C%ARVé/iI Impacts of Anti-Feminism and Regressive Movements
in Canada: Findings from Regional Discussions

This is an overview of key findings from five regional discussions the Canadian Research Institute for the
Advancement of Women (CRIAW)/ I'Institut canadien de recherches sur les femmes (ICREF) held as a part of
our feminist participatory action research project, Strengthening Feminist Intersectional Solidarity for Action
funded by Women and Gender Equality Canada (WAGE). The project seeks to identify strategies that can be
used to counter the negative impacts and threats posed by regressive movements and to strengthen feminist
intersectional action for women’s equality and social justice.

What are regressive and anti-feminist ideologies and movements?

Regressive and anti-feminist ideologies include ideas, messages, beliefs and values aimed at
dismantling or blocking progressive change for women’s equality and human rights. These
ideologies are not unique to Canada or North America, they span borders, manifest themselves differently
and have specific impacts and target issues in different countries. Regressive ideologies can vary in
extremity, and can be upheld and promoted by: governments at local or national levels (e.g., targeted
austerity measures and other policies that impact women’s and human rights, and worsen economic and
social inequalities) through institutions such as the police, military, judiciary, etc.; political leaders (both
elected and unelected); powerful and influential individuals working within or leading civil society
organizations and other networks; and individual supporters.

Regressive and anti-feminist movements are complex, and they organize around different and related
positions and grievances on various issues. Oftentimes, regressive ideologies rely on forming a picture of a
‘romanticized’ traditional past where life was supposedly simpler. These regressive ideologies blame the
current problems we face today on progressive policies and activism, and women’s rights and
social justice organizations, rather than on ongoing structural inequality and injustice.

CRIAW-ICREF ties regressive anti-feminist ideologies to historical and ongoing systems of power and
oppression. For example, racism and misogyny have deep roots in Canada’s colonial foundation as a
patriarchal white settler state. In this way, it can be recognized that regressive anti-feminist ideologies
are not new — they are part of Canada’s foundation. However, as we have heard throughout the
regional discussion groups (RDGS), there has been a resurgence and mainstreaming of regressive
ideologies in recent years. What’s more, the movements organizing around these ideologies are better
connected and are more effectively fundraising and reorganizing themselves.

For more information, see CRIAW-ICREF’s publications “The Rise of the Alt-Right in Canada: A Feminist
Analysis” (2021) and “Eeminist Responses to the Global Rise in Right-Wing Extremism: A summary”
(2022).
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Methodology

CRIAW-ICREF’s feminist participatory action research (FPAR) methods were useful in examining the rise of
regressive and anti-feminist movements and planning collective solutions. FPAR centres feminist leadership
and values feminist knowledge and expertise in the research process, and in co-creating solutions. We held
regional discussions to find out how regressive and anti-feminist movements are manifesting, what they look
like in different regions, and how different feminist organizations are experiencing them.

These discussions took place in 2024, in Halifax (Atlantic), Montreal (Québec), Saskatoon (Prairies),
Vancouver (Pacific/North), and Toronto (Ontario).

36 organizations participated, 28 were based in urban locations, seven (7) were based in rural locations
and one (1) was based in both urban and rural locations. Across the 36 organizations, thirteen (13) are
focused on frontline services such as newcomer services and gender-based violence. 22 organizations
work in advocacy or education for gender equality with mandates related to healthcare and health rights,
Indigenous women's rights, labour rights, equality within cities and municipal governments and childcare
policy. One (1) organization focuses on both frontline services and advocacy work.

What are feminists seeing on the ground?

An increase in mobilization and recruitment

All five (5) regional discussion groups (RDGs) noted that there has been a growth in regressive
movements in recent years and that regressive movements have been mobilizing in their regions.
While RDG participants noted that there has been a significant rise of the regressive movement in recent
years, many participants pointed out that regressive ideologies are not new. Racism and sexism are
deeply rooted in our structures and institutions through historic and current oppressive systems like
colonialism. With that said, RDG patrticipants noted that regressive movements were finding new ways to
connect with people in their communities and speak in a way that makes people feel that their needs or
complaints are being heard or addressed. For example, the fear that people have of losing their livelihood
or the high cost of living were mentioned as key avenues for regressive movements to grow their membership
and sympathizers. Every regional discussion group also raised how regressive movements co-opt human
rights language and exploit socio-economic conditions as key strategies and issues on which to mobilize.

Examples of regressive movements’ mobilization include: Two (2) RDGs noted an increase in anti-immigrant
sentiments and laying blame on new immigrants for the housing crisis and cost of living issues, rather than
critiquing inadequate social planning and infrastructure development. Three (3) of five (5) RDGs noted that
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‘parental rights’, as they relate to anti-2SLGBTQIA rights, and women’s reproductive rights were often the
flashpoints for mobilizing regressive movements in their communities.

Influence on government and institutions

All five (5) RDGs were concerned about the influence of regressive movements within and on
government (at all levels) and institutions, and the difficulty of progressive movements to analyze or speak
out against them for fear of backlash. RDG participants for example noted their fear of government backlash in
the form of withdrawal of funding. This has led to a feeling of general mistrust of democratic institutions and
elected officials by RDG participants.

