and motivations. For example, European 

women in Daesh have spoken of how alienation and restrictions on their religious practices back 

home, like France’s ban on wearing burqas in public, helped push them into the group. 

Paradoxically, in Western countries, it is Muslim women and girls, particularly in religious attire, who 

 
8 Gowrinathan (2017). 
9 Huckerby (2012),p.13. 
10 Hoyle et al. (2015). 
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bear the brunt of the Islamophobic attacks and harassment that can increase alienation, as well as, 

for some, the appeal of Daesh narratives that position the West against Islam. 

The analysis of the type of grievances and the type of appeal Muslim women have for extremist 

groups is relevant in the debate about any European women joining mostly far-right groups. There 

are women who do join violent extremism movements, some against their will but others with a 

measure of enthusiasm. In addition, coming from conservative families, with a strong tradition of 

patriarchy, they may also be seduced by powerful internet advertisement imagery to join extremist 

groups as “liberation” fighters. Academics describing such female combatants have spoken about 

their “ambivalent agency”, that allows them a certain freedom from family and social restraints 

though they have to function within a strict hierarchy dominated by men.11   

Researchers point out that women are attracted by the idea of economic equality and anti-élite 

policies, feeling as left behind as their male counterparts.12 Often having to negotiate their identity 

within a hyper-masculine ecosystem and one that shrinks away from modern-day feminism, the far-

right still seems to offer a safety blanket for women. 

“The elite in power hasn’t got a clue what life is like for real people, they’re totally cut 

off. We can’t make ends meet on low salaries. I’m overdrawn before the end of each 

month, living on credit, barely able to afford the petrol to get to work or drive my three 

children where they need to go. We’ve never tried Le Pen in power, so why not give her 

a chance?” says Catherine, a cashier at a budget supermarket north-east of Paris, who 

has demonstrated with the gilets jaunes.” 

Similarly, in Italy, the far right has been particularly adept at winning over women who used to vote 

for the left: “The left represented by the Democratic party in recent years betrayed left-wing voters 

and left-wing ideals”.13 

Economic and social grievances, causing women to feel economically ghosted and politically 

alienated, does not imply that female sympathisers are from marginalised corners of society. 

Agency in opting for this type of belonging is crucial. Probably the most important factor in right-

wing populism among women is the same as it is for men: attitudes to immigration and Islam. Julia 

Ebner writes in an essay that victimhood plays an important role, and specifically for reasons that 

have to do with biological purity and “values”. These narratives are capitalizing on multicultural 

environments and communities and are being used by the far-right to spread the propaganda of 

fundamentally backwards gender perceptions and to return to patriarchal and protectionist 

attitudes toward women. Ebner uses the example of Tommy Robinson who used the “Muslim rapist” 

or the “threat of the migrant rapist” to spread his rhetoric on the danger of the white race, especially 

the danger white women are facing. “Their traditionalist perceptions of gender roles and claims of 

ownership over women are, however, reflected in their language. For example, many counter-jihad 

 
11  UN Women (2020). 
12 Chrisafis (2019). 
13 Ibid. 
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accounts warn that Islam destroys “our women, our country, our sense of right and wrong and our 

lives,” and claim that the “U.K. police let Muslim gangs rape our girls” or argue that they won’t let 

migrants “treat our women as easy meat”.14 As a result, women have developed an inner community 

of the far-right movement focusing on advancing the “mother of the nation”, patriarchal and 

submissive role women should have as mothers and partners.  

Women interact inside the movement to attract more “TradWives” (traditional wives) and blame the 

personal and social problems they are facing on feminism and liberal thought. But the reason they 

are joining the TradWives is not political. These women do not want to be “saved” by feminism and 

are rather interested to continue the present lifestyle. As an answer to a discussion on whether 

women are attractive to men when they’re independent, a member of the TradWives community 

responded: 

“Don’t blame yourself, blame it on feminism, blame it on modernity. We have been brainwashed; 

it’s normal that it takes you some time to go back to your natural state [..] Forget your career and 

just concentrate on the things men look for in a woman: make sure you always look great, are 

family oriented, cook very well, and show submission and respect” 15 

According to Ebner, part of the countermovement is to make their followers understand how to 

expose the hypocrisy, lunacy and lies of feminism and liberalism. The steps these communities are 

using to attract their members follow, in most cases, a step-by-step guide: 

Step 1. Exploit fears and grievances to cast doubt on the current system 

Step 2. Blame a demonised out-group (e.g. feminists, liberals, immigrants, Muslims, LGBTQI+ 

people, racial minorities) for these societal failures by linking them to conspiracy theories  

Step 3. Provide a radical solution to all existing problems (e.g. RedPilling, inceldom, etc) 

 

2.1.2 The woman paradox: misogyny and the extremist 

ecosystem  

A gendered hierarchy within these movements is an undeniable feature. In 2017, after Corinna 

Miazga was elected to the German parliament for the far-right Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) 

party, a male colleague suggested she would be better suited to being a pole dancer than an MP. 

That may be so because she has not only cheated her role from “Kinder, Küche, Kirce” to a 

movement leader, but also speaks to her unlikability as a woman in that space and the extreme 

 
14 Ebner & Davey (2019), p.34. 
15 Ebner (2020), p.61. 
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misogyny that is integral to the far-right 16. Others like her, Alice Weidel, Giorgia Meloni of the 

Brothers of Italy party, Marine Le Pen of the French National Rally (formerly Front National), Pia 

Kjærsgaard, co-founder of the rampantly anti-immigration Danish People’s party, and Norway’s 

former finance minister, Siv Jensen, leader of the country’s similarly anti-immigration Progress party, 

have equally faced the challenge of being a woman inside the far-right movement. That shows us, 

on the one side, that there has been a sharp rise in popularity of such groups amongst women 

participating and leading. On the other side, it shows that the far-right has chosen, at least recently, 

to reframe their completely anti-feminist rhetoric to tap into the female vote bank. This is 

exemplified by Ebner in her book “Going Dark: The Secret Social Lives of Extremisms” where she 

includes a quote of the Swedish alt-right influencer, Marcus Follin, who repeatedly referenced the 

narrow victory of the Green Party over the far-right Freedom Party in Austria due to support from 

female voters as a wakeup call for the far-right to awaken to the electoral importance of women. In 

a video titled “The Woman Question,” he told his followers “You might not like that women have the 

right to vote, but it’s about winning long-term political victory.”17   

The type of messages tailor to the characteristically nostalgic, mythic past in which women and men 

are destined to fulfil biological roles still lingers into the ideology of the far-right movements. 

Women are seen as fulfillers of their domestic destiny, wives and bearers of the future generation 

that will fix the declining birth rate and save humanity. Elise Thomas writes that the most common 

feature which unites extremist (online) communities - from national populists in Europe, pro-

Russian separatists in eastern Ukraine to white supremacists in the US and Islamic State supporters 

in the Middle East and Asia, is a fundamental disrespect for women. Thomas argues that “each of 

these ideologies, in its own way, propagates strict conceptions about the role of women, 

undermines their agency and autonomy and—with varying degrees of openness—advocates 

violence against women who dare to transgress the limits imposed on them”.18 

 

2.1.3 Scapegoating LGBTQI+ 
LBGTQI+ minorities blaming has become a tactic applied by ultraconservative and nationalist 

politicians posing as defenders of so-called "traditional values" to strengthen their base and gain or 

stay in power, said Dunja Mijatovic, the human rights commissioner of the Council of Europe. 

Politicians targeting LGBTQI+ people often propagate narratives promoted by the so-called “anti-

gender movements”. Increasingly organised, transnational, and well-funded movements, made-up 

of religious extremists and ultra-conservative organisations are visible. The anti-gender movements 

call into question the concept of gender and whether it is a protected category in the human rights 

framework, promoting an ultra-conservative view of the family, sexuality, and women’s role in 

 
16 Chrisafis et al. (2019). 
17 Ebner (2020), p.211. 
18 Thomas (2018), p.15. 
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society. Anti-gender movement actors seek to blur the lines for their audience by adopting the 

vocabulary of human rights, but what they are doing in reality is working to deprive other groups – 

mainly women and LGBTQI+ people – of their rights. The restructuring of the far-right, or for that 

matter, of most extremist groups, to capitalise on originally leftist values to attract voters isn’t new 

but recently the anti-gender movements in politics has been increasing. 

For “illiberals” or antiliberals, the exploitation of societal homo/transphobia has proven a convenient 

way to divert public attention away from government failure to address pressing social issues and 

rising inequalities and broader attacks under way on human rights and democracy. This has further 

legitimised extremist views. In Hungary, for example, legislative rollbacks concerning the human 

rights of LGBTQ+I people, including the constitutional amendments passed in December 2020 and a 

law prohibiting, under the pretence of protecting children, the dissemination of LGBTQI+-related 

information to minors, were adopted jointly or around the same time as other measures with a 

severe impact on democracy and human rights, including changes to national human rights 

structures, transparency on the expenditure of public funds and electoral law.19  

 

2.1.4 Toxic masculinity and the far-right’s promise land 
The vitriolic hate found online is, as Thomas writes, transgressing the dark Reddit holes of the 

internet into the physical world. The most common movement of men hating women is the so called 

‘manosphere’ which includes the Incel community (involuntary celibates), the Pickup Artists (PUA) 

community and the Men Going Their Own Way community (MGTOW).  

“What if male identity, rather than racist ideology, is the most important reason why people join far-

right groups”, asks US sociologist Michael Kimmel in his book “Healing from Hate: How Young Men 

Get Into – and Out of – Violent Extremism” (2018). Although not so popular in security research – or 

often seen from the wrong perspective – toxic masculinity has a crucial role in the movement and 

should be seen as a “non-traditional” threat that defies easy categorisation. Kimmel explains that, 

in part, men’s attraction to violent extremist groups is due to a need to reclaim manhood and restore 

a sense of masculine entitlement potentially at risk because of political and economic change, 

globalisation and a sense of not belonging. The frustration and emasculation, Kimmel explains, the 

type of gendered feelings leading to an “aggrieved entitlement” encourages the membership to far-

right extremist groups. Research shows that this type of membership helps restore men’s sense of 

manhood through violence, comradery, male bonding, fighting for a common cause and arguably, 

the power of providing protection (usually of women from different “others”). Identity politics and 

 
19 Council of Europe, Gender mainstreaming in thematic areas: Gender Equality and Political 

Participation, 2020. Available at: https://rm.coe.int/gender-mainstreaming-toolkit-20-gender-equality-

and-political-particip/168092e9ec  

https://rm.coe.int/gender-mainstreaming-toolkit-20-gender-equality-and-political-particip/168092e9ec
https://rm.coe.int/gender-mainstreaming-toolkit-20-gender-equality-and-political-particip/168092e9ec
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the connection to the perceived loss of (white) male privilege also provides a cultural impetus for 

social violence.20  

As discourses and practices pertaining to gender are integral to the nationalist ideology of the far-

right, rigid masculinity and weak femininity are symbolic capital and an ideological resource and 

rhetorical device to problematise and aggravate the identities of those against whom they believe 

they are fighting.21 The need to protect women (and children) fuels particular forms of male 

empowerment but it is also a form of gendered violence. However, the far-right discourse of gender 

equality is adaptable depending on the “enemy”. Anti-immigrant groups characterised by 

Islamophobia (take English Defence League and Stop Islamisation of Norway as well as Pim Fortuyn 

List in the Netherlands) have mobilised on a common rhetoric of progressive gender values that 

oppose those of Islam, such as unequal and oppressive practices. And so, manipulating western 

liberal “values” (mostly talking about white women’s emancipation), the far-right takes on an equality 

agenda for the LGBTQI+ community as well. That is seen in the agendas of far-right political parties 

such as the French National Rally or For Britain but also in the speeches of alt-right celebrities like 

Milo Yiannopolous or Norwegian activist Hege Stornhaug. Researchers and analysists have called 

these phenomenons femonationalism and homonationalism – the manipulation of progressive 

gender policies for anti-immigration and anti-Islam purposes.22 

However, gender ideology (pro-gender norms) is viewed by the far-right as a “race war” in which 

traditional gender roles and values for men and women are seen as foundational for the resistance 

to the threat of declining birth rates and the fall of the western (white) civilisation. This takes us back 

to the ideals of “Kinder, Küche, Kirche” mentioned supra. The biological ineptitude of women to 

protect or lead their lives calls for a protective family unit headed by a man with “natural” leadership 

abilities, in the far-right’s view.  

Less dissected in this type of far-right “white angry men analysis” is the strong sense of white 

victimisation they assign to their status. Whether it’s coming from a feeling of white solidarity, a 

strong sense of white identity or the “left behind from the world” attitude, men in the far-right all 

seem to be victims that need to use violence to preserve themselves and their world. The reasons 

might be either exaggerated (e.g., incels and the manosphere) or might be justified fears coming 

from downward economic mobility, the constant change in a globalising world or political 

disenfranchisement, as Kimmel suggests in his book. If analysing the discourses of the manosphere, 

the underlining common narrative is the hate, disdain, and brotherhood against women – because 

they are unloved or unlovable, because women are humanoids planning to take over the world, 

because feminism is destroying their families or because they just think women want to trick them 

all their lives into manipulation (hypocrisy?). Looking at all these, fear might just be the link to all of 

them. But the far-right movement is providing white scared men with an avenue for protecting 

themselves by being violent and angry and everything they want to be. And the world is arguably 

 
20  Kimmel (2018), p.13. 
21 Ravndal et al. (2020). 
22 Ibid. 
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lenient to letting them do it. Talking about the incel community and the manosphere in general, 

Bates argues that desensitisation to low-level, ubiquitous misogyny is preventing us from 

recognising a fully blown crisis. By “allowing the manosphere to remain shrouded in the shadows 

lends a different kind of legitimacy – that of scrappy, underdog outsider”23 – that of legitimised victim 

craving to belong. Bates seems to agree, writing that “It allows these groups to claim the mantle of 

righteous grievance, posing as alienated victims, when the exposure to the bright light of day proves 

their ringleaders to be anything but”. 

 

2.1.5 Identity Politics and the Gender Revival 
Political polarisation on identity politics has recently heated the gender debate. Today, the main aim 

pushed by the far-right is to whip up public hatred against the left – a traditionally secular force – by 

linking it to a number of issues.  “Islamism”, the eternal bogeyman in several political contexts, such 

as France, is a good example. For instance, in France, a group of scholars who are critical of the so-

called “Islamo-leftism” supported the creation of an “Observatory of decolonialism”, designed to 

watch over limitations of the scientific debate, and to scrutinise academic initiatives aiming to 

“deconstruct” power structures like race and gender, as these would threaten to trigger the 

unwanted emergence of “identity politics” in France. This project crossed another development 

when Nonna Mayer was announced as a candidate for the presidency of the Fondation Nationale 

des Sciences Politiques (National Foundation of Political Sciences, FNSP in short), after the former 

president had to leave due to allegations of incest. Mayer is a well-known specialist on the far right 

at the Centre for European Studies at the Sciences Po. Her work includes a broad range of research 

on prejudice, tolerance, racism, and antisemitism.24 In the Netherlands, parties such as Forum voor 

Democratie have often supported a so called “cultural nationalism”, which fundamentally takes 

concern with the “liberties” that ideas rooted in the Frankfurt School have, according to its 

proponents, caused in the European political space.  

