
Gender – Merely a “Social Fact”? : The Construction of 
Neo-Authoritarian Us/Them Dichotomies
Hark, Sabine

2017
https://doi.org/10.25595/1087

Veröffentlichungsversion / published version
Zeitschriftenartikel / journal article

Empfohlene Zitierung / Suggested Citation:

Hark, Sabine: , in: Baltic worlds Gender – Merely a “Social Fact”? : The Construction of Neo-Authoritarian Us/Them Dichotomies
: a quarterly scholarly journal and news magazine, Jg. 10 (2017) Nr: 3, 18-25. DOI: https://doi.org/10.25595/1087.

Nutzungsbedingungen: Terms of use:

Dieser Text wird unter einer CC BY 4.0 Lizenz (Namensnennung) zur
Verfügung gestellt. Nähere Auskünfte zu dieser Lizenz finden Sie hier:

This document is made available under a CC BY 4.0 License
(Attribution). For more information see:

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.de https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.en

GenderOpen – Repositorium für die Geschlechterforschung: www.genderopen.de

https://www.genderopen.de
https://doi.org/10.25595/1087
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.de
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.en
https://www.genderopen.de


ANTI-GENDERISM / MEMORY & MONUMENTS / OPEN SOCIETY ARCHIVES / KGB IN RIGA / THE NOBEL FAMILY

A scholarly journal and news magazine. October 2017. Vol. X:3.  
From the Centre for Baltic and East European Studies (CBEES), Södertörn University. 13 pages of reviews

Illustration: Karin Sunvisson

balticworlds.com

also in this issue

BALTIC 
 WORLDS

Art & 
Aesthetics

The Russian 
Revolution  
reshaped  
everything:

• Art education in transformation

• Global ambitions captured in one day

• Building for men of the future

• The legacy in literature – the void



3contents

  	    feature
      4 	� Open Society Archives. Playing an 

activist role, Anna Kharkina
      8 	� The KGB building in Riga. Story  

of fear, Rosario Napolitano

	    essays
    12 	� Memory work. US and Ukraine, 

Yuliya Yurchuk
    18 	� Gender. Neo-authoritarian 

discourses, Sabine Hark

	    commentaries
   28 	� Estonia branding, Abel Polese & 

Emilia Pawłusz
   31 	� Truck drivers in protest, Ekaterina 

Tarasova 
Election. Czech Republic, Riikka 
Palonkorpi

	    reviews
   82 	� Roma feminist activism,  

Madina Tlostanova
   85 	� Europe faces Europe,  

Jussi Lassila
   87 	� The Arctic region, Ingmar Oldberg
   90 	� Norm-breaking female soldiers, 

Gunnar Åselius
   93  	� Transnational families, Aija Lulle

	  conference reports
   26 	� Bakhtinian theory. Art protest in 

Mordovia, Russia, Ninna Mörner
    73	� The legacy of the revolution, 

Aliaksei Kazharski
   96 	� The peace of 1617, Thomas Lundén

	  interview 
   74  	� The Nobel family and the Russian 

Revolution, Irina Seits

Baltic Worlds is published by 
the Centre for Baltic and East 
European Studies (CBEES) at 
Södertörn University, Sweden. 
Editor-in-chief
Ninna Mörner
Publisher
Joakim Ekman
Scholarly advisory council
Thomas Andrén, Södertörn 
University; Sari Autio-Sarasmo, 
Aleksanteri Institute, Helsinki; 
Sofie Bedford, UCRS, Uppsala 
University; Michael Gentile, 
Helsinki University; Markus Huss 
(chair), Södertörn University; 
Katarina Leppänen, CERGU, 
University of Gothenburg; 
Thomas Lundén, CBEES; 
Kazimierz Musiał, University 
of Gdańsk; Barbara Törnquist-
Plewa, Centre for European 
Studies, Lund University 
Corresponding members
Aija Lulle, University of Latvia; 
Michael North, Ernst Moritz 
Arndt University Greifswald; 
Andrzei Nowak, Jagiellonian 
University, Kraków; Andrea Petö, 
Central European University, 
Budapest; Jens E. Olesen, 
Ernst-Moritz-Arndt University, 
Greifswald; Olga Schihalejev, 
Tartu University
Copyediting/proofreading
Christy Hayhoe, Proper English 
AB, Matthew Hogg, Semantix 
AB; Brian Manning Delaney, 
English Proper; Bridget Schäfer
Layout
Sara Bergfors, Lena Fredriksson, 
Serpentin Media
Illustrators
Katrin Stenmark, Karin 
Sunvisson, Ragni Svensson
Subscription
Sofia Barlind
Printed by
Elanders Sverige AB
Printed: ISSN 2000-2955
Online: ISSN 2001-7308
Contact Baltic Worlds  
bw.editor@sh.se

The content expresses the views of the authors and does not necessarily reflect the views of Baltic Worlds.

