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Gender, sexuality, and the populist radical right

Constellations in a multiparty system

Introduction

Different Populist Radical Right (PRR) parties and voters take different
positions on gender and sexuality. Both vary from moderately progressive
to highly conservative, depending on topic and context, but important ques-
tions remain about the relevance of gender and sexuality in PRR discourse
and electoral success. In my dissertation, I address three specific caveats:
(1) the role of recently politicized topics like trans rights and nonbinarity,
(2) the relevance of populism in addition to nativism and authoritarianism,
and (3) the electoral dynamics of PRR positions on gender and sexuality.
I studied the Netherlands, which offers multiple competing PRR parties
with different outlooks on gender and sexuality, and rich voting study data
including politicized gender and sexuality topics.

Four studies

The dissertation comprises four studies using mixed methods. The first
study compares the public discourse (e.g. interviews, columns, and social
media posts) of three Dutch PRR leaders (Pim Fortuyn, Geert Wilders, and
Thierry Baudet) using critical discourse analysis informed by Connell’s
(2020) theory on relational masculinities. The second and third study use
existing survey data (Jacobs, Lubbers, Sipma, Spierings, & Van Der Meer,
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2021; Jacobs, Lubbers, Spierings, & de Voogd, 2024) to study how voters’
attitudes on gender and sexuality relate to core PRR ideology: populism,
nativism, and authoritarianism. The fourth study looks at the online
posts of committed PRR supporters: the more radical undercurrent of
the Dutch PRR.

Results

Different issues, different positions

The PRR leaders I compare produce different discourses about gender
and sexuality, and their discourse is not always reconcilable with their
self-positioning as leaders. For example, Fortuyn claimed being gay
allowed him to understand women’s experiences of marginalization,
but he also suggested that men are ‘more naturally’ suited for politics
(conveniently positioning himself as ideal leader). This and other find-
ings in this chapter confirm that gender and sexuality are crucial in
understanding PRR leadership, but context-dependent and therefore
negotiable (Spierings, 2021).

PRR parties’ stances on gender and sexuality topics are related to the
acceptance and normalization of those topics in society. For example,
Dutch PRR voters and (especially) parties are more positive about gay rights
compared to trans rights and nonbinarity, matching the relatively high
support for gay rights in the country. I also show that voters’ attitudes on
gay rights, trans rights, and nonbinarity resonate with core PRR ideology.
For example, more gender-conservative voters have more exlusive (ethnic)
conceptions of Dutch identity, but they are only a small minority in the
Dutch PRR electorate.

Populism

An explicit focus on populism (i.e. anti-elitism) offers additional insights
about PRR positions regarding gender and sexuality, compared to only
focusing on nativism and authoritarianism. In 2000, Fortuyn made not
only nationalist but also populist arguments defending gay rights, argu-
ing that other politicians were not ‘modern’ enough to realize gay rights
and gender equality were crucial to democracy, and even calling them a
‘patriarchy’. A decade later, Wilders dropped Fortuyn’s feminist rhetoric
and instead portrayed other politicians as ‘too weak’ to protect gay rights
against (Muslim) immigrants. Since 2016, Baudet appeals to a different
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part of the PRR electorate than Wilders and, perhaps accordingly, uses
explicitly anti-feminist rhetoric—including about other politicians. Ac-
cordingly, in my voter studies I show that populist attitude is most salient
for the most conservative and most progressive PRR voters. In sum, these
findings show that multiple PRR parties within one context may appeal
to different electorates by distancing themselves more or less from other
parties specifically on gender and sexuality issues.

Potential voters

Looking at potential PRR voters helps understand more nuances in the
electoral dynamics of gender and sexuality. For example, among those who
consider voting for PRR parties, the most conservative voters are most likely
to actually (i.e. consistently) vote for them. Studies exclusively looking at
actual voters may thus overestimate gender conservatism across the entire
(potential) PRR electorate. PRR parties could therefore be convinced their
electorate is mostly conservative while their recent surge in voters more
likely includes more (relatively) progressive voters.

Final considerations

Even PRR parties with progressive reputations might not be so progressive.
For example, is a (Dutch) party progressive when they support gay rights
but oppose trans rights and gender-nonbinarity? PRR parties are gaining
popularity. At the same time they are becoming more ‘anti-gender’. The
latter does not match positions of their average voters—at least in the
Dutch context. Instead, their rhetoric seems influenced by their most vocal/
fervent conservative supporters (e.g. online), possibly influencing their more
moderate followers towards conservativism.
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