Emerging primarily around academia, traditionally the bastion of criticality and contextual thought 

of the left, opposers, and primarily the cultural nationalists of the far-right, argue that identity 

politics is the root of the problem.25 Since the 1960s and 1970s, identity politics has been applied to 

political activities concerning groups who identified themselves with their own individual cases, such 

as workers, women, or peasants, and there were only limited linkages between the various groups 

and across national borders. Identity politics “emerged originally as a way of consciousness-raising 

among marginalized groups and as a means to empower these groups who felt oppressed by the 

society around them”.26 In its further development, identity politics was associated with rather 

radical left-wing causes. Gender is the other favourite culprit, according to these views. The 

acceptance of the gender perspective, the normalisation and acceptance of the idea of a social 

 
23 Bates (2016). 
24 Houard-Vial (2021). 
25 Di Blasi (2021). 
26 Wiarda (2014). 



     22 

 

construction of gender has been portrayed as an anomaly, perpetrated by the “left” and primarily 

by intellectuals. 

 

2.2 The identitarians and the re-

assemblage of the right-wing in Romania 

and Portugal 
 

The transition from identity politics to identitarianism has been an interesting dynamic of the 

European extremist landscape. Identitarians play with national symbols and stereotypes, while at 

the same time reacting to overarching European agendas. They raise controversial political 

questions, but instead of engaging in political debate they counter the establishment by mixing 

cultural references. They communicate their agenda through social media, dressing up their 

traditionalist and mostly conservative political ideas in an attractive visual style. They combine the 

political instruments of leftist social movements with far-right ideology.27 Identitarians refuse to use 

classic political instruments, and instead, in their struggle for cultural hegemony, recycle and put to 

innovative use cultural references that reflect European and national hetero- and auto stereotypes 

and thus frame national and European political debates with their ideology. 

Two more recent examples of identitarians, aside from more established movements such as 

Generation Identity, suggest new dynamics in the re-assemblage of the right-wing: ideological 

permutations, borrowing from the left, having strong neoliberal narratives, and denying much of 

their extremist tendencies by returning to their “national” causes, going against the political 

establishment, that thus legitimizes their claims. The most recent legislative elections held in 

Romania in December 2020 produced what was regarded by most political observers as a major 

surprise: AUR, a brand new, almost obscure, quickly branded populist party which managed to gain 

over 9 per cent of the vote. In Portugal, the new Chega party’s sudden rise since 2019 is already 

sending shock waves through the Portuguese party system, sparking much debate on the 

reconfiguration of the right-wing political space. The posture of the mainstream right towards the 

new challenger was put to the test following the October 2020 Azorean regional elections, where a 

potential alliance of the various right-wing forces (including Chega, who polled 5% of the vote) gave 

them a majority over the left. 

AUR (in Romanian, the Alliance for the Unity of Romanians) uses the motto “Family, Homeland, Faith 

and Freedom”, highlighting some of the main messages of the party: family values, sovereignty & 

 
27 Sima (2021).  
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freedom (national and in the context of Europe) and religious messages. Most of the party’s main 

positions focus on Romanian nationalism, conservatism, and protectionism. According to the party’s 

political programme, their campaign efforts commonly featured activism for the unification 

between Romania and Moldova, an opposition to progressive politics, criticism of foreign 

investment, and scepticism towards further European integration.  

What further mystified analysts following AUR’s election success, was its massive support from 

Romania’s large diaspora, which, until now, has been generally seen as a voter base stronghold for 

USR-PLUS, a progressive party that won 15% of the vote and will look to form a coalition with PNL. 

Instead, AUR was the diaspora’s first choice in Italy, and second in both France and Spain. 

Demographically, the AUR seems to attract voters of all ages. AUR voters are more likely to be male 

and have a lower level of education. Regarding party ranks, it attracted nationalist, anti-EU 

intellectuals as representative and spokespeople who are young and not necessarily political 

affiliated.  Nevertheless, the party is marginally more popular among younger people. These 

findings are consistent with previous results presented by CURS-Avangarde’s exit-poll.28  

Gender has played a central role in their messages to the public, but the process has not been 

straightforward. Voters for the AUR are not very pronounced on the left-right dimension but are 

very mixed both in self-declared ideological orientation as well as actual policy preferences. The 

appeal of the AUR is on the cultural dimension, where AUR voters are much more pronounced. In 

their conservative-progressive orientation, AUR voters are clearly conservative, for example 

opposing abortion rights, same-sex marriage and immigration. This finding matches with the 

position of the AUR in the Romanian political landscape, based on its political programme, where 

the party displays a mix of deeply conservative stances on the cultural dimension, but is moderately 

left-wing on the economic dimension.  

It is important to emphasize the nationally, it primarily emerged as a competition to the USR (centre 

right-wing, neoliberal with populist tendencies, pro-EU) and defined itself in relationality with this 

other organization. However, it shares with the particular project an interest in the notion of “family 

values” (those that need to be protected, defined as the basis of a functional society). In fact, George 

Simion, the President of the party brands himself primarily as a conservative. In a new op-ed, Simion 

argues that the new conservative values are brandished as far-right, to deligitimize the new 

conservatism.29   

Gender ideology, debated about gender education in schools are an important debate for the AUR 

political public presence. These are “foreign”, brought on by progressive forces that do not belong 

to ‘nation”. In fact, AUR voters appear to be much more critical of the European Union than the 

general electorate. They are more likely to agree with the statement that “overall, EU member status 

is a bad thing for Romania” and that “European decision-makers are treating Romania like a colony”. 

 
28 See CURS Avangarde’s website https://www.grupul-avangarde.ro/stiri/1  
29 Simion (2021), “Why in Romania and Around the World Conservatives are the New Far-Right”, 

Euroreporter 2022, https://www.eureporter.co/world/romania/2021/09/22/why-in-romania-and-

around-the-world-conservative-values-are-the-new-far-right  
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One of the reasons invoked is the “import” of certain values, narratives. It professed  anti-LGBTQI+ 

sentiments. Claudiu Tarziu, the leader of the AUR, has had a similarly illustrious career, 

unsuccessfully campaigning for a constitutional ban on gay marriage in 2018. 

It is also important to point out that AUR is a prime example of mainstreaming of discourses that 

are associated with extremism. AUR has been often criticized, by rival political parties and overall by 

journalists, for its “far-right tendencies”, but only in relation to the practice of embracing a Greater 

Romania ideology, including union with Moldova, and when their message is openly 

Hungarophobic. It has also become the concern of such emphasis in relation to Holocaust 

minimization (when they argue that the Jewish community was not the main victim), pragmatic 

antisemitism. It has a strong victimised “majority” discourse, professing victimisation about 

“communism, freedom and sovereignty, anti-migration and Islamophobia particularly because of 

this history.  Much of these ideas are actually embraced across the spectrum, by liberals, social 

democrats alike, and are often coated in long-standing political narratives. to the same extent, the 

issues about gender and its gendered approach to political mainstreaming is seldom taken into 

account.   

 

2.2.1 “Gender” in the AUR ideology and communication 
This is primarily an all male organization. Existing research underscores that the organisation and 

ideological orientation of political parties is an important factor affecting gender equality in politics. 

Political parties are institutions that have historically been dominated by men and are characterised 

by traditional conceptions of gender relations.30 The structure of political parties favours the 

presence of men in leadership positions and, implicitly, in decision-making. Through various norms, 

practices, and behaviours (formal or informal, conscious, or unconscious), political parties make 

gender): men have defined and controlled the definition of the rules of the political game,31 which 

influences access to positions of power and resource distribution.32 The ideological orientation of 

parties can be an additional factor in perpetuating gender inequalities: in general, left-wing parties 

have equal values and principles and support gender equality more than right-wing parties.33 A 

comparative study of Hungary and Romania shows that parties with a conservative-nationalist 

orientation promote traditional gender roles, while some right-wing (conservative) parties 

reinterpret gender roles in terms of neo-liberal values (as opposed to welfare status), correlating 

with anti-feminist positions.34 Women's organisations in political parties can be a way to promote 

gender equality within political parties.35 

 
30 Kenny (2016). 
31 Lovenduski (2005). 
32 Kenny (2016). 
33 Chiva (2009), pp.195-209. 
34 Norocel (2018)  
35 Kantola (2019) 
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Also, in Romania, according to Law 202/2002: “Political parties have the obligation to provide in their 

statutes and internal regulations positive actions in favour of the underrepresented sex at the 

decision-making level, as well as to ensure balanced representation of women and men in 

proposing candidates for local and general elections and for the European Parliament” (Art. 22, para. 

3). At present, AUR does not have such provisions.  

Regarding women's organisation, the AUR statutes provide for the possibility of setting up a 

women's organisation (art. 27, 1). The President of the Women's Organisation is a member of the 

National Steering Committee (art. 44) as well as the National Steering Bureau (art. 45). There is no 

information on the party's website regarding the existence of a women's organisation, but on 

Facebook there is the official page Women's Organisation – AUR, which presents itself as a political 

organisation. The first post dates from 9 February 2020. The only information on the purpose and 

objectives of this organisation is summarised in the following sentence: “A page for women who 

care about the future of their children and for those who care about everything they leave behind, 

beautiful and good!”.  

From a post from 16 May 2020, we find out that the president of the organisation is Adela-Ioana 

Târziu Grăjdeanu (wife of Claudiu Târziu, co-president of the party). She wrote her short biography 

as follows, during the candidacy for the General Council in the capital: “For those who do not know 

me, my name is Adela-Ioana Târziu Grăjdeanu, I am 35 years old, and since the age of 16 I have been 

involved in civic, voluntary, pro-life and protradition activities. I have degrees in law, psychology and 

theology/social work. For 7 years I have been heading the Cultural, Formative and Recreational 

Centre – “Casa cu Rost” (The House with Meaning), a place where people return to tradition and 

beauty, parents and children, young and old learn crafts and activities designed to improve their 

quality of life, find support, a community of people with solid values and principles”. Importantly, 

until 2021, the party’s main spokesperson was a woman leader, that shared the polarising messages 

of national “values”, freedom, freedom of decision, strong leadership from a specific gendered 

oriented lens. She embodied a type of anti-feminist, but nevertheless decided and strong woman 

figure.  

From the analysis of the objectives as stated on the official websites and of the posts on Facebook 

from 2019-2020, several observations can be made relating to the way in which women's 

organisations support (or do not support) the declared and substantive representation of women.  

The AUR women's organisation promotes a conservative agenda and a family centred traditionalist 

vision, without any reference to gender equality; thus the organisation is part of a conservative 

vision on the role and interests of women. This, in turn, is shared by many mainstream parties. 

“Gender” in “propaganda” focuses on defence of values of the “country”, portraying women as 

mothers/protectors and strong masculinity. It includes these perspectives in their anti-leftist 
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narrative, whereby “neo-marxism” is pervading the political system and, whereby family values and 

the role of women are under threat under new constructions in gender. The “gendered” 

communication is focused on gendering, primarily on the empowerment of a conservative explicitly 

anti-feminist position of women. In this sense, the organisation has initiated several projects to 

curtail domestic violence or gender imbalance, in the lines of their political project. It sets to 

exploiting masculinity to denounce “censorship”. It is savvy with social media and informal 

communication channels, and primarily with non-formal co-creation (Facebook groups, Tik-Tok). It 

also focuses on online media, and frequently takes offence with mainstream mass-media, where it 

works with “blacklists”. 

 

2.2.2 The gender approach of Chega 
AUR (the new Romanian far-right party) and Chega (the new far-right Portuguese party) share the 

definitions of identitarians, and they also share a particular historical context that defines much of 

their position. As follow-ups to a post dictatorship context, a distinct politics of memory on the past 

(anti-socialist and anti-communist). They both emerge in a context of lack of radical right 

traditionally, and the implication for the gender narratives and communication are important.  

Like AUR, in fact, Chega itself is largely the enterprise of André Ventura (who is also the sole party 

representative in parliament). His personal appeal has attracted different people to the party, who 

are, above all, held together by reverence of Ventura. This has not prevented serious internal feuds 

and splits, though. In political science jargon, Chega corresponds, for the time being, to a personal 

or charismatic party, with a weak organisational identity and very low levels of institutionalisation. 

Ventura’s tactics and topics of interest are prototypical right-wing populist. Among his most 

controversial claims during the current campaign is the one that he “will not be the President of all 

Portuguese”, but only of the good or decent Portuguese (“Portugueses de bem”). Amid those he 

excludes from that definition are, most pre-eminently, criminals and people who live on state 

subsidies. This speaks volumes about his agenda, which is heavily focused on criminality (and 

support for the police) and the alleged misuse of public money, be it in terms of corruption at the 

top or undeserving welfare recipients at the bottom. Among the latter, “gypsies” are often explicitly 

targeted. 

Radical right-wing populists are known, above all, for a moralist and highly divisive vision of society 

– pitting the pure and hard-working people against both the corrupt elite and immigrants –, then 

Ventura’s rhetoric and strategy squarely places his party in this political family. Nevertheless, when 

comparing Ventura to many of his peers in Europe, his focus is less on welfare chauvinism and more 

on the stigmatisation of welfare recipients in general. He goes as far as to often claim that “half of 

the country works to pay for those who do not want to work”. 

While this kind of rhetoric is, to an extent, opportunistic, it is also in line with the neoliberal economic 

positions of his party. Chega is, for the time being, reminiscent of the way other European radical 
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right-wing parties were in their early stages, such as France’s Front National (now Ressemblement 

National), who started off as staunch neoliberal parties, that is, advocating a minimal state regime, 

with low taxes. 

In relation with other radical right forces, Chega is not keen on emphasising its economic agenda. 

Instead, Ventura is focused on increasing the salience of other issues while attempting to blur his 

party’s positions on economic issues, a typical tactic intended to broaden the party’s appeal. 

Most obviously, to mobilise resentment against the political establishment. In fact, even his 

economic ideas are in part justified on the basis they are needed to reduce the establishment’s 

predatory practices. In an obvious attempt to take advantage of the widespread public perception 

that corruption is endemic among the political class, Ventura magnifies the extent to which 

“socialism and corruption are killing our nation” and promotes radical system change – a “IV 

Republic” –, including a new constitution, a presidential political system and a slash in the number 

of parliament seats. 

The Roma community has been a recurrent target, accused of living on welfare benefits, refusing to 

integrate and failing to abide by the law. Ventura often extends these critiques to minorities in 

general. In particular, he has taken issue with anti-racist rallies, organising counter-rallies on the 

basis that “Portugal is not a racist country” and that “minorities have rights, but also duties”. This 

goes hand in hand with calls for greater police protection – implicitly or explicitly connecting 

minorities to crime – as well as with general nationalist appeals (such as “we are proud of our 

[colonial] history”). Coincidently or (most likely) not, Portugal has recently recorded a surge in racist 

crimes and rhetoric. 

These are all important dimensions of the gender debate entertained by Chega. Counting on a 

polarised perspective of society, gender becomes a currency to speak about unsettled “values” of 

society, hierarchies that have been changed (unnaturally) and the implications these might have for 

society. 