	               
  �Influences of the 
Russian Revolution  
in Art and Aesthetics

  33 	� Introduction, Irina Seits &  
Ekaterina Kalinina

	 peer-reviewed 	
	 articles
 35 	� Becoming tools for artistic 

consciousness of the people. 
The higher art school and 
independent arts studios  
in Petrograd (1918–1921),  
Mikhail Evsevyev

 45 	� Revolutionary synchrony:  
A Day of the World, Robert Bird

  53 	� Mickey Mouse – the perfect 
tenant of an early Soviet city, Irina 
Seits

  63 	� The inverted myth. Viktor 
Pelevin’s Buddhas little finger, 
Tora Lane

	 exhibition
 70 	� Russian art 1917–1932, Helene 

Carlbäck

theme

colophon

PEER-REVIEWED ARTICLES have undergone a double-blind peer review by at least two independent specialists. A peer-reviewed article pub-
lished in Baltic Worlds generates one publication point for the authors and their institutions in the Norwegian bibliometric register (DHB). BW is an 
Open Access Journal and all content is freely available without charge to the user or his/her institution. More information is available on our website.

In this issue, however, we 
also dig into the past. In a feature 
article, Anna Kharkina presents 
insights into how the Open Society 
Archive (OSA) has struggled over 
the years to gather and spread 
information about documents and 
archival findings, such as those 
from Hungary during WWII. Facts 
that are not always welcomed have 
nevertheless been brought forward 
by OSA. 

In her essay, Yuliya Yurchuk also 
examines the widespread paranoia 
about monuments and the protests 
they arouse. Clashes occur over rep-
resentations of the past and can eas-
ily escalate. It is precisely this force 
of the past and its relation to the 
contemporary that revolutionary 
Russia was well aware of and was de-
termined to handle and supress.

THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION affected 
individual lives. Here, in an inter-
view with Gustaf Nobel, the great-
grandson of Ludvig Nobel, Alfred’s 
elder brother, we learn about one 
family whose destiny was changed.

Read also about two female 
revolutionary heroes; Maria Boch-
kareva and Larissa Reisner. Or the 
destiny of the avant-garde artist 
Nikolai Punin, who was sent to Gu-
lag for Anti-Soviet activities. ≈�
� Ninna Mörner

Sponsored by the Foundation  
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Revolutionary principles

I
n October 2017, one hundred years since 
the revolutionary era in Russia, we devote 
a special section to touch on certain as-
pects of the impact this disruptive event 

had on art, film, literature and aesthetics.
In this special section we explore the rela-

tionships between art, aesthetics and moving 
images that existed during the Soviet period 
and the revolution itself as a political, historical 
and social event.

Nostalgia is not a significant aspect of 
revolutionary times, by any means. The estab-
lishment of a new order is at the heart of the 
post-revolutionary years, not to mention the 
extermination of traces or reminiscences of 
pre-revolutionary Russia.

Mikhail Evsevyev presents archival findings 
on the problem of the reform of art education 
in the first post-revolutionary years. He writes 
that art was secondary to the economy and ide-
ology, and in the eyes of the new government 
art needed to concentrate not on the mastery of 
old techniques, but on the manifestation of the 
new revolutionary principles.

IN ANOTHER THEMATIC article, Irina Seits dis-
cusses the dehumanization of living space in 
the post-revolutionary decades in Russia. Con-
structivists experimented with new forms of 
spatial organization that profoundly changed 
people’s everyday lives, pushing them to gradu-
ally become less individuals and more bricks in 
the joint project to build a new tomorrow.

The Russian Revolution cut through history. 
It implied change on many levels, including 
perspectives on time. For a while, only now and 
tomorrow mattered.

editorial in this issue

I think my father was 
traumatized by those 

experiences, even though he 
was only four years old.� Page 72

Bochkareva’s battalion 
was one of fifteen differ-

ent female units established in 
Russia in 1917.� Page 90

The faith of  
the Nobel family

Female soldiers  
of the Revolution

“

“
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“O
ne is not born, but rather becomes, woman.” 
Simone de Beauvoir wrote this in her epochal 
work The Second Sex.1 Perhaps more than any 
other sentence, this famous dictum captures 

what can be considered as the momentum of second-wave 
feminism in the Western world. De Beauvoir was convinced that 
neither “biological” nor “psychic or economic” factors deter-
mine the shape “that the female person assumes in society”.2 In 
the sense of the existential-philosophical premise that essence 
results from existence, de Beauvoir understood the existence 
of women as post-essentialist, as we would say today; that is, as a 
“social fact”, created by society (Emile Durkheim),3 “woman” is 
a social invention.  

“If a girl appears to us to demonstrate gender-specific behav-
iors long before puberty and 
sometimes even in early child-
hood,” concludes de Beauvoir, it 
is not because “obscure instincts 
drive her to passive, coquettish, 
and maternal behavior”.4 On 
the contrary, almost “from the 
beginning” other people inter-
vened “in the child’s life” and 
irrefutably drummed into her 
what her calling should be.5 It 
is the whole of civilization6 that 
turns a woman into a — depen-
dent — woman. In saying this, de 
Beauvoir was not denying those 
differences that we have learned 
to understand to be “natural” or 

“biological”. For her, separation of the sexes was a “biological 
occurrence, not a feature of human history”.7 Certain differ-
ences between man and woman would “always exist” — this 
was her often repeated conviction.8 What was important for this 
radical thinker on the topics of freedom and equality was, on the 
contrary, to show that these differences do not determine the in-
escapable fate of women and therefore do not decide what their 
position in society should be. And so women are not destined 
from birth to be “women” — and therefore destined to subservi-
ence or “otherness”. 

SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR wrote The Second Sex about seventy years 
ago, a few years after the end of the Second World War. To be 
sure, she asked herself even then whether there “was really a 

problem”9 that would justify 
writing a feminist book of this 
kind. Maybe “enough ink had 
flowed” already in the “debate 
on feminism”.10 After all, it was 
not even clear whether “women 
even exist,” or perhaps, whether 
“every female person […] must 
of necessity be a woman”.11 
However, anyone who takes 
notice not only of the disputes 
about academic gender studies 
that have been raging for about 
the past ten years, but also of 
the battles against a “gender 
ideology” or “gender theory” 
that is supposedly undermining 

essay

abstract
That gender cannot be reduced to an ahistorical fact is a widely 
researched insight of multidisciplinary gender studies. In theory 
as well as in political practice gender is thus generally understood 
as a post-essentialist, reflexive, and contingent concept. Against 
this backdrop the essay asks for the German context in what 
way and with which intentions, neo-authoritarian discourses 
and movements explicitly not only reject, attack and defame 
gender as concept, but also reclaim it. I will argue that under the 
cipher ‘anti-genderism’, a discourse has been formed that can 
first be described as a neo-fundamentalist discourse and that 
is secondly explicitly used to construct racist, neo-authoritarian 
us/them-dichotomies. The so called anti-gender forces become 
thus identifiable as the element of a dispositif, which is at the core 
and subject to further clarification of anti-democratic nature. 
KEY WORDS: gender discourses, gender studies.

THE CONSTRUCTION OF  
NEO-AUTHORITARIAN 

 US/THEM DICHOTOMIESby Sabine Hark

ILLUSTRATION: KATRIN STENMARK

GENDER   – MERELY A 
 “SOCIAL FACT”?
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the founding principles of Western culture not only in Germany, 
but also in countries such as Poland, Austria, Hungary, Croatia, 
France, and Italy, cannot avoid ascertaining that clearly enough 
ink has not flowed, nor have de Beauvoir’s deliberations lost any 
of their explosive force. Her central tenet, that woman is a social 
construct, and gender therefore a “social fact”, is still likely to 
cause irritation and confusion and lends itself therefore more 
than ever to an affectively highly charged politicization of vari-
ous provenance. Regardless, under the term that US sociologist 
Erving Goffman once coined, with critical intent, a term that has 
mutated into the contentious concept “genderism”,12 a notewor-
thy Europe-wide alliance-in-spirit has come into being to fight 
this “gender ideology,” which is purportedly as questionable as it 
is destructive of the founding principles of society.

Dispossession
Intentionally, the spokespeople of this alliance in spirit reverse 
the meaning of Goffman’s concept of “genderism” to its op-
posite, namely, to be a form of ideological totalitarianism that 
wants to force “us” all under a gender dictate. What’s more, 
the concept of “gender ideology” has been deployed by neo-
reactionary forces as a metaphor for the claimed insecurity and 
unfairness produced by the current socioeconomic order and is 
turned into a resource for the construction of an antidemocratic 
us/them dichotomy framed by racism. We can speak here of a 
form of “discursive dispossession”, to use an expression coined 
by the sociologist Ursula Müller,13 even though it should be said 
that neither gender nor the concept of genderism belongs exclu-
sively to Gender Studies. This is what it is vital for us to under-
stand — precisely this discursive dispossession, the exploitation 
of gender for the generation of anti-democratic us/them dichoto-
mies. The paradox that this concept, gender, which stands possi-
bly like few others for an attitude of reflexive contingency — one 
that is supremely democratic — can be taken into service for the 
staging of an emotionally charged and increasingly racist op-
position between “the people” and “the establishment” seems 
to me at present to be symptomatic of dynamics that extend far 
beyond the field of gender in the political and social arena.

Anti-Genderism: Alliance in spirit
If I speak of an alliance in spirit here, I am referring to a Europe-
wide network, a loose but increasingly stable collection of more 
or less personally and/or institutionally linked persons, organi-
zations, movements, and institutions. It includes, among others, 
the Vatican and major segments of the Catholic Church, religious 
and lay conservative NGOs, and evangelical Free Churches, as 
well as nationalist, right-wing parties such as the Alternative für 
Deutschland (AfD) in Germany, Front National (FP) in France, the 
Freiheitliche Partei Österreich (FPÖ) in Austria, the Partij voor de 
Vrijheid in the Netherlands, and PiS (Law and Justice) in Poland. 
In their party programmatic they all expressly oppose gender 
or “genderism”, and they all maintain more or less strong con-
nections with the current social movements in the racist, anti-
democratic, and authoritarian spectrum, for example, with the 
Identitären or the Dresden-based movement Pegida. Moreover, 

movements such as La Manif pour tous in France, which first mo-
bilized against same-sex marriage but soon turned into a protest 
against the more general threat of “gender theory” being taught 
in schools, as well as neoconservative intellectuals, journalists, 
and writers, and even some feminists, have to be counted among 
its partisans.

