
Lorenza Perini 
    

 
      Giving Fem

inism
 a bad nam

e

Lorenza Perini

Giving Feminism a bad name:  
the uprising of the anti-feminism instances  
in times of populisms 

www.ledizioni.it

€ 18

Considering the role of feminist movements in history as fundamental as much 
as in the current period and given the brutal attack that women’s rights are un-
dergoing worldwide today, I wondered why feminism has grown so unpopular 
and, more specifically, why the mention of the word “feminism” so frequently 
gives rise to negative, disdainful responses. I wondered if the increasing viola-
tion of women’s rights had, to a certain extent, a connection with this feeling 
of detachment and rejection of feminism, which is a reality that feminists must 
take into consideration. I have, thus, decided to undertake an analysis of an-
tifeminism to understand the profound reasons for this denigration and refusal. 
I tried to use a feminist methodological framework to select, describe and ana-
lyse the data and the literature in this book, in the belief that feminist research 
is a perspective in a given field of inquiry rather than a specific set of research 
field in itself. The book is addressed to my students and testifies to a little piece 
of the journey I have made with them reasoning about this and everything that 
has to do with freedom.

Lorenza Perini
Researcher at the Department of Political Science, Law and International Studies (SPGI) 
of the University of Padua where she teaches “Gender, Eu Politics and Globalization”. 
Graduated in Modern History, she holds a PhD in Contemporary History (University 
of Bologna) and a second PhD in Urban Planning and Public Policy (IUAV, Venice). 
She is a member of the Interdepartmental Center for Regional Studies (CISR) and of 
the Center for Gender Knowledge, Cultures and Policies (CEC) of the University of 
Padua.

Cover image: Photo by Miguel Bruna on Unsplash





Lorenza Perini 
University of Padua

Giving Feminism a bad name:  
the uprising of the anti-feminism instances  

in times of populisms

Ledizioni



© 2021 Ledizioni LediPublishing

Via Antonio Boselli, 10 – 20136  Milano – Italy
www.ledizioni.it
info@ledizioni.it

Giving Feminism a bad name: the uprising of the anti-feminism instances in times 
of populisms
Lorenza Perini

First edition: July 2021
Print ISBN 978-88-5526-507-2
eBook ISBN 978-88-5526-508-9



 

Table of Contents

Foreward – In a wild elsewhere 7

Introduction 9

1. The research question 9

2. The structure of the book 12

CHAPTER I  
Feminism/anti-feminism/post-feminism 15

1. Anti-feminism and sexism in the post-feminist era 16

2. Feminism as an opposition to patriarchy 19

3. The anti-feminist backlash 25

4. Conservative feminism and girl power 28

CHAPTER II  
Feminism as a popular brand 37

1. Boycotting feminism  37

2. Heteronormativity and masculinism  42

3. Men’s rights activism 48

CHAPTER III  
Anti-feminist groups and the institutional anti-feminism 53

1. Institutional anti-feminism 53

2. The anti-social welfare backlash 57

3. The backlash on sexual and reproductive rights 59



4. The Polish case 65
4.1. The anti-feminist institutional framework 66
4.2. Backlash on reproductive rights  69
4.3. Anti-genderism 73
4.4 Men’s rights groups  75

CHAPTER IV 
Against the Backlash, towards New Solidarities 81

1. The antidote for misogyny is sorority: the Ni Una Menos movement
 82

2. Intersectional and transnational feminism  87

3. “Why I am not a feminist” (Jessica Crispin) 92

4. Democratic structures and movements: when bodies disappear 98

5. Representing movements. An old/new issue 100

6. Collective empowerment and institutional policies 102

Conclusion 107

1. The maternalist agenda 107

References 111



Foreward – In a wild elsewhere

I want to dedicate this small essay of mine to my students at the University 
of Padua. 

Up to now, my commitment as a professor of gender politics in this insti-
tution has always been a testing ground, where I’ve been able to experiment 
believes and theories in order to renew and refine my political culture and 
my posture as a white, female and feminist scholar.

Tackling an issue like “gender equality” implies considering a situation of 
unbalance and the attempt to repair the scene with tools like policies and 
practices, for example. 

The feminist perspective, on the contrary, leads to consider a transforma-
tion, a completely new scenario, different from the one that has produced 
the unbalance. 

The pro/contra, yes/no, equality/inequality logic, at best, leads to a static 
condition. The goal in the feminist perspective is, instead, open and fluid, 
balance is just a step towards something ahead, towards the goal of freedom 
and self-determination for all. 

Something achievable only through a transformative process. 
It is not repairing the wounds of the wounded, but moving forward.
Towards a wild elsewhere. 
History proves it. It is demonstrated by current events, which increasingly 

bring to the forefront of the media a huge amount of cases of mortification 
of the dignity of human beings and in particular of women, who are not 
free to choose, who are not in the condition to be -as much as men are- free. 

Every day their body is a bargaining chip, a reward, a battlefield and a 
weapon at the same time, and after decades of struggle, under certain per-
spectives, “freedom for all” still seems to be a distant goal. 

Over time, scenarios may have changed, the legislative system kept pace 
with social change and some - many - stereotypes on the roles of sexes in 
society may have fallen under the weight of the continuous pressure of the 
feminist groups -together with the anti-discrimination forces and other so-
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cial movements- and parts of this freedom have now been conquered, and 
not just for women. 

Fortunately, the new generations seem at times to be much more sensible 
to inequality and abuses, and this is definitely a positive result of the patient 
and tenacious work of those who have always believed –now and in the 
past- in the patient and persistent dissemination of a culture of respect and 
equality for all. 

Much remains to be done, the forms of concealment of freedom are in-
creasingly hidden and camouflaged; new forms of slavery may even present 
themselves wearing the mask of freedom. 

What type of weapon do we have at our disposal at this point?
 In this scenario, what I want to address most, is precisely this: it is of cru-

cial importance to pay a constant and continuous attention to the language 
we use to speak about “gender”, “women”, “feminism”. 

Words build the world. 
We can’t get them wrong. 
Do handle them with care.