In general, discourses of Ventura and of Chega return to classical gender roles, whereby all the 

dangers already identified above seem to succeed in menacing structures of society.  
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3. Gender in the Greek 

far-right: The case of the 

Golden Dawn 
 

Alexandros Nafpliotis 

 

3.1 Introduction 
 

The Golden Dawn (GD) has played a special role in the domestic political scene of Greece. Its 

positions resonated with 165.620 Greek citizens during the 2019 national elections of the country, 

whereas in the previous round that took place in 2015 they were voted by around 380.000 people36. 

Those numbers were larger for the case of the European Parliament elections (275.734 and 536.913 

respectively)37. Currently, the political party is outlawed, and it is considered a criminal 

organization38. Nonetheless, it continues to have a digital and physical presence in Greece. 

Evidently, their opinions reverberated with a significant part of the Greek society, thus raising 

several questions on what their positions are in various themes and how are they reproduced. One 

of those thematic categories, that is interesting to examine, relates to the role of the gender in the 

communication and propaganda of the organization. In the same context it is equally significant to 

consider the role gender plays in terms of group dynamics and ideology. 

The goal of this case study is to initially identify which are the roles, the narratives, the actors and 

the means of GD in terms of gender communication and propaganda, along with the way the 

 
36 Data from Greece’s Ministry of Interior, see https://ekloges.ypes.gr/current/v/home/parties/ . 
37 Ibid. 
38 Gatopoulos & Becatoros (2020), “Greek court rules that Golden Dawn party is a criminal group”, 

Associated Press, 7 October 2020, https://apnews.com/article/hip-hop-and-rap-trials-athens-financial-

markets-greece-8193d867c12224dbc9ba3e2675b8d25c  

https://ekloges.ypes.gr/current/v/home/parties/
https://apnews.com/article/hip-hop-and-rap-trials-athens-financial-markets-greece-8193d867c12224dbc9ba3e2675b8d25c
https://apnews.com/article/hip-hop-and-rap-trials-athens-financial-markets-greece-8193d867c12224dbc9ba3e2675b8d25c
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ideology and the organization of the movement frames the matter in question. To examine those 

issues two methods are being utilized: in the first phase, a literature review of recent academic 

research takes place in order to identify the already existing contributions and themes on the 

phenomenon. After that a data generation phase took place, where 61 articles – chosen based on 

specific key words – were analyzed through thematic analysis.  

 

3.2 GD in the existing literature  
There are several works concerning the GD in the academia. The main themes they usually address 

are associated with subjects such as the domestic societal and political scene of the country, 

extremism and democracy39, its relation to austerity and the economic crisis40, the refugee crisis 

and migrants41, the movement’s mobilization and the narratives it utilizes42. Most of the researchers 

have utilized qualitative methods to examine the issue, making use of case studies, thematic 

analysis, discourse analysis using speeches, interviews, newspaper and online articles, and their 

digital presence (social media, blogs). 

In this context, gender issues occupy a significant part of the narrative and mobilization theme. 

Several studies have made attempts to examine questions connected with the role gender plays in 

GD’s ideological edifice and the way it is being utilized to increase its electoral and support base. 

Those works are usually in Greek, nonetheless there are some in English. Notable is the work done 

by Koronaiou and Sakellariou in 2017 when they published a journal article examining the role of 

Women in GD.43 In this work, they conducted thematic content analysis to digital sources available 

from the official website of the GD and other affiliated webpages covering a period of 92 months 

(December 2007 – July 2016). This is the most elaborate English-language work, covering the topic 

of gender in GD. The authors claim that women play an important role in the ideological edifice of 

the organization. GD’s main ideas in relation to women are associated with anti-feminism, anti-

homosexuality, motherhood and family under an umbrella of the racial and national framework 

determining their lives44. In the organization’s ideological conceptualisation there is no social 

construction of gender as it is determined on a biological basis45. Thus, the female body becomes 

the vessel through which the race and the nation is reproduced46. This in effect nationalizes the 

woman’s body turning her into a carrier of nationalism and racism; that is the main path for a 

 
39 See Ellinas (2013) and Ellinas (2015). See also Roumanias et al. (2022) and Malkopoulou (2021). 
40 Christodoulaki (2020), Halikiopoulou (2020), Toloudis (2021). 
41 Dinas et al. (2019). See also Karamanidou (2016). 
42 Koronaiou & Sakellariou (2013), and Ellinas (2017). See also Kyriazi (2016).  
43 Koronaiou & Sakellariou (2017). 
44 Ibid., 261.  
45 Ibid., 266.  
46 Ibid., 264. 
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woman to become a heroine47. The research concludes that GD seeks to reproduce a “nationalist 

habitus” for women, rooted and derived from international and Greek history. This habitus entails 

anti-feminism, anti-homosexuality (pro-heterosexuality), and motherhood (family formation, child 

raising). Those three characteristics define what a real Greek woman (heroine) should be48.  

The Koronaiou and Sakellariou study’s results and themes are supported by other researchers and 

work done in Greek. More specifically, Afouxenidis et al. published, in 2021, a study that examined 

the role of far-right networks in Greece49. This analysis focused on how the social and cultural 

identities of the nation, gender and sexuality were reproduced, the role of the social media in this 

process, along with the balance between the digital and physical spaces of the far-right. The 

research is building upon previous one that examined far-right blogs, civil society organizations and 

digital political activism in Greece50. The main topics identified had to do with anti-feminism, pro-

heterosexuality, the perseverance of the nuclear family, the biological reality of sex, the criminality 

of abortion, the anomalous normalization of porn, and the promotion of “unhealthy” body models51.  

Along the same lines, two master thesis that have explicitly examined the role of women and 

motherhood in GD and its discourse, have reiterated the prevalence of the above-mentioned 

themes. Methodologically speaking one of the two thesis utilized a combination of thematic analysis 

(investigating the GD’s “White Women Front” BlogSpot from 2007 - 2012) and semi-structured 

interviews with three GD female members52. The other one, analyzed speeches of GD members 

from 13 sittings of the Greek parliament, along with 25 articles from the official website of the 

organization53. Those two studies, at first confirmed the existing themes in the GDs ideological 

edifice, nonetheless, they were also able to find additional nuances in terms of women occupation, 

interracial marriages. Furthermore, Samara, identifies another detail that is crucial. In GD women 

are not absolute passive actors, rather they can act based on national and racial interest. The mere 

fact that the GD’s women have their own website and advocate their own messages, while also take 

initiatives for local organization by themselves, is a testament to this position54. The other thesis 

does a very interesting work in investigating the same themes that have already been mentioned, 

by delving in the rhetoric GD MPs utilized during the Greek Parliaments sessions55. 

The existing research as examined above leads to specific patterns in terms of the rhetoric and the 

action GD utilizes to frame gender issues in its ideology and mobilization. For the purpose of this 

 
47 Ibid., 268. 
48 Ibid., 261. 
49 Afouxenidis et al, (2021).  
50 Ibid., 4-5. 
51 Ibid., 11, 15 – 20. 
52 Samara (2015).  
53 Ramoutsaki (2018). 
54 Samara (2015), p.68. 
55 Ramoutsaki (2018), p.8-10. 
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case study, those patterns are being grouped in the next chapter, in order to employ them for the 

second phase of the research. 

 

3.2.1 Identified themes from existing literature 
There are five themes that can be derived from the existing academic research. Those are female 

body ownership, anti-feminism, decline of nuclear family model, LGBTQI+ as an anomaly, women 

as heroines/fighters. The themes are interlinked and in order to understand the full spectrum of 

GD’s positions a combination is deemed as necessary. 

Female body ownership 
The most prominent thematic category that can be deduced by the existing research is that of the 

female body ownership. Simply put, who owns the female body? Is it the woman itself, men or 

something else? The short answer to this question is the nation and the race.  

According to GD women are biologically designed to produce offsprings. The nation and the white 

race, in order to prosper, necessitate reproduction. For that reason, women are obliged to carry the 

nation’s/race’s future, a holy and a virtuous mission. This theme is interlinked with several others 

such as that of family/motherhood, anti-feminism, homosexuality, aesthetics, consumption etc. The 

main sub-themes that are usually identifiable in this category are the position against abortion, 

reproduction as a holy mission, aesthetics of the body as an indicator to health and opposition to 

the monetization or objectification of the female body. A nuance that needs to be mentioned 

concerns the owner of the female body. The owner is not a man and certainly not the woman 

herself. Rather it is the fatherly figure of the state that serves the logic of the nation and the race. 

Women in theory are free to do whatever they may, as long as it serves the interests of the 

nation/race. The fact, however, that they are the only one’s capable of undergoing the process of 

gestation, poses significant limitations to their liberty.  

Producing offsprings in itself, is not enough to serve the interests of the nation/race, as those 

offsprings need to survive. Thus, comes up the theme of raising children. The answer to this topic 

can be found in the logic of the nuclear family. 

Decline of nuclear family model 
GD identifies several threats to the nation/race, such as those of consumerism, imported western 

ideas and values and demographic decline. The last one combined with the higher reproduction 

rate of migrants and refugees poses an existential threat to the Greek race. What is the role of the 

family in this context? 

The above-mentioned threats create a hostile environment for the protection of the Greek race. In 

this situation, and to safeguard the Greek nation/race, GD brings into focus the role of the nuclear 

family. The nuclear family has sheltered for centuries the Greek blood and its values. Enhancing its 

role in the Greek society is the cure to the demographic issue that is putting the nation into great 
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risk and decline. This theme is linked with topics such as the female body ownership mentioned 

before, anti-homosexuality, consumerism, anti-abortion, position against migrants/refugees, 

interracial marriages etc.  

Nuclear family is the cornerstone of the Greek race and it needs to be supported and protected. 

One of its greatest threats that occupies a significant part of GD’s criticism towards the current Greek 

society, is feminism. 

Antifeminist position 
Feminism, according to GD and the research done on the field, does not liberate women. Rather it 

subjugates them into a fake narrative of independence. Real independence and liberty can only be 

achieved in motherhood, familial support and dedication to the nation. Feminism, sows hate 

between women and men, leading to a social conflict that undermines the interest of the race. 

Equality, that is the basis of feminism, has been achieved, claims the GD. Legal equality is in place, 

and what is necessary is not more independence for women, rather the real issue is increased 

support for motherhood. Moreover, the struggle for equality is unbased due to the biological reality 

of sex and gender. Gender is not a social construction. The real role of a woman is to support its 

nation and race by raising children and supporting men. Interestingly, the latter also entails working, 

serving in the army (in administrative positions), organizing local humanitarian initiatives (for Greeks 

only) and participating in actions that promote the interest of the Greek nation. Political 

participation of women, is generally envisaged for less prestigious positions, without however, 

hindering their role as mothers. 

LGBTQI+ as an anomaly 
The issue of gender is clearly defined by GD’s ideology. It is not a social construct but a biological 

reality. In this context, LGBTQI+ individuals are an “anomaly” and their positions have no substance. 

Another factor against LGBTQI+ people is that they prevent the reproduction of the nation. Their 

alternative identifications become an obstacle for the nuclear family model, thus leading to the 

stagnation of the Greek population – which in turn exacerbates the demographic problem.  

Women as heroines/fighters 
In the GD’s ideological edifice, women can also become heroines. Greek women are fighters and not 

passive actors. They promote the interest of the Greek nation. Primarily, their role as Greek heroines 

is to raise children and support their family. They serve a holy mission as supporters and carriers of 

the Greek blood. The role models that GD mentions for women is that of the ancient Spartan 

women, and those who have thought for the Greek nation (e.g., L. Bouboulina). In effect, this 

mythological discourse based on history, offers women a more active role as long as they serve the 

idea of the nation/race. 
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3.3 Methodology and thematic analysis of 

GD websites 
 

The themes and patterns that have already been presented cover the period before the pandemic. 

This raises the following question: have there been any additional insights and narrative positions 

concerning the gender during the COVID-19 period. In order to answer this question an additional 

phase has taken place. The official websites of the GD (https://xrisiavgi.com/) and its youth 

(https://antepithesi.gr/) have been used to generate data. A total of 62 articles were identified from 

4.952 for the March 2020 – March 2022 period. The key words and tags that were utilized were the 

following: 

ΛΟΑΤΚΙ (tag), γυναικ, οικογένεια (tag), οικογέν, φεμινιστ (φεμινισμ), μητέρ, (μήτηρ, 

μάνα), Ελληνίδ, ηρωιδ, ομοφυλ, ΛΟΑΤΚΙ (τρανσέξουαλ, διεμφυλ), έκτρως (άμβλως), 

βιαστ (βιασμ). 

In general, the key words can be translated as LGBTQI+, women, family (famil), feminist (feminism), 

mother (mom), Greek woman/women, heroine, transexual, abortion, rape. The distribution of the 

articles per key word can be found in the following table – Table 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After identifying the articles, a thematic analysis was conducted in two rounds. Initially, a reading 

with no prior themes took place to familiarize the researcher with the data. During this phase, some 

initial themes were identified. In the second reading, the above-mentioned identified themes 

(female body ownership, anti-feminism, decline of nuclear family model, LGBTQI+ as an anomaly, 

women as heroines/fighters) were used as sensitizing concepts in order to inspect in what ways 

Table 1: Retrieved articles per key word and website March 2020 – 
March 2022 

Key word/Tag xrisiavgi.com antepithesi.gr 
LGBTQI+ 10  
women 4  
family 8 1 
feminist 5 1 
mother 2 1 
Greek woman/women 3  
heroine 6  
homosexual 2  
abortion 13  
rape  5  
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those narratives reoccur56. A “other” category was added in order to examine any additional themes 

of interest such as the arguments concerning the pandemic and gender.  

 

3.3.1 Results and discussion  
The themes that arose from the thematic analysis were in most cases identical to the already 

suggested topics of the academic literature. In the majority of the articles an anti-feminist, 

homosexual attitude was evident, along with strong support to the nuclear family model and pro-

heterosexuality. Female body ownership was a matter of nation and race and her path to become 

a hero was found in motherhood. Besides, those themes however, there were some additional 

topics of interest. Using gender issues to criticize the government was a frequent pattern in the 

examined articles. Similarly, pandemic specific arguments and narratives were a new theme. Lastly, 

even though not a specific theme, there were some interesting insights concerning arguments that 

were based on logical contradictions GD utilized in gender topics in order to appeal to the far-right 

electoral base. 

Thematic patterns that were consistent with those already existing in the literature were that of 

antifeminism, women as heroines and fighters, LGBTQI+ as an anomaly and the ownership of the 

female body.  

Antifeminism: Greek women as heroines and fighters  
In the examined articles feminism was utilized in two ways: criticism towards feminism and criticism 

to the government for supporting the movement.  

Feminism, claims the GD, is an imported movement that enslaves women. More work-related 

obligations lead women to become less free and liberated than they are supposed to be under the 

umbrella of motherhood and family. Similarly, feminism erodes the nuclear family model as it 

estranges and cultivates hate between men and women. According to GD real happiness between 

male and female can be found in a “sincere love relationship without competition”. In the same context, 

feminism is an abnormality as it has Zionist origins and it suggests sexual deviations, abuses along 

with infanticide. This last argument combines both the racist and nationalist aspects of the political 

organization.  