What unites this alliance is first and foremost a common 
enemy figure — the aforementioned “gender ideology” or “gen-
der theory”. Further, a common and widely used tactic among 
members of these more-or-less loosely connected forces is the 
evocation of hyperbolic and fear-arousing discursive images 
such as the “end of civilization as we know it” if the “gender ideo-
logues” succeed. Increasingly, and as already mentioned, they 
also invoke us/them dichotomies such as “we-the-people” ver-
sus the “gender-lobby in Brussels” or Gender Studies professors 
at German universities and abroad. What they mean by “gender 
theory” is deliberately never clearly defined and remains slip-
pery. Hence gender ideology functions as an empty or free-float-
ing signifier that can be shaped in radically different, even op-
posing ways, able to match different interests and political goals. 
Consequently, it can represent everything and anything, from 
aiming to destroy masculinity and femininity and the allegation 
that gender theory proclaims the freedom to choose one’s own 
gender and sexual orientation, even “several times a day”, to the 
reverse claim that Gender Studies wants to impose gender roles. 
Variously it is also made to stand for the endorsement of LGBTIQ 
rights, from marriage equality and sex education to reproduc-
tive and adoption rights and Pro-Choice arguments, and even a 
ban of heterosexuality.

IN SHORT, “gender theory”, by implicitly suggesting that there is a 
coherent body of scientific work known as such, becomes a syn-
onym for some kind of conspiracy, aiming at nothing less than 
a cultural revolution in which biological facts about men and 
women will be denied and an indeterminate fluidity of gender 
will be promoted. In this context, “genderism” is constructed 
as a totalitarian project of social engineering similar to other to-
talitarian projects such as communism or fascism. Hence “anti-
genderism” serves at least a threefold function. First, the forces 
gathered under this umbrella term can present themselves as 
the saviors of ordinary men and women, of Western civilization, 
and of mankind. Second, “anti-genderism” fulfills the function of 
symbolic glue for an otherwise quite heterogeneous spectrum of 
neo-reactionary forces. Third, it serves as a cover-up of a much 
bigger attempt to change the values underlying European liberal 
democracies. As such, “anti-genderism” is not just a feminist or 
gender issue, but the signal of a threat to liberal democracy itself 
— a Trojan horse carrying forces determined to end democracy 
“as we know it”.

The mobilization of an us/them opposition between the peo-
ple and the establishment, which is central to neo-reactionary 
politics, is essentially played out on the field of gender and sexu-
ality, when they say for example that the Brussels gender-diktat 
is controlling the totalitarian reeducation to produce the “sexu-
alized gender person”. For example, the right-wing Catholic 

cial organization of human cohabitation can be derived. In this 
connection Scott strictly advocated rejecting the established and 
permanent quality of the binary opposition, a genuine histori-
ography and the deconstruction of the constraints of gender dif-
ference. With this she developed de Beauvoir’s recognition that 
“woman does not exist,” making the production of the sexual 
difference itself the object of the analysis. Instead of asking about 
the situation of women, as Scott said somewhere else, we should 
investigate the processes of this differentiation. In doing this we 
would not assume that differences “that regulate our social rela-
tionships have always been or will always be the same”.20 

With this Scott moves the question of the ontology of gen-
der into the field of knowledge. For we do not understand this 
question — or we understand it as little as, say, the question of 
“race” or sexuality — unless we take into consideration that the 
knowledge of those nature- and life-sciences that have designed 
the modern program of the heteronormative gender binary have 
for a long time been a part of this ontology. Thus it is imperative, 
according to Scott’s argument, to analyze how the difference is 
produced and to decipher which components were brought into 
which sort of causal chain here with the result that gender and 
gender difference appear to be founded inescapably on biology.  

Here the suggestion of the scientific researcher Donna Har-
away that we should investigate how sexual difference itself is 
produced ties in directly. In Gender for a Marxist Dictionary: The 

Sexual Politics of Words (1986), Haraway 
suggests learning to understand sex 
and gender as instances of two differ-
ent but very interconnected systems of 
knowledge. And a very important part 
of this is to give back to what presum-
ably was given naturally, and therefore 
is without history — and this is prob-
ably sex, above all — its history and its 
mediality, its origins, even from science 
and economics, from technology and 
culture, from ideologies and practices. 
But that means nothing other than 
giving sex, just like gender, a material 
ontology — and this is the kernel of the 

post-essentialist paradigm in Gender Studies.
A connection of this kind between the ontology of sex and 

gender and systems of knowledge and institutional construc-
tions such as family and relations, the conditions and manner of 
production, engineering and technology, juristic practices and 
media discourses, pictorial traditions and literary imaginations, 
and power systems and types of government, makes it impossi-
ble to postulate a nature preceding culture and history that is not 
of itself also the product of an articulation — the result of a con-
tingent causal chain, of heterogeneous practices, materialities, 
phenomena, discourses, and knowledge — that itself contributes 
to the production of culture and history. 