For GD a Greek woman has several roles that have both active and supporting characteristics. A 

frequent argument is the following:  

“a Greek woman is a wife, a mother and a fighter who embraces her family. Feminist 

propaganda is not necessary to prove the power of Greek women”.  

 
56 Flemmen (2017), pp. 79-94.  
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Greek women become hole when they embrace multiple roles: that of a mother, a supporter of the 

family, and a fighter. In the latter, Greek women are active and powerful. In their fight for the nation 

and the race, Greek role models can be found in the ancient Greek history (Spartan women, 

Hypatia), in the Byzantine queens and nobility, women who fought during the Greek revolution 

(Bouboulina, Mavrogenous), female teachers who safeguarded the Greek values during the civil war 

and the German occupation, and lastly a more contemporary model is that of Elli Sougioultzoglou-

Seraidari a 20th century female photographer. Those role models assert that the only way for a 

woman to become a heroine is by serving the interest of the Greek nation and race. In this process, 

motherhood is the main type of action that serves the nation, but not the only. Supporting men and 

the family is equally crucial. Similarly, in extraordinary situations, women can become heroines by 

fighting themselves and proving that they can put national values higher than their own lives. Thus, 

three are the main methods that lead to female glorification: motherhood, support to the men and 

lastly, fighting.  

There are two main logical inconsistencies in the arguments of GD for women. One is associated 

with the helplessness of women, and the other with the role models that are used to showcase the 

superiority of Greek women compared to feminism. Women are frequently framed as helpless and 

weak. The frequent mentions to female rape victims by migrants and refugees highlights both the 

racist direction of the organization, and the dependence of women. This position comes in stark 

contrast with the fighting and active Greek women models that the GD is advancing. Along the same 

lines, some of the role models that the organization makes use of, have been closer to the feminist 

model of women. An example is that of Hypatia who is seen as a representation of women rights 

and feminism57.  

Last but not least, another use antifeminist attitudes have for GD’s propaganda is connected with 

the Greek government and the ruling party. GD utilize antifeminism to criticize the choice of a female 

president by the New Democracy party. This criticism is also combined with homophobic positions, 

as they promote the argument that the current government is promoting anomaly in the Greek 

society.  

LGBTQI+ as an anomaly 
Homosexuality, and the LGBTQI+ community in general, is considered as an abnormal 

phenomenon. This concept is consistent with what the existing literature suggests. From the 

analysis of the articles homosexuality is framed as a systemic problem, such as the pandemic and 

the economic crisis. It erodes the biologically determined natural roles of male and female by 

feminizing the former and masculinizing the latter.  

From all the examined articles, there was one that showcased a case of exemption. This was the 

case of a Greek homosexual writer Constantine P. Cavafy. Cavafy who was hailed as a nationalist 

even though he was homosexual.  

 
57 Aqleem & Bukht (2020), pp.99-112.  
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“He was a nationalist but his natural modesty and the guilty feelings of his problematic 

sexual life, made him withdraw with nobility in a dignified solitude even at his hardest 

personal times.” 

In the national fight against the antihellenic movement Cavafy is hailed primarily on the basis of his 

nationalism, and is forgiven for his sexual deviations because of the modest ways those were 

expressed. 

“It is true that the peculiarities of Constantine Cavafy’s life are absolutely rejected by 

Nationalism, but Hellas does not spare a Greek to the sick antihellenic establishment, 

especially when that person keeps his distinctiveness for himself with timidity and 

modesty.” 

This last argument presents a logical inconsistency, or more correctly, a state of exemption, when 

an individual can be tolerated even though he deviates from the ideologically prescribed gender 

models. It should be noted, however, that Cavafy is a special case and in reality, GD shows little 

tolerance to LGBTQI+ people, frequently abusing them.  

Gender and the pandemic 
One of the main goals of the second phase of the current research was to identify if there have been 

some changes in GD’s narrative as far as gender is concerned during the pandemic. It does not come 

as a surprise that the main positions of the organization have been kept intact, nonetheless, some 

minor alterations were observed.  

First and foremost, GD made use of the pandemic to criticize the Greek government on the basis of 

the decline of the nuclear family (demographic issue) and the female working rights. In the first 

theme, GD claimed that the Greek government and specifically the ruling party has taken advantage 

of the pandemic situation in order to trespass the private family lives and increase its control. Even 

though it is not mentioned explicitly, this would be welcome in case the current government was a 

nationalistic one, however, currently it is used as a criticism for eroding the nuclear family model, 

and not offering enough support. In the same context, the Greek government is criticized as it is not 

helping enough working women, whose burdens have increased during the pandemic. This position 

deviates to some extent from the usual arguments for women in family and motherhood, instead 

asking for better working rights for them.  

Another theme connected with the pandemic was that of conspiracy theories in connection with the 

Covid-19 vaccine. The vaccine was framed as an abnormal creation that contained in its ingredients, 

biological material from abortions. This theory was linked with religiosity as, the initial individual 

who identified this, was a nun. Later, according to GD this position was also supported by doctors, 

without anyone being mentioned though. In an attempt to criticize the government and appeal to 

the people against vaccination, GD created an argument by mixing gender (anti-abortion), religious 

(nun’s prophecy) and scientific (doctors) aspects. 
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4. Destroy the patriarchy! 

Gender and the anarchist 

scene in Italy 
 

Lorenzo Marinone 

 

4.1. Introduction 
The aim of this chapter is to analyse how the gender dimension features in the communication, 

propaganda and organisation of anarchist groups and movements in the Italian scene, in recent 

years. 

In general terms, not only in the Italian and European context, studies on extremism and on the 

dynamics of radicalisation have, up to now, neglected the analysis of anarchism as well as of the far-

left,58 with which it is often associated (and rightly so, given the closeness between the two 

ideologies).  The main justification, usually, is that anarchist militants and extreme left groups are 

less of a threat than, for example, the extreme right or jihadist groups.  In fact, in terms of violent 

acts, the extreme left and insurrectionary anarchists tend to target property rather than people, and 

this diminishes the perception of the threat. In general, violent acts such as damaging ATMs or 

breaking shop windows are often perceived as less serious and having less political impact on both 

civil society and the political class, compared to terrorist attacks even if with minor casualties. 

 
58 In this chapter, “anarchist” refers to mainly non-violent militants, while “insurrectionary anarchist” 

refers to militants who accept the use of violence to advance their agenda. Similarly, “radical left” refers 

to mainly non-violent groups, while “extreme left” refers to violent ones. “Far-left” is used as an all-

encompassing term. Radical/extreme left echoes Cas Mudde’s distinction between radical and extreme 

right in that groups falling into the former category are usually pro-democracy. This categorisation does 

not fully apply to anarchism as non-insurrectionary currents have a nuanced position towards 

democracy. Many of them campaign for some form of direct democracy, while others take a more 

confrontational stance. For the radical/extreme right distinction see  Mudde (2019), The far right today, 

Polity, Cambridge. 



     43 

 

Another justification is that these groups are numerically small compared to extreme right-wing or 

religiously motivated groups.59  

Without doubt, these considerations are valid, but have two important limitations. The latter are 

particularly relevant in the context of this deliverable, which is dedicated to the dimensions of 

communication and propaganda. The first limitation concerns the most recent evolutions of the 

extremist landscape in Europe. For some years now, the landscape in Europe (and beyond) has been 

characterised by the emergence of hybrid ideologies, which innovatively, eclectically, and often 

unexpectedly mix ideas, positions, narratives and points of reference that are apparently distant or 

even irreconcilably at odds with each other. Starting from these ideological convergences, through 

new assemblages, operational convergences have begun to emerge, albeit at a purely tactical level. 

A very clear example of this trend is the cooperation seen between far-right, far-left and anarchist 

groups and individuals during demonstrations against the Covid-19 lockdowns, the Green Pass and 

in general the management of the health emergency during the pandemic in some European 

countries, including Italy.60 Another long-standing example is the phenomenon of 'rossobrunismo' 

(or red-brownism), a mix of neofascist and neocommunist positions where the extreme left 

espouses sovereigntist positions typically held by the extreme right.61 This combination was 

facilitated mainly by similar pro-Russian views. 

Although, in Europe, these convergences between the extreme left and groups belonging to other 

ideologies have been only temporary and for specific purposes, without leading to structural 

changes in the scenario, there have been some very interesting developments in terms of 

communication. In fact, with Covid-19, narratives emerged that were shared by different groups, 

who also shared common keywords and slogans widely used in propaganda. One example is the 

use of the expression 'health dictatorship' to describe the Covid-19 prevention measures. 

The second limitation of the abovementioned considerations, which attribute a secondary role to 

left-wing and anarchist extremism, concerns the adoption of a rather rigid distinction between 

extremist movements, which embrace the use of violence, and radical movements, which are mostly 

non-violent. To some respects, this distinction is less well founded than it might appear. 

 
59 Marinone & Farinelli (2021), p.11-12. 
60 To give an example, according to the Italian police, during the large protest demonstration against the 

Green Pass on 9 October 2021 in Rome, both extreme right- and extreme left-wing antagonists were 

present, shoulder to shoulder with elements from the insurrectionary anarchist scene. The protest ended 

with an assault on the national headquarters of the CGIL trade union by militants of the extreme right 

party Forza Nuova, which culminated in the outlawing of the party and the arrest of some of its leaders. 

See Ossino (2021). According to the latest report by the Italian intelligence community, in 2021 

insurrectionary anarchist elements “increasingly participated in protests against anti-pandemic measures, 

showing, especially towards the end of the year in some squares in northern Italy, attempts to incite 

demonstrators to attack law enforcement agents”. See Presidenza del Consiglio dei Ministri (2022), p.99. 
61 See Forti (2018). 
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It is certainly true that only a small minority of far-left and anarchist groups (and individuals) make 

a structural use of violence and voluntarily place themselves outside the law. The majority of those 

with a radical orientation, on the other hand, consistently opt for non-violent practices. Clearly, this 

distinction cannot be underestimated. However, the far-left and anarchist scene is characterised, 

among other things, by a high fluidity of affiliation (frequent passages of activists from one 

movement/organisation to another) due to an intersectional approach; by a non- or weakly 

hierarchical organisation of groups, which leaves ample room for manoeuvre to subgroups of like-

minded people; and by a high ideological and narrative continuity between violent groups and other 

groups that are radical, anti-establishment, though not intimately anti-democratic, and 

(predominantly) non-violent.62 These characteristics create points of contact between radical and 

more extreme groups, especially in terms of the affiliations of individual activists and militants. 

Furthermore, these characteristics tend to make extremist and radical groups more homogeneous 

in terms of the narratives they employ in their communicative practices. 

For the above reasons, this chapter focuses not only on the communicative production of extremist 

groups responsible for violent acts, but also on that of radical but generally non-violent movements, 

and it examines their interactions. 

Given the great variety of positions, nuances and ideological orientations present in the far-left and 

anarchist scene, even more so in a rich and stratified context such as the Italian one, it was decided 

not to focus only on a single group, but to broaden the analysis to different realities, all belonging 

to the anarchist sphere. The choice of the anarchist scene derives from its greater relevance to the 

Italian scene than the entities linked to the Marxist-Leninist tradition. The latter are few in number 

and, to date, engage solely on activities of study and dissemination of their ideological tradition.63 

Insurrectionary anarchism, however, finds in Italy (together with Greece and Spain) a scenario in 

which the largest number of cells can operate and where the greatest quota of contemporary 

theoretical work and ideology are developed.64 

 

4.2. Anarchism and the gender dimension: 

history and ideology 
 

 
62 See Marinone & Farinelli (2021), p.12-14. For example, a widespread radicalisation dynamic in the far 

left and anarchist scene is the rapid shift in affiliation between different single-issue groups, which can 

result in the adoption of increasingly radical ideas and the subsequent active pursuit of more extreme 

groups.  
63 See Presidenza del Consiglio dei Ministri (2022), p.102. 
64 For more background on the relevance of Italy’s insurrectionary anarchist scene, see Marone (2014) 

and Marone (2015).  
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The anarchist movement in Italy, as in the rest of Europe,65 has traditionally had a complex and 

varied relationship with gender issues. To introduce an over-simplification, one can draw a rather 

neat distinction between, on the one hand, groups that express intellectual anarchism and the non-

violent fringes of the movement, and on the other hand, the practices of insurrectionary anarchist 

which operate through underground networks and use violent methods of political struggle.  

While the former have traditionally developed their ideology in close and constant dialogue with 

feminist thought and participate in the debate on gender, the latter consider feminism and gender 

to be 'false issues' or at least secondary factors in the struggle against the state. Obviously, as we 

will see, this distinction does not mean that insurrectionary anarchism does not use, on purpose or 

not, a gender dimension in its communicative actions. Instead, it means that the latter is thematised 

in a close relationship of dependence with the concepts of “power” and “domination”, which tend to 

relegate it to a secondary position. 

Non-violent anarchist thought has a very long ideological tradition intertwined with gender issues 

that can be traced back to the 19th century. In particular, the theoretical elaboration of the 

collectivist current (which draws on the Russian thinkers Mikhail Bakunin and Pëtr Alekseevič 

Kropotkin) had a great influence on feminist activism in the early 20th century and subsequent 

decades. It provided a framework of meaning for women's emancipation and for substantive 

equality between men and women. This framework was gradually filled with new content, from the 

integration of women into the labour force to sexual liberation. In this context, emerged anarchist 

and (proto)feminist thinkers such as Emma Goldman, Lucía Sánchez Saornil and the Mujeres Libres 

(Free Women) group during the Spanish Civil War, or the Italian-American Maria Roda, and an 

autonomous ideological current, anarcha-feminism. The influence of the anarchist approach to 

gender issues has since expanded to influence the struggles of many social movements over the 

last 70 years, especially through the concept of “direct action”. In this context, this concept has been 

interpreted as the need to bring about change through the creation, here and now, of new forms of 

social organisation.66   

On the contrary, insurrectionary anarchism has developed its ideological, doctrinal and strategic 

elaboration along theoretical lines that do not give true centrality to gender issues. There are some 

reasons behind this fact. The insurrectionary currents tend to consider thought and action as an 

indissoluble unity, summarised in the concept-practice of "direct action" and in that of "propaganda 

of the deeds".67 It is through concrete acts that insurrectionary anarchist cells carry out their struggle 

against the state and authority. Therefore, ideology, if separated from action, is seen as a useless 

 
65 Anarchism has a strong transnational ideological dimension, based on frequent exchanges of thought 

on a continental/global scale. It is therefore difficult to identify national or regional differences between 

the “national” movements. In this sense, the general ideological orientations outlined here are valid for 

both the Italian and European contexts.   
66 For some basic background on non-violent anarchist thought and the gender dimension, see 

Ackelsberg (2016), Cohn (2009), and Kowal (2018). 
67 This consideration emerged from a workshop on violent left-wing and anarchist extremism organised 

by the European Foundation for Democracy in April 2021 as part of the EU funded project CICERO. 
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frill. Furthermore, although theoretical reflection is not a stranger to the trans-national violent 

anarchist scene, it is limited in quantity and tends to be consistent through time, both in terms of 

themes and targets (attacks on the symbols of capitalist power, through the destruction of the 

private property of banks and multinationals; opposition to the police forces as "servants of Power"; 

actions against the hard prison regime and the penitentiary institution in general). Against this 

backdrop, therefore, gender issues and feminism are seen as too limited, sectoral perspectives, 

which only distract the anarchist from the objectives of the struggle.  