There is thus no direct path, and certainly no unilateral path, 
from sex, that is, what we commonly call biological or anatomi-
cal sex, to gender — the socially created or constructed sex. 
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journalist Gabriele Kuby promotes her book Die globale sexuelle 
Revolution: Zerstörung der Freiheit im Namen der Freiheit [The 
Global Sexual Revolution: Destruction of Freedom in the Name 
of Freedom] on her personal homepage as follows:

“In this book you will read what we are no longer al-
lowed to say about the UN and the EU as controllers of 
the sexual revolution; major reeducation to produce 
the sexualized gender person; the political rape of lan-
guage; the epidemic of pornography; the homosexual 
movement; sex education in schools and kindergartens; 
the slippery slope to totalitarianism in a new guise.”14

To understand the extensive reach of this paradox, that is, that 
although gender as emblem of the experience of contingency 
can have its meaning reinterpreted as the sign of a position that 
denies contingency — indeed, as the sign of totalitarian domi-
nance — it is necessary now to call to mind, as briefly as possible, 
the thoughts of Goffman and others on gender and genderism.

Gender as a category of knowledge
The sociologist Goffman understood gender quasi as the proto-
type of a social category and classification. Goffman writes: “In 
all societies, initial sex-class placement stands at the beginning of 
a sustained sorting process whereby members of the two classes 
are subject to differential socializa-
tion.”15 Without doubt “genderism” here 
is a concept of sociological critique. “It 
is not”, Goffman explains, “the social 
consequences of innate sex differences 
that must be explained, but the way in 
which these differences were (and are) 
put forward as a warrant for our social 
arrangements, and, most important of 
all, the way in which the institutional 
workings of society ensured that this 
accounting would seem sound.16 Thus 
gender here is no longer nothing more, 
but also nothing less, than a social clas-
sification, a defining frame, in which 
practice is put into effect. “And insofar as natural expressions of 
gender are natural and expressive,” Goffman argues in Gender 
Advertisements, “what they naturally express is the capacity and 
inclination of individuals to portray a version of themselves and 
their relationships at strategic moments — a working agreement 
to present each other with, and facilitate the other’s presenta-
tion of, gestural pictures of the claimed reality of their relation-
ship and the claimed character of their human nature.”17

ACCORDING TO THE US historian Joan W. Scott, gender points 
to the fact that we are dealing with “perceived differences be-
tween the sexes” that are based on knowledge.18 Gender “is the 
knowledge that establishes meanings for bodily differences”.19 
If sexual difference can be seen only in the body, as a function of 
our knowledge, it cannot be the causal basis from which the so-

“THUS GENDER 
HERE IS NO LONGER 

NOTHING MORE, 
BUT ALSO NOTHING 

LESS, THAN A SOCIAL 
CLASSIFICATION,  

A DEFINING FRAME, IN 
WHICH PRACTICE IS 
PUT INTO EFFECT.” 
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Rather, it is precisely the other way round: sex has always been 
gender, as Butler’s famous and much discussed thesis in Gender 
Trouble (1999) points out. And that is again nothing other than 
the elaborated version of the sentence that stood at the head of 
the second wave of feminism: de Beauvoir’s insight from 1949, 
that we do not come into the world as women but become women. 

How a vocabulary of critique became 
synonymous with totalitarianism 
While Goffman, Scott, and Haraway focused on connections 
among individual sexualized behaviors, institutional conven-
tions, power relationships, and types of government, as well as 
types of knowledge, the representatives of the self-named Anti-
Gender-Allianz employ de Beauvoir’s insight, as we have seen, to 
mobilize against a supposedly totalitarian “gender ideology”, so-
called genderism. If I may repeat myself, supposedly this ideol-
ogy either forces notions of gender roles onto people or intends 
to make people abandon such notions, and, all in all, aims to rob 
society of its natural founding principles — gender binary and 
heterosexuality. In Germany, discrediting the academic disci-
pline Gender Studies as “excess”, “ideology”, “pseudo-religious 
dogma”, or “anti-” or “pseudo-science” plays an important 
role — a discourse that in the meantime can also be found in the 
field of feminism itself; for example, see Alice Schwarzer and 
the feminist magazine Emma that she publishes. The discussion 
is about “gender madness” and “gender 
flim-flam”; Gender Studies wanting to 
force on us its crude and dangerous ideol-
ogy, which is out of touch with reality; 
how “gender women” are seeking the 
spotlight; their illegitimate usurping of 
professorships; and also the fact that 
Gender Studies ignores both scientifically 
proven and objective facts and “healthy 
human understanding”.      

There are numerous deliberate rever-
sals and affective mobilizations, systemati-
cally produced misunderstandings and 
red herrings, and attempts to defame 
and discredit. Yet those who are leading 
the defamatory discussion understood 
completely what the term gender turn, introduced by Goffman, 
Scott, Haraway, and others, implies, that is, a post-essentialist 
understanding of gender. On the other hand, equating the 
insight that gender, as the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, 
for example, argued, is not nature but the “result of a historical 
work of perpetuation”21 with an anti-academic approach is inten-
tionally misleading.

AT FIRST GLANCE, equating things in this way may indeed seem 
absolutely logical, insofar as a naturalistic and scientific notion 
of knowledge must deny a post-essentialist paradigm outright 
as unscientific. In and of itself, this is neither a new criticism nor 
one that calls for an urgent reaction. However, what makes it 
current for science and also socially relevant is the fact that (and 

how) the discrediting of this specific notion of anti-science is 
linked right across Europe to right-wing populist-fundamentalist 
rhetoric and dynamics. For — and this is what is really problem-
atic here — the criticism of anti-science becomes powerful only 
as an element of a dispositif that is in essence, and subject to fur-
ther clarification, of an anti-etatist or possibly populist nature. 