An Italian LEA officer, with long experience in countering insurrectionary anarchism in Italy, 

interviewed for this deliverable, explained that “feminism and gender-friendly conventions are 

considered as a sectorial and victimistic retreat, they are classified as concepts realised and disseminated 

by the power of massification to create 'categories' - or rather 'sectors' - of deconstruction of free society 

into which to relegate the human race. Consequently, they must be disregarded in militant anarchist 

thought”.68 

In any case, at the ideological level, although they give it different weight and emphasis, all anarchist 

realities, both insurrectionary and intellectual, share the idea that power relations within the 

institution of family and the gender relations in contemporary society, defined as patriarchy, are 

expressions of domination. In anarchism, the concept of domination essentially assimilates any 

hierarchically structured power. As symbols of domination, therefore, these expressions of gender, 

in which patriarchy is expressed, must be undermined in order to achieve the liberation of the 

individual, as well as other factors such as the domination exercised by governments, religious 

institutions, and economic institutions, which are the main targets. This ideological family 

resemblance is reflected, on a communicative level, in the frequent use of references to patriarchy 

by both intellectual anarchism and non-violent anarchist movements, as well as by insurrectionary 

anarchist cells. 

 

4.3. Gender in the communication and 

propaganda of contemporary Italian 

anarchism 
 

The very characteristics of the anarchist movement in Italy make it difficult to trace back to precise 

schemes and categories used for the different gender discourse in communication (both internal, 

in texts of doctrinal elaboration or critical debate, and external) and propaganda. The anarchist 

 
68 Interview with Italian LEA officer, 24 January 2022.  
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scene, in fact, is a collection of movements with no real hierarchies, linked together horizontally, 

where the individual cells and even individual militants have a very wide autonomy of thought and 

action. In such a context, it is clear that it is impossible to find a direction coming from above, which 

plans and coordinates the communication and propaganda activities of even just a few fringes of 

the movement. Similarly, the practice of communication often appears fragmented, polyphonic, a 

plastic expression of the aforementioned autonomy. 

There is, however, a perimeter (variable, but recognisable) within which anarchist communicative 

action moves as a whole, which corresponds to the horizon of meaning defined by the ideological 

cornerstones of anarchism and the main themes of militancy: the already mentioned themes of the 

struggle against the domination of the state, religious authorities and global economy, also declined 

in terms of anti-militarism, opposition to prison and the police, and no to nuclear power. In order to 

attempt a classification, therefore, gender-related themes can be explored starting from the way in 

which they are related to these cornerstones and the ideological or operational objectives 

underlying the different modes. This approach to analysis has made it possible to identify two main 

communicative clusters, or modes: communicative mimicry and tactical use of the gender dimension. 

4.3.1 Communicative mimicry 
The first cluster reflects a mode of communication (and especially of propaganda) that can be 

defined as “communicative mimicry”. This phrase refers to the adherence of styles and themes of 

other movements, and their adoption in their own communicative practice by anarchist 

movements. The main aim is to use these themes to convey topics or other ideological assemblages 

specific to anarchism. At the same time, the second objective is to propose an image of the anarchist 

movement that is close to, and superimposable on, that of other social movements. In doing so, 

anarchist movements can come into contact with other movements, for recruitment purposes. 

The clearest example of this communication dynamic is the adherence of part of the anarchist 

movement in Italy to the Non Una Di Meno movement (NUDM), a national branch of the global 

phenomenon Ni Una Menos, born in 2016 as a protest in opposition to male violence against women 

and gender-based violence. Although it is almost impossible to determine in detail the level and 

type of involvement of Italian anarchists in NUDM,69 the Italian Anarchist Federation (Federazione 

 
69 The 3 main founding networks behind NUDM in Italy are the Io Decido (I Decide) network, which 

campaigns against gender-based violence and for the right of all to health, and is mostly composed of 

Rome-based organisations; the Unione Donne in Italia (the Union of Women in Italy) – an organisation 

with a long history of campaigning for women’s rights in Italy with roots going back to the Resistance (II 

World War); and the D.i.Re network (Donne in Rete contro la violenza, the Women’s Network against 

Violence), which brings together voluntary associations run by women opposing male violence. Some of 

the groups active under the Io Decido network may have in their rank and file few activists ideologically 

close to anarchism. These groups - Cagne Sciolte, Csa Astra, Infosex @ ESC Atelier - are linked to the centri 

sociali landscape in Italy where extraparliamentary left from the ‘70s-’80s (later referred to as the 

“autonomous”) meets anarchist ideology and punk culture. Against this backdrop, it is safe to say that - 

at least at the beginning - the level of engagement by anarchist militants in NUDM was very low - if any.  
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Anarchica Italiana, FAI) explicitly joined the movement since (at least) 2018.70 The FAI is the most 

structured expression of Italian anarchism, an umbrella organisation whose adherents (territorial 

cells or individuals) periodically coordinate the choice of their political macro-addresses through 

congresses. 

On the topic of gender-based violence, there are many theoretical points of contact between 

anarchist ideology and NUDM’s positions. Above all, NUDM explicitly considers gender violence as 

a type of structural and systemic violence, and it aims to “subvert the patriarchal and neoliberal 

discourse and world order”.71  This is a use of the concept of patriarchy similar to that of anarchism, 

with which it shares the totalising aspect and the idea that gender domination and existing 

institutional systems share the same nature. Similarly, NUDM sees family as the main tool of 

domination through which the patriarchal society imposes its eterosexual normativity,72 which is 

very close to how family is conceived by most historical anarchist currents (Proudhon’s one being 

the most notable exception): a device that prevents the liberation of women and full equality with 

men. Contemporary anarcha-feminism also opposes traditional concepts of family and see family 

values as an integral part of the patriarchal society’s ideological cage.  

However, in FAI’s propaganda, the adherence to NUDM also takes the form of an attempt to use the 

same watchwords and concepts of the feminist movement to convey different solutions issued from 

the anarchist ideological arsenal.  

In particular, the attempt to reshape the approach of activists towards institutions, is clearly visible. 

NUDM’s proposals, in fact, are firmly rooted in the reforming, however radical, of existing 

institutions.73  Anarchist propaganda, on the other hand, portrays this approach as naive and 

unnecessary, and pushes for radicalising forms of activism. For example, in a communiqué 

endorsing the International Day Against Male Violence Against Women and Gender Violence on 25 

November 2019 (the second most important date of mobilisation for NUDM, after 8 March), after 

articulating the structural and systemic dimensions of gender-based violence in tones broadly 

similar to those of NUDM, the FAI argues: 

It is useless to invoke an institutional solution to the question of violence, since 

institutions embody violence. The state, the church, justice, the military apparatus show 

 

For the founding groups of NUDM, see the information section of the movement’s Facebook page: 

https://www.facebook.com/nonunadimeno/about?ref=page_internal . For a more in depth account of 

how NUDM was created and what were its original constituencies, see Salvatori (2020). 
70 See FAI (2018).  
71 NUDM (2017), p.4. 
72 NUDM (2017), p.6. 
73 The NUDM manifesto elaborates demands/proposals that presuppose a relationship, however 

confrontational, with institutions. Some examples are provided. In the chapter on education, the 

movement calls for the introduction of feminist methods and practices ("cooperative, horizontal and 

participatory") in schools and universities. In universities, it calls for the creation of more "gender studies" 

departments. In the field of health, it calls for the legal recognition of "obstetrical violence" (by medical 

staff during pregnancy, labour and childbirth). See NUDM (2017), p.13-18, 24. 

https://www.facebook.com/nonunadimeno/about?ref=page_internal
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how institutions affirm the legitimacy of violence in general and of sexist violence in 

particular. […] 

It is impossible to delegate liberation processes to a state that imposes control and 

repression on collective life and on the life of women in particular […]. 

It is necessary to move away from the sole claim of equality. We need to unhinge the 

symbolic order, we need to be able to experiment, in conflict with the existing […]. 

Our struggle certainly cannot rely on the rhetoric of rights and state protection, on the 

logic of compatibility with the existing.74 

In addition to proposing a substantial, if not total opposition to institutions, the line of 

argumentation closely links patriarchy and systemic violence with themes that in NUDM’s activism 

find a limited space and have a weak connection to the central themes. The main example is the 

theme of antimilitarism, one of the most important ideological cornerstones of anarchism: 

It is equally important to identify the typically male chauvinist and sexist violence that 

characterises the military institution […]. 

Antimilitarism and feminist struggle must be intertwined, precisely because militarism 

is one of the most violent expressions of patriarchal and sexist culture.75  

This trend became even more pronounced during the demonstrations on 8 March 2022, just a few 

days after the start of the invasion of Ukraine by Russia, and in the midst of the debate in NATO 

countries (including Italy) about sending weapons systems to Ukraine. In this context, the FAI cells 

participated in demonstrations in several cities with banners and made public speeches focused 

precisely on the link between gender violence and anti-militarism.76 

Similar to the use of the theme of patriarchy to convey anti-militarist propaganda, attempts are 

made to juxtapose the contestation of patriarchy with the struggle against ‘police control of the 

territory’, the rejection of the state administration of justice, the denunciation of the prison 

institution and the repressive system (namely, the LEAs community) as a whole. 

The overlapping of affiliations makes it possible to expand some of anarchism’s own identity 

narratives to NUDM as well, including that of the state’s repressive fury and victimisation. On the 

occasion of a search at some anarchist militants’ places in Turin in 2017 following the appearance 

of writings on the wall of the court of Turin regarding a rape case, one of the key websites of the 

Turin anarchist scene claims the militants’ affiliation to NUDM and points to it as the real reason for 

the judge’s decision, in a similar way to hundreds of other communiqués complaining that militants 

are repressed particularly harshly because they are anarchists: 

 
74 FAI (2019).  
75 FAI (2019).  
76 Umanità Nova (2022).  
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The search order states that we were chosen because we are anarchists active in the 

feminist network Non Una di Meno. Useless to deny it. We are [female] anarchists, 

[male] anarchists, feminist*.77 

 

4.3.2 Tactical use of the gender dimension 
The second communicative cluster which was identified, belongs mainly to anarcho-insurrectionist 

cells (or groups, or individuals) who advocate a more openly confrontational relationship with 

institutions. This second cluster can be defined as “tactical use of the gender dimension”. In these 

cases, the themes of patriarchy, gender violence and gender roles linked to the shape of 

contemporary society are used in propaganda mainly as rhetorical tools to amplify or strengthen 

the arguments and internal coherence of the ideological discourse. 

In this communication mode, these issues do not have a purpose in and of themselves, e.g. to raise 

awareness about gender issues. Neither do they have a use in terms of strategic communication, 

since the use of these issues appears uncoordinated, discontinuous and always dependent on other 

concepts, with gender playing a more “ancillary” role. The propagandistic use of gender, in these 

cases, seems more linked to contingent needs. The characteristics of this “tactical” use reflect the 

rhizomatic, horizontal and fluid organisational structure of the insurrectionary anarchist landscape, 

and share a common root only in the concept of patriarchy as an expression of systemic violence 

(which is shared by the entire ideological spectrum of anarchism in Italy, as mentioned above). 

A quite paradigmatic example of the tactical use of the gender dimension emerges in a short text 

entitled “Morte allo stato - Morte al patriarcato” (Death to the state - Death to patriarchy) which 

appeared in June 2020 on Round Robin.78 Round Robin is an online portal that functions as an 

aggregator of news, communiqués, interventions and claims from the Italian anarchist scene and 

beyond, with a clear prevalence of material from the insurrectionary anarchist area. 

This text, which was also circulated as a leaflet in paper format and is signed by “Some feminist 

anarchists”, denounces as persecutory the operation “Bialystok”.79 During the operation on 12 June 

2020, the Ros department of the Italian Carabinieri arrested 7 insurrectionary anarchist militants, 

believed to be responsible for the explosive attack on the Carabinieri station “Rome - San Giovanni”. 

The attack was carried out on 7 December 2017 and claimed by the terrorist acronym “Cellula 

Santiago Maldonado - Informal Anarchist Federation-International Revolutionary Front”. According 

to the authors, this is “yet another repressive anti-anarchist operation”. The text repeats a very 

common pattern in anarchic-insurrectionist communiqués of this kind. Normally, and in this case, 

the main communicative aims are: 

 
77 Anarres (2017). The -* is an inclusive linguistic escamotage used in Italian (as in other Romance 

languages) to refer to all genders at once, similarly to the schwa (Ə), the @, or the final -u. 
78 Round Robin (2020).  
79 Askanews (2020).  
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❖ turning the accusation of terrorism against the institutions, thus reiterating the systemic 

dimension of violence and characterising anarchist attacks as a kind of retaliatory violence;  

❖ ridiculing the accusation of “subversive association” as a clumsy attempt by the state to 

organise all reality in preordained schemes, an attempt which would demonstrate the 

efficacy of using “affinity groups”80  as minimum units to carry out “direct actions”; 

❖ feeding the victim narrative. In the text analysed, the arrests would respond to the will to 

“strike those who claim solidarity as an offensive practice and actively support anarchist 

comrades in the meshes of repression”. The attack against police forces is usually presented 

as a practical demonstration of solidarity with other arrested insurrectionary anarchist 

militants; 

❖ through the points above, reinforcing the identity of the insurrectionary anarchist movement 

according to the classic polarising in-group/out-group dynamic,81 here founded in total 

opposition to the State and its symbols. 

It is important to note that, against these concepts, the text is indeed strongly characterised by the 

presence of gender-related themes, but their use serves exclusively to reinforce the strategic aims 

(that were just examined), without adding anything different. It simply reiterates that what is true 

for insurrectionary anarchist militants, in general, is also valid from a specific perspective such as 

that of some militants who also self-identify as feminists. 

The arrests, the text reads, are intended to “frighten us and make us feel isolated”, an action that is 

ingrained with the anarchist vision of the state because it is “in line with this patriarchal society that 

would have us docile, enclosed in our predefined gender roles”. The equation of state and patriarchy 

reinforces the fight against the former, while the latter remains a specific expression of state 

domination. 

The text then recalls some journalistic accounts of the arrests where the media show “amazement 

at not finding us [women] relegated to the second row”, and defines these characterisations as 

“logics imbued with paternalism”. The only reaction considered possible, to the paternalistic 

approach as well as to any kind of state action/reaction, is revolt: “We have always revolted, and 

always will revolt, against the attempt to prevent us from the use of violence as a response to what 

oppresses us”. Here again, paternalism does not change the response to the state traditionally 

suggested by insurrectionary anarchism, nor does it add anything new to the justification of the 

need to rebel. 