In regard to Gender Studies, this newly revived, purportedly 
anti-state populism comes up on the one hand with a mobiliza-
tion, not only rhetorical, against indoctrination controlled osten-
sibly from above — either by the Brussels EU bureaucracy or the 
state, or even just the gender professors — and on the other hand 
with the demand that the academic discipline — Gender Studies 
— be “socially beneficial”, and, implicity, immediately compre-
hensible for all taxpayers in terms of both content and method. 
In addition, the presumption of the religious, delusional, or even 
totalitarian character of Gender Studies is ubiquitous. Again and 
again an identical set of assertions is presented, which all have 
in common the premise that Gender Studies are not a science. 
They are pseudo-science, ideology, dogma, religion, worldview, 
or hocus-pocus. On the whole, what science is exactly is not 
explicit, at all elaborated, or backed up by sources. Rather, it is 
understood overwhelmingly as mundane, commonplace, in a 
seemingly undiscerning positive sense — as an objective exami-
nation of facts (preferably understood as “natural”) that are in-
herently the way they are. An examination that everyone should 

be equally capable of carrying out, 
independently of prior knowledge 
or other context. Because, they 
say, Gender Studies has neither ac-
complished this nor appears to seek 
to do so in the future, it has so far 
presented no kind of “knowledge” 
in the sense of objectively presented 
facts. Therefore, according to the 
possibly circular argument, in the 
case of Gender Studies we are not 
talking about science. 

Despite this, according to one of 
the repeated accusations, Gender 
Studies is disproportionately influ-
ential at universities and colleges — a 

genderization of universities has taken place22 — and the huge 
squandering of public resources is being denounced. Systemati-
cally, the impression is being given that millions, even billions, 
of public monetary resources are flowing into a political ideol-
ogy that not only is disguised as science, but in addition is trying 
to indoctrinate the young people at university. The alliance is 
frequently up in arms because like “pigs at the trough” the “gen-
deristas” and “female professors” are getting fat “through the 
universities, financed by the hard-earned money of us all” .

However, these tricks have little in common with the actual 
conditions at German universities, as the following figures make 
clear. In 2013 about 35,000 professors were teaching full-time 
at universities and colleges in the Federal Republic of Germany. 
This includes all salary grades. Of these approximately 35,000, 

only about 150 are partly or fully engaged in Gender Studies or 
gender research. That is about 0.4 percent of the total number of 
professorships. Anyone who so wishes can believe that this 0.4 
percent is an emerging or already completed “genderization”. 
And it is not entirely implausible that there are those who would 
make such an argument. Unperturbed by these numbers and 
facts, “gender-critical” authors claim in response that Gender 
Studies is part of a feminist raison d’état, or perhaps, part of the 
“gender lobby”.    

This argument — that Gender Studies is part of a raison d’état 
— is an important example of rhetorical discrediting. It can be 
linked in many ways to the populist arguments and reasoning of 
anti-statism, that is, of a critical attitude toward the state as it is 
touted in libertarian-conservative and right-wing contexts. Thus 
calling Gender Studies a raison d’état is systematically coupled 
with nationalist and anti-European attitudes or, as the case may 
be, formulations, especially with reference to the code word 
“Brussels”. As early as the summer of 2006, Peter Lattas wrote 
this in the Junge Freiheit:

“The average citizen generally does not learn about the 
tireless actions and weavings of the lobbyists and ideo-
logues in the Brussels Eurocracy until it is too late. [...] 
The concept [gender] originated in the feminist Lesbian 
movement and is based on the assumption that ‘gender’ 
is not determined by biology but is a social concept and 
therefore can be changed. In this view heterosexuality 
is not a normal state but a contrived notion that is passé 
and must be vanquished.”23

From anti-feminism  
to anti-genderism
In itself this is indeed not new. For criticism of the supposedly 
natural sexual ranking is as old as this ranking itself. For a long 
time, essentializing has indeed been the core element in the 
strategy deployed against gender: nature has been and contin-
ues to be the privileged bulwark against history, politics, and 
sexual democracy. More than a few people have always been of 
the opinion that feminists, queers, and others were going too far 
with their questioning of the natural order of things. Conversely, 
as Claudia Honegger has shown in Die Ordnung der Geschlechter: 
Die Wissenschaften vom Menschen und das Weib,24 it is precisely 
the natural sciences, newly emerging in the nineteenth century, 
especially anthropology, medicine, gynecology and anatomy, 
that increasingly claimed dominance for the truth realm of gen-
der and claimed to be able to decipher the essence of the gender 
difference, while in fact they were pursuing in particular the 
“biologization” of femaleness. Not least, they offered the mod-
ern age a handy answer to its dilemma, that having asserted that 
all people are naturally equal, be able to justify the (not only) 
political inequality of women. The unambiguous message of this 
program, which is still having its effect today, is that what we can 
become in terms of gender and what social conventions result 
from this is predefined by nature.

Scientifically transforming and naturalizing gender differ-

ence in this way was to prove to be an enduring method of inter-
pretation. It provides up to this day a powerful and updatable 
archive of truth that has been updated again and again so as to 
respond to shocks in the asymmetrically organized architecture 
of genders and society. Thus it is a long shadow that the myth of 
the naturalness of the relation of the sexes has cast on all ques-
tions relating to the positioning of gender ranking in the social 
context. With the term sameness taboo, the US cultural anthro-
pologist Gayle Rubin (now legendary), back in the early days of 
feminist theory, interpreted this to mean that men and women 
must always be distinguished and may not on any account be 
perceived as identical.25

WHY IS IT NEVERTHELESS relevant in both analytical and political 
terms to grapple with changes? Because something has changed. 
In contrast to the historical precursors of anti-feminism, today’s 
attacks are not expressed principally as general objections to 
feminism and the political notion of equality. The argument is 
not that women cannot have equal rights because they are inher-
ently different, but that although women and men have equal 
rights, they are inherently and fundamentally different. There-
fore, today people are mobilizing against an academic concept 
— gender — instead of feminism (and this can indeed be viewed 
as a historic breakthrough) and are rearticulating feminism in 
a specific way. This new feminism, which is being positioned to 
oppose gender, is essentially founded on naturalistic, familial, 
or religious — which usually means Christian — principles. And 
it claims that it is closer to healthy common sense, to the daily 
practice and experience of women and men than the denounced 
“gender ideology” of Birgit Kelle, Gabriele Kuby, and others,26 
which, according to the continuously fed phantasm, was con-
ceived in Berkeley, implemented in Brussels, taught in German 
colleges and universities, and sets the rules. In addition, this 
specific articulation of feminism plays a not-insignificant role in 
the production of what with Stuart Hall we can call a workaday 
consciousness colored by racism — that knowledge with which 
people seek to validate their societal conditions and the bound-
aries that they draw, as well as the political and social battles in 
which they are placed, and which serves as a guideline for their 
actions.

According to Volker Zastrow, head of the politics section of 
the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, the disastrous evocation of 
a dystopia of state-ordered egalitarianism indifferent to gender 
difference took the place of anti-feminist feelings of resentment 
and the questioning of universal equality (based on the law of 
nature). In 2006 he wrote that this contradicted the “feelings of 
most people, the religions, and scientific research” and that it 
was therefore legitimate to rebel against it:

“And finally this brings us to the theoretical crux of the 
‘gender’ concept. For it in no way means the existence 
of social gender roles and their characteristics: a banal-
ity that feministic classics such as Betty Friedan tied in 
to. Rather, ultimately ‘gender’ claims that there is no 
such thing as biological gender. It claims that the divi-
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sion of newborn babies into boys and girls is arbitrary; 
they could just as well be divided according to quite 
different viewpoints, such as big and small. Therefore 
there is an ultimately powerful assignment of identity 
right at the beginning of existence: the ‘heterosexual 
matrix’. This rather philosophical hypothesis contra-
dicts the most fundamental perception and feeling of 
most people, religions, and scientific research.”27

The battle lines drawn up here by Zastrow became an estab-
lished approach and can still be found in various contexts all 
across Europe today. For example, the Catholic Church in Po-
land claims to be developing a “new feminism” that takes a stand 
against the “dangerous gender nonsense,” as Bożena Chołuj 
was able to demonstrate.28 And here at home, for example, the 
“Bund Evangelisch-Freikirchlicher Gemeinden” (Association 
of Evangelical Free Churches) is turning against discrimination 
against women, which they say represents “fertile ground for 
ideologies,” and then immediately warning of the danger that 
comes from questioning the “natural” nature of the accepted 
gender difference and for which “gender ideology” is made re-
sponsible, as Barbara Thiessen has clearly shown.29 A thoroughly 
surprising ecumenical movement is appearing here.   

So to all appearances, wherever the offensive questioning of 
gender justice and equality do not seem to be politically oppor-
tune, where the perpetuation of gender 
inequality is increasingly dependent on 
context-specific conditions, and the “eter-
nal difference” is no longer available rou-
tinely, without ado, as a resource for jus-
tifying inequality, the loudly proclaimed 
scientifical emphasis of, as always, natural 
gender differences becomes, or is made, 
relevant. In order to gain control over 
the genuine erosion in gender relations, 
which ultimately also indicates the extent 
to which strong feminist movements have 
invaded our society’s gender ranking and deep-rooted patriar-
chal structures, “scientific noise” is once again produced, the 
arsenal of biologically based truths is opened, and it is far less 
possible to deny the gender binary. 

As Irene Dölling has shown, the production of many different 
interpretations of gender, which are constantly being updated, 
has always been among the cultural techniques that generate 
this everyday consciousness.30 Consequently, Dölling finds that 
the interlaced hegemonic gender and heteronormative family 
discourses of the modern age function particularly well for this 
purpose. For they represent a form of negotiation about society, 
about its self-concept, about the legitimization of in- and exclu-
sion, and about inequalities, negotiation that directly addresses 
individuals and their immediate relationships. This is precisely 
where the neoreactionary feminism of Birgit Kelle and Marine Le 
Pen, of Gabriele Kuby and Frauke Petry, ties in. The significant 
thing about their feminism is that unlike the historical precur-
sors of anti-feminism it does not primarily present itself as a 

general refutation of feminism and the idea of equality. Kelle and 
Kuby, Petry and Le Pen present themselves as feminists, not as 
anti-feminists, but indeed as the only ones who still defend the 
successes in the area of gender equality during the Enlighten-
ment against the approaching Islamic Middle Ages. Therefore, 
as a rule, the argument is not that women cannot or should not 
be able to have equal rights because they are by nature different. 
Rather, it claims that women and men have equal rights and yet 
by nature are fundamentally, essentially, and clearly different 
ontologically. And, accordingly, it is precisely this ontologically 
authentic difference that feminism must take into consideration.     