 
80 Insurrectionary anarchism does not define itself as a group, nor as a movement, let alone as an 

association. The operative cells are presented as simple informal groups of people who, due to affinities 

of various kinds, decide to temporarily intertwine their “paths of struggle”. The most used definition is, 

precisely, “affinity groups”, proposed by the principal theorist of contemporary insurrectionary 

anarchism, Alfredo Maria Bonanno, at the end of the nineties. See Bonanno (1999).  
81 This dynamic is proposed within the framework of Social Identity Theory and refers to the creation of 

group identities through extreme differentiation with everything that does not belong to that group. See, 

for example, Strindberg (2020). 
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It is therefore not surprising that in one passage of the text the concepts of state and patriarchy are 

made to coincide perfectly: “As feminists and anarchists we can only claim solidarity with those who 

attack the patriarchal system in all the forms in which it expresses itself”. The reference to patriarchy 

seems contingent, linked to the identity of the authors of the text, but not essential to justify the 

anti-state position. 

The same use of the themes of gender in an ancillary role, with respect to other ideological pillars 

of insurrectionary anarchism, is well present in the communication material circulated in the 

anarchist scene. For example, it features in the criticism of prison institutions advanced by a militant 

extradited to Italy and detained in the Latina prison,82 which as usual was widely circulated on 

anarchist media in Italy. In a letter published by Round Robin, the militant addresses the theme of 

repression by talking about the condition of women prisoners and the role of the patriarchal system, 

but she concludes the letter by underlining that this condition is not exceptional but common to all 

the imprisoned militants, regardless of gender. In the same vein, the article that appeared in Round 

Robin, that quotes this and another letter from prison by a female militant, uses this material to 

construct a critique of prison, but does not focus in any way on gender-related issues. State and 

domination are the main concepts, summarising and encompassing the concept of patriarchy. 

The peculiar moment of ideological ferment for European extremism, which began with the 

pandemic, seems not to have influenced the insurrectionary anarchist landscape, as far as the 

gender dimension in communication and propaganda is concerned. There are some pieces of 

propaganda which link the objectives of the anarchist cells with gender in an innovative way with 

respect to the norm of earlier years. However, these instances appear to be isolated, and the themes 

and narratives they have used have so far proved to lack continuity, as one would expect for 

individual initiatives that are not particularly successful and do not emerge from a common 

direction or debate. 

Two examples illustrate this trend. On 12 April 2020, an anarchist website published the claim of an 

attack against an ATM in Bologna which took place on 25 March, and presented it as an “individual 

feminist action”.83 In the justification of the act, the main theme is anti-militarism: the bank attacked 

(Italy’s Unicredit) is cited as “one of the banks financing the war”, and it is decried that the weapon 

industry has not stopped even with the pandemic, while unprecedented restrictions are imposed 

on the daily life of the population. Among the restrictions mentioned, there is the state-run 

#iorestoacasa campaign (#StayHome), which the article says it “is the fruit of patriarchal violence 

and can only create more patriarchal violence”, because “it is affecting women, locked in the home 

with their oppressors, and burdened with all the daily work that goes with it”. However, the text 

recognises that the same fate (being subjected to state violence) is befalling many other categories 

of people, from the homeless to workers. 

 
82 Round Robin (2020b).  
83 Rovescio (2020).  
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Similarly in March 2021, the claim of an arson attack against the Istituto Superiore di Sanità (ISS, one 

of the bodies that provided the scientific basis for state policies to manage the pandemic), uses a 

classic feminist slogan in an innovative,  yet “collateral” and unproductive way.84 The attack was 

carried out as the European debate on the Green Pass was beginning and, in Italy, the vaccination 

campaign was getting into full swing after the new government led by Mario Draghi took office in 

February that year. The communiqué opens with the following words: “One day not too far from 8 

March, the door of the ISS was set on fire. Because I decide on my body”. On the whole, however, 

the reference to Women's Day and the revisitation of the well-known pro-abortion slogan appear 

secondary, since the text continues by targeting "medicine" as an "oppressive institution", and it 

defines it as “one of the many pillars on which the patriarchal techno-industrial capitalist system is 

founded”, without exploiting the gender narrative set out in the initial considerations. 

 

4.4 Conclusions 
The use of gender issues in the communication and propaganda of the Italian anarchist movement 

brings out an apparent paradox. Compared to other radical/extremist political positions, anarchist 

ideology, like that of the far-left, is one in which the gender dimension traditionally plays a more 

explicit and important role. Yet, although concepts related to gender issues and their ramifications 

are frequently thematised in communication and propaganda, they do not play a truly strategic role 

in the contemporary Italian anarchist scene. The ideological architecture does not particularly 

benefit from the militants' use of gender-related issues, nor does a particular recruitment effort 

emerge that primarily or substantially hinges on them. 

As it emerges from this case study, the main anarchic communicative dynamics can be divided into 

two clusters with regard to the use of the gender dimension. 

The first cluster has been called “communicative mimicry” and uses gender as a kind of 'bridge 

theme' sometimes used to interact with activists from other social movements or radical groups. 

This connection is made possible by the broad understanding of the concept of patriarchy and its 

main ideological ramifications, in particular the idea that contemporary society implies a level of 

systemic violence against which it is legitimate to react. This is something that anarchism has in 

common with virtually the entire scene of the far-left, in Italy and beyond. 

This trait d'union makes it possible to access a new and wider audience, raise awareness on issues 

of particular interest to anarchism, and propose solutions that are more radical and adherent to 

anarchist ideology. This dynamic has two main effects. On the one hand, it can trigger a process of 

“normalisation” of anarchist ideology, at least with regard to the themes conveyed through the 

bridge of gender issues (for example, anti-militarism and total opposition to state institutions) and 

 
84 Roma Today (2021). 
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within the ideological-political area of the left. On the other hand, it can configure a recruitment 

strategy directed towards individual activists and militants. 

From this point of view, the case of Non Una Di Meno is particularly interesting. At a national level, 

the movement is now the main aggregator of feminist demands and a place of lively theoretical 

production for possible new social movements engaging in protests and claiming new rights. The 

inoculation of themes or solutions belonging to the most extreme anarchist area could, therefore, 

obtain particular resonance and be “normalised” for a rather large audience. 

The second cluster identified in this case study encompasses communication dynamics that use 

gender issues in a purely occasional way, to achieve contingent goals, employing certain narratives 

and stylistic features only at a tactical level and not at a strategic communication level. This is a use 

that relegates the gender dimension to an “ancillary” position with respect to the ideological pillars 

of anarchism, in the sense that this dimension is used instrumentally to reinforce other themes. 

This communicative strategy rests on a peculiar characteristic of anarchist ideology: a totalising 

concept, “domination”, with respect to which all the ideological targets of anarchist militancy are just 

tokens. In other words, stances like the frontal opposition to the police force are justified by the fact 

that the latter represents a symbol of domination (in the context of securitarianism), and not 

because of some specific characteristic of the police. Similarly, anarchist ideology proposes the 

destruction of patriarchy because it is considered an expression of relations of domination among 

individuals. Its destruction is therefore a way – among other ways – to fight against the existing 

social system that is considered unjust and authoritarian. In short, the struggle against patriarchy, 

in anarchist communication, is not an end in itself. 

This division into two large clusters is not, and certainly does not want to be, exhaustive, but it aims 

at capturing only the main uses of gender issues in communication and propaganda in the anarchist 

scene. That is, both the uses that are most relevant because they are employed frequently and on 

a large scale, and the uses that are most important from the ideological and organisational point of 

view of the anarchist movement. We are dealing, therefore, with two groups of communication 

dynamics consolidated and well represented in the Italian landscape. 

Against this background, the almost total absence of innovation in recent years in communication 

appears particularly significant at a juncture (the outbreak of the pandemic) which has put the entire 

European extremist panorama in turmoil, in terms of communication and propaganda. Although 

important in the anarchist ideological apparatus, the question of gender does not seem to have 

been substantially affected by the outbreak of the pandemic. Similarly, it has not been affected by 

the widespread dissemination of conspiracy theories linked to Covid-19 and used by other extremist 

ideologies to advance their own agenda. 

For instance, during the first weeks of the lockdown in Italy (March 2020), some anarchist militants 

created a multilingual online platform dedicated to collecting contributions analysing the pandemic 

situation and its innovative meaning for the anarchist struggle. However, the content that has 
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appeared on this website essentially does little more than reiterating the classic themes of anarchist 

propaganda and the same narratives employed in previous years if not decades. 

However, it should be noted that the analysis conducted in this chapter on the dynamics of 

communication in the Italian anarchist scene is not exhaustive. The sources consulted for this case 

study are almost exclusively written material publicly available, which can therefore differ from the 

material prepared for circulation exclusively within the movement, or circulated among militants 

bounded by a particular relationship of trust. Typically, the latter type of material consists of writings 

of a theoretical-operational nature that are not usually published online. The few documents of this 

type that have been collected for this study, however, did not give gender issues a significant role. 

A second limitation of the analysis presented in this chapter is the absence of data on the internal 

organisation of the movement and, therefore, on the role played by gender dynamics in this context. 

Secondary literature on this subject is virtually non-existent, and the few texts that do deal with this 

topic do so in too general terms for the purpose of this case study. This evident knowledge gap, with 

respect to the Italian anarchist scene, could be partially filled, in the future, for example through the 

use of ethnographic research methodologies, and/or through scientific evaluations of the trial 

results in the case of insurrectionary anarchism. 
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5. Implications of the 

rise of Incel culture and 

violence 
 

Kevin McDonald 

 

5.1 Introduction 
 

The past decade has seen a significant growth of a new movement of men that has become 

associated with a series of mass killings of women.  The movement is made up of “Incels”, men who 

describe themselves as ‘involuntary celibates’, or as defined by an experience where they are unable 

to develop relationships of sexual intimacy with women.  Online cultures and communications have 

been at the centre of the emergence of this movement, part of a wider “men’s movement” that over 

the past decade has emerged in opposition to feminism and feminist movements.  While not all 

Incels advocate violence against women, expressions of hate directed towards women are a 

fundamental dimension of Incel culture, and they form the core of the online culture around which 

this movement is built.  And while many communications shared on Incel websites may not call for 

physical violence towards women, almost all of them involve expressions of symbolic violence and 

images that seek to dehumanise women. In that sense, there is no doubt that the online Incel culture 

is built around hate speech directed towards women, and there is no doubt at all that the examples 

of Incel-related killings of women that we will consider in this chapter draw on an imaginary 

constructed online. 

Understanding this development is important for several reasons. Firstly, the development of Incel 

extremism and violence illustrates an important example of contemporary extremism, namely that 

it is a “post-organisational” phenomenon, by which we mean that it is not primarily the product of a 

political organisation, but emerging out of more complex processes of communication. Secondly, 

the development of Incel violence alerts us to more general processes around online hate cultures 

such as those directed towards ethnic, racial or religious groups. Thirdly, the development of Incel 
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culture alerts us to the changing place of masculinity in extremism and in narratives associated with 

violent extremism. Incels do not define themselves as powerful, rather they define themselves as 

victims, and here they frame themselves as part of a wider men’s movement that claims social and 

political power has been claimed by women. While Incel violence is framed in terms of hate of 

women, the model of “beta” masculinity that has emerged with this movement has extended 

beyond it, and is increasingly evident in other forms of extremism and violence. It was evident in 

the far-right attack on a synagogue in Halle Germany in 2019. But it also plays a role in the 

developing convergence between far-right extremism and Islamist extremism, where both establish 

an “ironic” relationship with masculinity to allow a celebration of images and imaginaries of violence.  

As a result, understanding Incels is not only important to understand violent hate. It offers insights 

into the role of masculinity in what may be in the early 2020s the beginnings of an emerging 

“convergence culture” of violent extremism. 

 

5.2 Incels: origins 
 

The term ‘involuntary celibate’ dates from 1997, when a Canadian female undergraduate created 

an online support page for individuals who wanted a sexual relationship but were unable to find a 

partner. The site was aimed at women and men, and the term used to describe this situation was 

“Alana’s Involuntary Celibacy Project”. The aim was to give such individuals an opportunity to 

express their frustrations and to meet and support others in a similar situation. Other websites 

emerged around the same time, framed in terms of support in relationship building and dating. The 

development of these different websites points to the increasing role of the internet as a space to 

share intimate experience, receive relationship counselling, and the development of public forums 

where individuals could construct narratives to make sense of their personal experience.   

One of these movements came to be known as Pick Up Artists, an ecology of websites, manuals and 

coaching courses offered to men to allow them to successfully develop relationships with women.  

The techniques presented to men to become successful ‘pick up artists’ focused on ways of 

manipulating women, who were presented as “targets”. In California a young man – the Isla Vista 

shooter85 – was part of this world but was finding himself unable to develop relationships with 

women. In the process he became increasingly hostile to the successful “alpha” males celebrated by 

the PickUpArtist movement, and also hostile towards the women whom he saw as rejecting him, 

and having sex with men he believe to be ultimately inferior to himself.  The Isla Vista shooter was 

not alone, and from 2010 he became a frequent poster on websites such as PUAHate.com, a website 

 
85 Here, names of violent Incels are withheld as the circulation of full names (as well as initials) are an 

integral part of violent Incels propaganda. They are referred to with the violent event they were 

responsible for. 
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dedicated to men who wanted to share their hostility and hatred towards both “alpha males” and 

to the women who had sex with them.   

 

In the early 2000s other internet platforms developed that allowed the development of online 

communities made up of “awkward” young men, with communities emerging on 4chan (founded in 

2003) and Reddit (founded in 2005).86  One of these, LoveShy, founded in 2003, has been described 

as widely open to communications that openly praise mass killers and encouraged people to 

commit murder.87  The Isla Vista shooter was also a frequent visitor to this site.   

These websites formed part of the development of a broader online ecology that developed during 

this time, frequently referred to as the “Manosphere”.88  Scholars89 have undertaken a data driven 

analysis of this Manosphere in order to identify the constitution of different communities and 

cultures making it up, and to measure movement between them. They identify four different 

expressions of the men’s movement within this broader ecology: Men’s Rights Activists (MRA), Men 

Going Their Own Way (MGTOW), Pick Up Artists (PUA) (a community build around “game” techniques 

to “conquer women”), and lastly they identify Incels.   

This data-driven analysis is helpful in that it allows us to identify the relative growth and decline of 

these groups over time. From 2006-2011 the Manoshphere was largely structured around men’s 

rights and “pick-up artistry”. The Incel community was its infancy.  The same scholars identify a 

second period shaped by a decline in the PUA paradigm.  From 2016 they detect the beginning of a 

third period, shaped by the increasing growth of Incel community participation.  At the same time, 

they undertake an analysis of the “toxicity” of the communications associated with these different 

communities, as a measurement of hate. Their data not only confirms the growth of Incel culture 

within the broader Manosphere, but also the increasing incidence of hate speech within this broader 

world.  

A fundamental driver of this development has been the role of highly mediated killings of women 

undertaken by Incels.  And here the attack undertaken by the Isla Vista shooter in 2014 plays the 

role of a “foundation event”, offering both a narrative and affective framework for the acceleration 

of Incel culture in the period since.  Because Incel culture has not been produced by organisations, 

but by a series of successful or attempted killings undertaken by Incels.  To understand the 

development of the Incel movement, we need to understand the origins and transformation of Incel 

violence.  And here, the legacy of school shooter violence and the narrative structure associated 

with it plays a foundational role.  