IF IT IS ALSO TRUE, when seen in this light, that the asymmetrically 
organized inverse structuring of male-universal and female-spe-
cial, and also the everyday theorems of binary gender identity, 
determined the political, cultural, social, and symbolic archi-
tecture of modern societies right up to the present day, then it 
becomes clear what is at stake here, and to what extent. That the 
asymmetrically organized gender binary, just like the ubiqui-
tous, heteronormatively framed family-based concepts of social-
ity, have recently come under the pressure of legitimization, as 
ultimately perhaps is demonstrated by the debates held all over 
the world on allowing lesbian and gay couples to marry. The no-
tion that men and women “by their very nature” have different 
talents and that therefore various different paths should be open 

to them and different jobs available to 
them, that he is the man and she the wom-
an, she belongs at the stove and he at the 
stock exchange, has in any case substan-
tially lost plausibility. The effort that must 
be put into the division of the genders that 
supposedly lies in the “nature of things”, 
a division that must be understood as nor-
mal, natural, and therefore inescapable, 
and that, as Bourdieu (2005) demonstrat-
ed, is present equally in objects, the social 
world, and bodies, and also functions as a 

systematic schema of perception, thinking, and acting — in short, 
what we can, with Edmund Husserl, describe as a “natural ap-
proach or doxic experience”, is all the greater.

However, conversely that means nothing other than that femi-
nist intervention has in fact adjusted the truth realm of gender, 
which for more than two hundred years, since the beginning of 
modern science, has been aligned with the naturalizing of gen-
der. The fact that statements about gender can be considered 
to be scientifically “true” statements only insofar as they reside 
within the framework of a heteronormative dichotomy that is 
interpreted as natural, organized in a contradictory way, and 
founded on heteronormative principles, lays claim to its validity 
even into the present day life sciences, as feminist life-science re-
search has shown. Regardless of this, feminist and gender-critical 
theory has succeeded in transforming gender into a critical tool, 
that is, in transforming it into a concept that does not make any 
statement about “what” sexual difference is but permits the ar-
ticulation of hierarchies of power — and the questioning of them.  

Conclusion
Let us attempt a conclusion here. What I hope I have been able 
to demonstrate here is that gender is apt to upset and disrupt 
everyday certainties. This is proven by the violent, hate-filled 
attacks that Gender Studies has been subjected to for more than 
ten years now. But even more, I also wanted to demonstrate that 
gender is used by neo-reactionary forces to disturb and confuse 
and to orchestrate a new antagonism, a new us/them opposi-
tion — “the people ‘against’ the establishment”. Therefore far 
more than the reputation of Gender Studies is at stake. For the 
attacks do not aim just to harm academics and their academic 
work, to discredit the interdisciplinary field of gender research 
and denounce it as unscientific. At stake is also the explicit dis-
crediting of science and the university as a place where reality is 
questioned and negotiated unconditionally, as a part of an open, 
democratic society that can view things from many different per-
spectives. This open, democratic society is itself at stake.

Moreover — and this is my last point — anti-genderism is not 
only an element of an authoritarian, neo-reactionary dispositif 
that aims to undermine constitutional, democratic principles 
(scientific freedom). Rather, gender here is being mobilized in 
a very specific way to justify racist or anti-Islamic policies of 
exclusion. All over Europe today we are witnessing xenopho-
bic, nationalistic parties, but also neoliberal regimes, increas-
ingly using concepts of equal rights to claim that male Muslim 
citizens — and non-Western male migrants in general — are not 
capable of respecting the rights of women and LGBTIQ. This 
kind of mobilization by nationalistic and xenophobic parties, as 
well as by national-conservative regimes, of gender, sexuality, 
and a concept of female emancipation is certainly one of the 
most significant aspects for characterizing the current political 
situation. As I hope I have shown, in the objectives and rhetoric 
of neo-reactionary parties and movements, the battles against 
sexual diversity, and against the whole supposed “gender delu-
sion”, are closely connected with empty rhetoric and policies in 
favor of equal treatment that are clearly encoded as xenophobic 
and racist. 

The question, however, is how we should react to these dy-
namics and policies in terms of both science and politics. Doubt-
less it is right not to enter into a discussion of veridiction, that is, 
to determine rules that regulate what is a true or false statement 
in relation to gender. But we should also not allow ourselves to 
become involved with the framework created in the minds of 
some members of the alliance, a framework of self-victimization 
and self-heroization, and we should refuse to operate within this 
sort of framework. Of this I am sure, that we as feminist academ-
ics must also dare to give self-critical answers to the political 
challenge of the neo-reactionary seizure of democracy. ≈

Sabine Hark, professor of Gender Studies  
at Technische Universität Berlin.
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RACIST OR ANTI-
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