 

 
86 Hoffman, Ware and Shapiro 2020. 
87 Beauchamp 2019. 
88 Nagle 2017. 
89 Ribiero et al (2021). 
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5.3 Incels and school shooters: violence 

and narrative 
 

While there had previously been mass killings aimed at women, the event that plays a foundational 

role in Incel culture was the shooting spree in Isla Vista, California, in May 2014.  The shooter was a 

university student at the time, and it is important dimensions of his violence and its reception are 

framed by the place of school shooters within North America. By 2014, he had an extensive social 

media presence where he detailed his anger at his virginity and his determination to make women 

pay for his situation.  He attempted to gain entry to a female student residential hall, and finding his 

access blocked, he shot and killed two female students outside the residence, then returned to his 

car and drove shooting randomly, injuring 14 other people and killing another young man. Before 

undertaking this attack, the shooters had stabbed to death his three male house mates.  At the point 

it became clear that he was about to be apprehended by police, he turned his weapon on himself 

and killed himself. 

The Isla Vista shooter posted online a 140-page manifesto on the morning of his attack90 as well as 

video where he read extracts from it and announces the killings he intends to undertake. In these 

he describes not only his anger at his failure to develop intimate relationships with women. He offers 

an insight into the way he understands violence. Violence for the shooter is an act of punishment, 

framed within an imaginary of power:  

Humanity has never accepted me among them, and now I know why. I am more than 

human. I am superior to them all. I am [his name]… Magnificent, glorious, supreme, 

eminent… Divine! I am the closest thing there is to a living god’91 

From the perspective of this greatness, the shooter’s failure to establish a relationship with women 

only has one explanation: the malevolent action of those who have rejected him. This frames 

violence as punishment, as vengeance:  

Every single time I’ve seen a guy walk around with his beautiful girlfriend, I’ve always 

wanted to kill them both in the most painful way possible. They deserve it. They must 

be punished. The males deserve to be punished for living a better and more pleasurable 

life than me, and the females deserve to be punished for giving that pleasurable life to 

those males instead of me. On the Day of Retribution, I will finally be able to punish 

them ALL’ 92 

 
90 Isla Vista shooter (2014). 
91 Ibid., p.135. 
92 Ivi. 
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The shooter’s deification of himself (I am divine) draws on a religious imaginary, as also does the 

idea of “just retribution”. For him, it is his god-like nature that gives him the right to take the lives of 

those who have rejected him. 

There is a fundamental structure at work in this communication: the shooter believes that his 

greatness will be revealed through the scale and enormity of the killing he will undertake. 

He is a university student, and he plans to take vengeance upon female students. The violence he is 

planning is not instrumental, he is aiming to obliterate the source of his pain. The imaginary of 

violence here is one of purification:  

Humanity is a disgusting, depraved, and evil species. It is my purpose to punish them 

all. I will purify the world of everything that is wrong with it. On the Day of Retribution, 

I will truly be a powerful god, punishing everyone I deem to be impure and depraved.  

This phrase alerts us to the affective structure of the shooter’s communication, shaped by the affect 

of disgust.  Disgust is above all an embodied feeling, something associated with fear of what the 

object of disgust might be able to do. It conveys what a scholar calls a ‘truth of the body’:93 you make 

me sick, therefore you must be sickening. This dimension of disgust is central to Incel culture, with 

the majority of images of women uploaded to Incel websites framed in way to provoke the observer 

to feel disgust.  

An affective structure built around disgust is central to hate crime, and forms the anthropological 

structure of racism, captured by the anthropologist Mary Douglas (2002) as the opposition between 

“purity” and “danger”. The object of disgust is dangerous, it is a potential source of contamination, 

and as such must be destroyed.  This is the imaginary of violence as purification, the shooter’s claim 

that he will purify the world. 

This is associated with an imaginary of total power. It can only be achieved through extreme 

violence, and can only end in the shooter’s death.  He cannot imagine a future where he is arrested, 

taken to court, convicted and imprisoned.  This would reduce him to a state of powerlessness, back 

to the reality of humiliation that his violence is mean to escape.  He directly addresses these issues 

in his manifesto: 

And of course, I would have to die in the act to avoid going to prison. 

This totalising imaginary of violence and power is so great that it is not possible to envisage anything 

beyond this horizon. Death constitutes the temporal horizon of the Incel, where violence will 

cleanse, will purify, will reveal greatness, and will obliterate.   

 

 
93 Ahmed (2007). 
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This mirrors in its entirety the structure and imaginary of violence of the school shooter.  The school 

shooter conceives of themselves as bullied, as wrongly rejected by the school or their peers.  

Through violence they will fracture and obliterate their world, they will reveal their true greatness 

that has been unjustly hidden.   

We encounter this school shooter template in the attack undertaken in Tuusula, Finland in 2007, by 

the Jokela shooter.  He returned to his former school and killed 17 students together with the female 

school principal. In his manifesto, the shooter details his greatness: 

The majority of people in society are weak-minded and ignorant retards, masses that 

act like programmed robots and accept voluntary slavery.  But not me!  I am self-aware 

and realize what is going on in society…  You can say I have a ‘god complex’, sure… 

Compared to you retarded masses, I am actually godlike94 

 

5.3.1 Incels: fans cultures 
In the years following the 2014 attack, the Isla Vista shooter became an “incel hero”.  Before his 

death he had a prolific social media presence, and much of this remained online up to 2018, 

including his videos.  In 2018 consumer products dedicated to him were still widely available online, 

including t-shirts with his portrait. Even today tribute videos continue to be made and circulated 

online, part of a wider “fan culture” that has developed around him, with the anniversary of his 

attack celebrated by Incels as “Saint [last name of shooter] Day”. 

There is no organisation of Incels.  But in the period following his attack, the shooter’s extreme 

violence was integrated into existing circuits of communication, in particular by videos often made 

by individuals expressing regret at what they considered to be the shooter’s suffering.  This practice 

of videos being uploaded to celebrate the greatness of the killer and to share in his suffering is a 

template of fan culture that emerged in response to school shooters. 

These fan cultures are not structed around a central point of propaganda. Instead, they take the 

form of internet-based networks made up of people exchanging stories, images and videos of 

school shooters. These are “interpretive communities” writing poems, songs, stories and videos 

about school shooters who are “martyrs”, who in the case of school shooters are deemed to be 

people who have sacrificed their lives in a struggle against school bullies.  The school shooter 

portrays the school as a brutal hierarchy, where the “jocks” are at the top and others are oppressed 

and bullied.  In his Manifesto, the Isla Vista shooter refers to this group, describing them as “typical 

fraternity jocks, tall and muscular. The kind of guys I’ve hated and envied all my life”.  While some 

people are named in his Manifesto, the “jocks” are not. They are always a group, either “fraternity 

jocks” or “football jocks”, and always described as being the objects of female desire. It is this 

 
94 Jokela shooter (2007). 
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ambiguity that the Isla vista shooter expresses when he describes his relation to this group as one 

of hate and envy. 

The early fan cultures that emerged around school shooters were often sentimental, focusing on 

what they considered the suffering of the “martyrs” who had died in a struggle against school bullies.  

In the period since, this has changed to focus on mirroring the violence to achieve the status of being 

someone. 

In the period following the Isla Vista attack, a culture became increasingly evident on 4chan, based 

around the /r9k/board that became defined as an Incel community. It was on this board in 

September 2015 that a school shooter posted advice to users: “if you’re in the northwest, don’t go 

to school”. It would later emerge that this post referred to a school shooting that took place the 

morning after at a Community College in the American town of Rosburg, Oregon. As a sign of the 

convergence occurring between what were previously separate imaginaries, the poster used as an 

avatar the alt-right symbol Pepe the frog, this time holding a gun. The killer posted an online 

manifesto echoing Incel themes: “my whole life has been one lonely enterprise. One loss after 

another.  And here I am with no friends, no job, no girlfriend, a virgin”.  He went on to describe the 

Isla Vista shooter as “standing with the gods”.   

In the period since, other killings mirror this model. In April 2018 another Incel attacker, a Canadian, 

undertook a van attack in Toronto, driving the van on the sidewalk with the aim of killing as many 

women as he could. He killed 10 people and injured another 13. When his vehicle was stopped he 

alighted and pointed his hand holding his wallet towards a police office, saying he had a gun. His 

intention was to die, but he was not killed but taken into custody, where he declared that he was an 

Incel, that he had been in contact on the 4chan website with the Isla Vista shooter before his death, 

and declared that his attack was part of a wider “beta uprising”, a self-deprecating term that 

emerged on 4chan, a language of victimhood and aggrieved entitlement.95  

Themes of race that the Isla Vista shooter integrated in his narrative of victimhood have become 

increasingly evident in attacks in the period since.  In 2017 another Incel shooter murdered two 

students at a high school in Aztec, New Mexico. Prior to these murders he posted on the gaming 

sites Steam that “I hate the fucking jews. I always have, I always will”.  He also used the Isla Vista 

shooter as his online avatar. The Aztec shooter was also in contact with a 16 year old youth who 

murdered nine mainly young people at a shopping mall in Munich, Germany in July 2016, believing 

that these young people were immigrants. Both were members of a Steam community known as 

the Anti-Refugee Group, where the Aztec shooter’s username was Future Mass Shooter. The latter 

killed himself as police approached him. He was carrying a written timeline where he had detailed 

how many people he hoped to kill and how many minutes into his rampage. The timeline ended 

with a single word: ‘Die’.   

A further Incel killing took place in a Yoga studio in Florida in November 2018. In this case a 40-year 

old shot six women in the studio, while not shooting the male teacher. He had posted extensive 

 
95 Kimmel 2015. 
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videos on YouTube and music to SoundCloud where he called women “sluts”, “whores” and 

uploaded a video entitled “Plight of the Adolescent Male” referring to the Isla Vista shooter.  He also 

overlay this theme with the question of race, referring to women in interracial partnerships as 

having betrayed “their blood”. 

Other attacks have taken place in the period since, most in the United States. In Europe, in August 

2021 an attack took place in Plymouth, England, this time undertaken by a 22 year old man.  He shot 

and killed five people before fatally shooting himself. He first killed his mother, then left the house 

and began a rampage killing, shooting and killing a three-year old child and her father in the street.  

He continued to walk on the street, injuring two other people, a 59-year old man then a 66-year old 

woman. Finally he turned his weapon on himself. The Plymouth shooter had extensive online 

presence in gaming, Incel and weapons websites. He had an extensive profile on Incel groups on 

Reddit. His account on Reddit had been suspended the day before his attack, following a reported 

attempt to persuade a 16-year-old girl to have sex with him. 

 

5.3.2 The black pill 
The development of the “Incel movement” allows us to think in new ways about both communication 

and gender. 

Gender is not a biological category, it is a socially constructed category that offers pathways to 

experience the world and the self. Incel culture constructs a model of the social world as a ruthless 

hierarchy of oppression, one where dominant “Chads” and “Stacies” (popular males and females) 

enjoy sexual relationships with each other, while the “beta” males or Incels are excluded from this 

world of pleasure and self-realisation. 

Over recent years, this proposition has hardened to become framed in biological categories, where 

it is proposed that women, as desired by men, possess power to refuse sex, while men, as 

demanders of sexual relations, are reduced to a position of powerlessness.  The Incel imaginary has 

taken a version of North American high school culture, namely a closed world centred on the 

“popular” ones, and turned this into a model of social representation. This has become a central 

proposition in the development the “manosphere”.   

A key theme in this development is the construction of an identity around the concept of “black pill”.  

This draws on the growth of the theme of “red pill” initially on 4chan and then extending through 

the North American alt-right, where to take the “red pill” means to be radically transformed by the 

discovery of the “real world” that is hidden, often in plain sight.  To take the “red pill” is to enter the 

conspiracy world associated with the alt-right, where the phrase “to be red pilled” celebrates a 

radical subjective transformation associated with the discovery of hidden, powerful, truth.  The term 

“red pill” became popularised following the Matrix movie, being embraced on 4chan for a shorthand 

expression to convey the discovery of hidden truth.   



     66 

 

In the world of Incels, the “red pill” has increasingly been replaced by reference to the “black pill”, 

reflecting a transformation in the men’s movement of which the Incels are a part. The term “black 

pill” was created by the author of a blog opposed to feminism seen as a vehicle for the domination 

and subjugation of men. For this author the concept of “red pill” was too large, too much associated 

with conspiracy theories, extreme-right narratives, paleo-diets etc. The idea of the “black pill” was to 

serve “the formation of a broad-based movement mainstream men’s rights movement… to 

challenge feminism”.96 

Originally then, “to take the black pill” meant to join a broad-based anti-feminist movement.  

However, shaped by the growth of Incel culture, the meanings of “black pill” changed, shifting to an 

imaginary increasingly framed in terms of hatred of women.  We can see this transformation evident 

in the communications and organising themes on the Incel sites that have emerged in the second 

half of the 2010s, linked to a convergence with both far-right and antisemitic themes. Here, women 

are seen as a source of danger and death:  

The desire to kill most men isn’t limited to feminists, radical or mainstream. Most 

women want to see med dead.  They just have different ideas about what group they 

want to survive. 

The increasing narratives of hate and disgust directed towards women in Incel culture draw on this 

transformation, one moving away from a “men’s rights” paradigm, to constructing an imaginary of 

a totalising power of women, a “gynocracy”.  In this world, women are defined as a source of death.  

 

5.4 Conclusions: convergence culture 
 

This analysis has signalled the narrative and affective processes involved in the development of a 

“convergence culture” between Incels, school shooters and far right violent extremists. This is 

evident in the production of memes, where a meme for St [name of Isla Vista shooter] (an image of 

the shooter presented as a Christian saint) has been widely copied with the image of the perpetrator 

of the Christchurch massacre in New Zealand, first emerging on 4chan, then circulating beyond. The 

term “chad”, originally associated with the Incel imaginary, has entered the imaginary of far-right 

extremist violence, where terrorists are celebrated as “chads”. 

The narrative structure around which this convergence is being built is based on lengthy 

propaganda texts. Instead, this convergence increasingly relies on memes. Memes have been 

described as “idea compressors”, where humour, parody and irony play central roles. Memes play 

an increasing role in violent extremist narratives, offering “transgressive appeal” and presenting 

 
96 The post is archived at https://omegavirginrevolt.wordpress.com/the-red-pill-idea-is-fundamentally-

flawed/ . 

https://omegavirginrevolt.wordpress.com/the-red-pill-idea-is-fundamentally-flawed/
https://omegavirginrevolt.wordpress.com/the-red-pill-idea-is-fundamentally-flawed/
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themselves as a countercultural rebellion against a repressive establishment.  The development and 

circulation of memes is the product of a remix culture, where memes take the form of spreadable 

media, and challenge us to understand the politics of “idea compression”.97 Unlike older 

organisation-based extremist communications framed as propaganda, the development of Incel 

communications highlights the importance of irony, parody, and memes – all playing a central role 

in the development of a new communications space where extreme violence can be shared more 

easily, because it is framed in humour or irony, and as a self-positioning as a “beta”. 

The themes of chad and the self-positioning as a beta male have not only taken on importance in 

far-right communities in 4chan. They are taking on an increasing significance among contemporary 

forms of Islamist radicalisation, linked to the convergence of far-right extremist cultures and Islamist 

‘akh-right’ Islamogram communities on platforms such as Reddit and Twitter.98 

We can see this in an image that we find in a Reddit ‘akh-right’ community: 

 

The image here appeals to the need to “gain confidence”, reflecting the ironic humour of the beta 

male that emerged on 4chan and which extends through Incel culture. However, in this case, 

learning to gain confidence involves non only learn to kill (an Incel theme) but also “join jihad”. This 

communication is not hidden on the dark web, but available of mainstream social media platforms, 

and signals the role of “beta masculinity” as a bridge not only between Incel culture and the far right, 

but as a gateway to a possible convergence with the post-Daesh reconfiguring of Islamist ideology 

that has become increasingly evident from 2020. 

 
97 Lovik & Tuters 2018. 
98 Ayad 2021. 
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This convergence highlights the challenge we face today. Masculinity is in the process of mutating 

in important ways, and the growth of Incel culture with its hatred and disgust of women is not an 

insignificant part of this process – the largest Incel online platform has generated over 4 million 

posts in just over two years. The influence on 4chan remains important, as does the convergence 

with school shooter culture. And now, most recently, we see the culture of irony associated with 

Incel masculinity playing the role of a bridge between supporters of jihad and supporters of Nazism.   

This underlines the urgent challenge to engage with the reconfiguration of masculinity at work 

today, and to support the struggle to articulate imaginaries that free masculinity from the kinds of 

death impulse99 that we encounter in so centrally in the culture of the Incel. 
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6. Trends in gender and 

communication 
 

 

The four case studies presented in this report have highlighted some of the most relevant elements 

and trends regarding the relationship between gender and communication in contemporary radical 

and extremist groups. In this chapter, we discuss the points of contact between different types of 

extremism, highlight the most important themes, and point out some important differences in the 

way different extremisms exploit the gender dimension in their communication.  

 

Gender and mainstreaming 
As already mentioned, gender has been the central pathway in which the narratives of the far-right 

have reached mainstreaming. Ideas about an artificiality of these ideas, primarily “blamed” on the 

left, have been central to discredit progressive feminism, emancipatory social and political 

measures that challenge gender inequality and the even politics of instigation to violence.  

However, on the European scale, the emergence—marginal but real—of an overt conservative 

movement whose priority is the defence of the traditional values of Christian society is altogether 

worthy of note.100 This movement is particularly concerned with the family, the differentiation of 

gender roles, and the right to life from conception to natural death. Most of its narratives are shared 

by far-right extremist and radical groups across Europe. 

In the European elections of 2014, that political family found its way onto various slates. Force Vie, 

the French slate headed by Christine Boutin (1.2 percent in Île-de-France), the Pro Vida of Portugal, 

the Irish Catholic Democrats headed by Nora Bennis, and the Germans of the Partei Bibeltreuer 

Christen (0.2 percent) tried their luck with little success.101 By contrast, the joint slate of the two 

Dutch Calvinist parties, ChristenUnie (CU; Christian Union) and the Staatkundig Gereformeerde 

Partij (SGP; Reformed Political Party), earned two seats in the European Parliament, with 6.8 percent 

of the vote. Little by little, that political family is becoming better organized: the CU and the SGP are 

 
100 Camus & Lebour (2017), p.45. 
101 Ibid., p.56. 
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now the mainstay of a European Christian Political Movement with the status of an EU party, and it 

has three representatives in the new legislature.  

While in the far-right scene the process of ideological re-assemblage also passes through an 

appropriation of ideological and organisational elements that traditionally belong to the left (part of 

the feminist discourse, creation of the female wing of the group/party, women leaders at national 

and local level, ...), in the most extreme anarchist groups the processes of ideological 

enrichment/transformation, as well as the recent phenomena of hybridisation, do not seem to 

particularly exploit the gender dimension. In other words, while in the contemporary re-assemblage 

of the far-right gender is an essential feature for mainstreaming - it is a matter of conquering new 

political/electoral/cultural territories - in anarchist extremism it is at best an opportunistically 

garrisoned theme. 

This is interesting because the feminist debate, which is inextricably linked to the history of the left, 

has been particularly vibrant and fertile in recent decades (both in the so-called third wave of 

feminism and, even more markedly, in the fourth wave.102 Against this background, however, as far 

as gender issues are concerned, the anarchist scene in general has continued to use more or less 

the same language, the same buzzwords, and an unvaried style of communication. So far, some of 

the more recent ideological innovations in feminist thinking (e.g. the emphasis on transfeminism) 

have not been exploited by the more radical fringes of the anarchist movement and insurrectionary 

anarchism. In other words, in terms of communication and propaganda, the use of the gender 

dimension by these groups is distinguished more by its absence or its apparent immutability.  

The situation regarding the theme of intersectionality, one of the most characteristic aspects of 

contemporary feminism, is somewhat different. It is precisely by leveraging the intersectionality of 

struggles that anarchist propaganda seeks to introduce (or reinforce) its priority issues in other 

movements’ agenda, such as a radical vision of anti-militarism. 

Anti-gender ideology as a “symbolic glue” for extremisms 
Gender repressive perspectives also exist in statements by otherwise liberal actors and parties, who 

often mainstream gender backlash while simultaneously commending European or liberal values. 

Discriminatory and intolerant nationalistic and religious ideologies that right-wing populism builds 

on have always existed in liberal democracies.103 In fact, the mainstreaming of anti-gender 

narratives in some European countries can be regarded as a vanguard of anti-liberal politics. Indeed, 

anti-gender ideology is a “symbolic glue” building on and articulating deep-rooted fears of economic, 

social, cultural and the historic ethnic mosaics in the EU. It is exploited in many -and sometimes 

contradictory- ways, while providing a common ideological background, or macro frame. 

 
102 Third wave of feminism started in the ‘90s, while the fourth wave started in early 2010s. 
103 Riley (2010). 
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Motivations are divergent, but sometimes may also coexist within the same actor. Some actors 

explore “traditional” or family values.104 It is the case, for instance, of the narratives about the “true” 

Greek woman pushed by Golden Dawn, which frame women’s role in a rather passive way as pillars 

of support for race and nation. Other narratives that circulate among extremist actors (from 

masculinity-informed Incels to political groups) carve a space where gender narratives and women’s 

movements can be instrumentalised, or even strengthen their strategies of recruitment.105 An actor 

like Golden Dawn also supports an active role (to a certain extent) for women in politics, and it 

exploits historical figures to build a “heroic” model for women.  

Anti-gender ideology is flexible enough to accommodate contrasting elements such as passive and 

active roles for women, thus providing a general communicative frame that supports ideological re-

casting, as well as hybridisation between different groups and ideologies. This dynamic can express 

itself through overlapping narratives, but also on a cultural level. As shown in the chapter about 

Incels, affective processes do play a role in building a “convergence culture” between once distant 

communities (both online and offline). 

Gender between polarisation and mobilisation 
Importantly, the abovementioned dynamic suggests that gender is central to an increasing 

polarisation between grassroot movements and democratic organisation. Gender politics and 

feminism are used to re-create a “conflict” between grassroot and mainstream democratic 

movements, to vilify democratic mobilisation and the (liberal) democratic order at large. Indeed, a 

polarised frame about gender is also a way for extremist groups to push anti-establishment 

messages, as seen in Golden Dawn’s exploitation of feminism as an ideological target and as an 

issue the government was blamed for – at the same time.  

Interestingly, this dynamic is also at play in the field of the far-left when pro-gender politics comes 

into the picture. Indeed, the gender dimension remains a strong identity issue for anarchism and 

the far-left. It is linked to the identity of individual groups within the far-left scene, as well as in the 

process of identity formation vis-à-vis ideological rivals. 

From this point of view, the communication of the feminist currents of the anarchist movement 

(radical, but not the most extreme) follows very linear dynamics. Part of their efforts are aimed at 

differentiating anarchist feminism from other types of feminism. Often, the latter are framed as 

docile, insufficiently radical, and therefore politically naive. Another, very substantial, part of the 

effort is devoted to a critical confrontation with the gender positions of far-right, populist and 

conservative groups and parties. This happens in particular on issues such as abortion, LGBTQI+ 

rights, the role of women in the family and society, the mainstream narrative accompanying 

episodes of violence against women. All this part of the communication of anarcha-feminist currents 

 
104 Wolkenstein (2021). 
105 OSCE (2017). 



     73 

 

is basically shared with a movement (very diverse within itself, and plural) like NUDM, and is a very 

important mobilising factor for both types of movements. 

Therefore, both in terms of the potential for clashes with ideological rivals and the potential for 

mobilisation, it is surprising that the communication of the more extreme fringes of the anarchist 

movement deals little with gender issues and almost only follows established patterns in which 

gender, as discussed above, is used only tactically and is not among the tools of strategic 

communication. 

Family values 
Historically, the family and, more generally, gender policies have been a central issue in both 

nationalist and far-right rhetoric. But the analysis of press releases, party programmes and social 

media posts of identitarian movements such as AUR, Chega, and Golden Dawn, adds to the growing 

literature on the importance of gender in new far-right politics in general, and in far-right critiques 

of Islam in particular.  

Anti-gender rhetoric is primarily focused on the decline that new ideas about gender can inflict on 

the fabric of society, and the ways in which it can contribute to a decline of European values, ideas. 

Also, anti-feminism, which is a heterogeneous current, is traversed by various ideologies, and 

present on several fronts,106 with its main goal, however, to exploit the existing patriarchal 

structures to advance the group’s agenda. This dynamic is increasingly normalised107 and shared by 

a varied coalition of post-communist, Catholic, Muslim countries and political actors, which oppose 

“gender ideology” and profess a return to the “traditional family” model as “natural family” and 

“gender ideology” are the frames around which this diverse group unites.108 But institutional 

mechanisms are also lagging behind. While the patriarchal state is about male domination in 

general, state anti-feminism is a reaction to feminist efforts to address women's needs and to 

advance freedom and equality for women.109 It is also a central element of the social and 

psychological approach of the analysis of extremism. Although masculinist movements are still 

 
106 Blais, M.; Dupuis-Déri, F (2012). Masculinism and the Antifeminist Countermovement. Social 

Movement Studies: Journal of Social, Cultural and Political Protest, 11:1, pp. 21-39. 
107 Cupac, J; Eberturk, I. (2020). The personal is global political: The antifeminist backlash in the United 

Nations. The British Journal of Politics and International Relations, Vol. 22(4) 702–714. DOI: 

https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1369148120948733 
108 Shameem,(2017) Rights at Risk: The Observatory on the Universality of Rights Trends Report. Toronto, 

ON, Canada: Association for Women’s Rights in Development. Available at: 

https://www.awid.org/publications/rights-risk-observatoryuniversality-rights-trends-report-2017 (, 

Carlson, A; Mero, P. (2007). The natural family: A manifesto. Spence Pub.  
109 Dupuis‐Déri, F (2016). State antifeminism. International Journal for Crime, Justice and Social 

Democracy 5(2): 21‐35. DOI: 10.5204/ijcjsd.v5i2.315.  
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widely under-researched, many academics have confirmed that these groups use both online and 

physical spaces to challenge the rights obtained by women in the last few decades.110  

Mobilising without (reciprocal) radicalisation?  
The absence of strong gender narratives in anarchist communication, as discussed above, stands 

out particularly when considering the dimension of the family and family values, especially in 

relation to how relevant these issues have become in the far-right and in subcultures sometimes 

exploited by the far-right such as Incels, and how central the critique of the patriarchal family is in 

anarchist ideology as well as present in contemporary feminism with similar accents. 

Specifically, it is surprising that the recent growth of the phenomenon of femonationalism111 is 

provoking evident reactions - in terms of ideological production, communication, and mobilisation 

- among far-left social movements (not only feminist ones), but very little movement is recorded in 

the anarchist sphere. Femonationalism is understood as an alliance between right wing nationalists, 

neoliberal parties, policy makers and some feminist theorists, that contributes to the co-optation of 

feminist themes such as gender equality, to advance xenophobic (particularly anti-Muslim) 

campaigns and racist rhetoric. For example, the now disbanded neo-fascist Italian party Forza 

Nuova promoted a feminine branch called Associazione Evita Peron, which campaigned for more 

benefits for mothers to counter the high natality rate among migrants (thus alluding to the narrative 

of the Great Replacement). This absence of reaction in the anarchist sphere is all the more 

interesting when one considers that, in the far-left sphere, reciprocal radicalisation with the far-right 

(through counter-manifestations, clashes between demonstrators, ...) is one of the main factors of 

radicalisation. 

Equally important in terms of ideological opposition on gender-related issues, in the Italian context, 

is the campaign carried out over the last decade by the far-right (and the Vatican) on the issue of so-

called 'gender ideology'. This term refers to a supposed attempt by the left and the feminist 

movement to overturn the structure of the traditional, “natural” family and its values by introducing 

concepts such as the difference between biological sex and gender identity. The far-right then links 

the "gender ideology" to other issues at the centre of the Italian political debate, such as same-sex 

marriages, the possibility of adoption for same-sex couples, gender discrimination and the rights of 

LGBTQI+ communities. 

Again, even when the debate on these issues becomes more heated, the mobilisation seems to 

touch only social movements, feminist groups and part of the left-wing political groups, while the 

 
110 Vingelli, G. Patriarchy Strikes Back: A Case Study on Men’s Rights Movements in Italy. In: (a cura di): 

Josefa Ros Velasco, Feminism: Past, Present and Future Perspectives. p. 175-197, New York: Nova 

Publishing, 2017, ISBN: 978-1- 53612-058-5. Keskinen, S. Antifeminism and White Identity Politics: Political 

antagonisms in radical right-wing populist and antiimmigration rhetoric in Finland. Nordic Journal of 

Migration Research, pp. 225-232. DOI: 10.2478/njmr-2013-0015, 2013. ) Wojnicka, K (2016). Masculist 

groups in Poland: Aids of mainstream antifeminism. International Journal for Crime, Justice and Social 

Democracy, vol 5(2): 36‐49. DOI: 10.5204/ijcjsd.v5i2.306.  
111 See Farris (2017). 
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anarchist scene seems much less involved. A very clear example of this dynamic is the reaction to 

the 2019 World Family Congress, organised in Verona, Italy, a few months after a coalition formed 

by the 5 Star Movement and the far-right party Lega formed a new government (June 2018). The 

event was supported and co-organised by many of the government's own ministers. In response, 

NUDM organised a three-day counter-demonstration in Verona, bringing about 100,000 people to 

the streets. This was the largest feminist mobilisation in Italy in recent decades and these issues 

received a lot of media attention. Even on such a striking occasion, anarchist communication seems 

to have limited itself to supporting NUDM, without attempting to promote particular narratives and 

without giving particular emphasis to the debate that arose among the demonstrators, which in 

some ways fits well with anarchist positions. For example, in the political document with which the 

counter-demonstration was launched, one finds a denunciation of the patriarchal family very close 

to the anarchist conception: 

In the patriarchal family, based on heteronormative principles, a sexist and hierarchical 

social model is constantly produced and reproduced. Most gender violence occurs within the 

family, the vehicle that reproduces sexual divisions at work as well as other forms of 

oppression. Moreover, the family is ideologically instrumental in the pursuit of racist goals, 

for instance when it is used to support the reproduction of a white national identity.112 
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