Social media presence

Three (3) of the five (5) RDGs expressed concerns over regressive movements and organizations’ strong
online presence and their use of social media to organize, increase their influence and grow their membership.
Social media was identified by RDG participants as effective platforms to spread dis/misinformation
and draw attention to certain myths, such as immigrants benefitting from better social and economic
conditions, and sexist ideas of what “good” and “bad” women are, because of how strategic regressive
movements are at spreading their ideas and views. Through the increased presence of people with regressive
ideologies on those platforms, they have a significant influence on the perceptions of young people, particularly
young men, and encourage demeaning and sexist narratives about diverse women. RDG patrticipants have
noted that this regressive influence leads to some women being exposed to, and experiencing online
attacks, harassment and hate campaigns.

On the flipside, social media was also identified as a potential tool for greater outreach and progressive
movement building, especially to counter dis/misinformation, debunk myths, and educate on progressive
solutions that have the potential to address people’s grievances regarding socio-economic conditions.

Funding and impact on budgets

In terms of the impact on their organizations, three (3) interrelated issues were raised by RDG participants.
The first was the economic impacts of anti-feminist governments, including the reduction of funding
through austerity measures, as well as the overall loss and/or lack of operational funding. Three (3) of the five
(5) RDGs identified insufficient funding and competition over scarce resources

as another interrelated funding issue. One (1) RDG noted that these funding issues Doxing is the

impede movement building and leave the feminist movement fractured. release of identity
Participants in all five (5) RDGs mentioned their concern over future cuts to contact information,
their organization’s budget. physical addresses
Interrelated with the issue of funding, two (2) of the five (5) RDGs noted that they and other private

information on the

needed to institute safety measures to protect their staff and the women accessing ' .
internet for malicious

their services. Several RDG participants noted that they removed their
organizational address and staff emails or contact information from public sources. purposes.
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Some RDG participants noted the risk of ‘doxing’ for feminists and activists. Security and safety measures had
to be implemented because of anti-feminist harassment and threats, which have created additional costs for
the organizations outside of their projects’ budgets.

Impacts on advocates’ wellbeing

Three (3) of the five (5) RDGs highlighted the negative impacts on wellbeing that the growing influence of
anti-feminist movements have had on their organizations and the feminist movement because
organizations were already overstretched after many decades of neoliberal policies and backlash. Two (2) of
these RDGs identified the loss of staff and individuals from the feminist movement because of hopelessness,
disillusionment, and apathy, or burn out, because staff are juggling too much work. One (1) RDG linked
exhaustion directly to the need for increased security measures against attacks from regressive movements.
Feminist advocacy and work has always been challenging, since it involves pushing up against power
structures that are stronger and resistant to progressive change. However, this work has become
particularly difficult because of years of defunding, governments that have not lived up to so-called
feminist promises and an overt backlash against feminism and any progress for human rights and
social justice.

How can we act together?
National actions and resource-sharing

In four (4) of the five (5) RDGs, coordinated national actions to connect and engage groups across the
country was raised as a key action area. RDG participants also noted that coordinated national information
and resource-sharing would be very helpful.

Education and inclusion of diverse lived experiences

In three (3) of the five (5) RDGs, participants suggested getting back to activist education basics, like
consciousness raising. Similarly, every RDG recognized the need to educate the public on political action to
oppose regressive anti-feminist movements. All RDGs also underlined the need to build solidarity in a way
that considers people’s lived experiences, different capacities and the different skills, roles and
strategies used to engage in advocacy work.

Movement building

In all five (5) of the RDGs, participants discussed how feminist and progressive movements need to
find better ways to reach people and connect with them. This includes going to meet people where they
are, both politically and physically, and engaging with them on the ground to understand what is at stake. In
particular, to find ways to engage with people who might be isolated, feel left behind and marginalized. It
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also includes working in collaboration with the communities who are marginalized and that we advocate for,
rather than engaging in top-down research, activism and advocacy.

One of the recurring points that came out of each of the RDGs was that there is a need to refocus on building
progressive movements. For many reasons, RDG participants identified that feminist or progressive
movements have recently been less effective in organizing than regressive movements. The most complex
and difficult issue raised at every regional discussion group was the need to look critically at our own
movement building and to be more open to divergent opinions or experiences. RDG participants
identified that many people are angry and upset with their governments and institutions, just as progressives
are, and that there is a need to figure out how to better communicate progressive solutions to address
the concerns of people who may otherwise be influenced by regressive ideologies. This would involve
being more open to listening and engaging with people we may not entirely agree with or those who may not
be as formally (or informally) educated on a certain issue. The challenge that RDG participants grappled with
was how to be more inclusive and welcoming while remaining true to their principles and social justice. Every
RDG acknowledged that it was not an easy task to build a movement and engage more openly and widely, and
that there are limits to engaging more widely and maintaining integrity.

What's next?

The regional discussion groups (RDGs) helped CRIAW-ICREF to identify commonalities and differences in the
rise of regressive movements across the country. The actions identified by the RDG participants will support
the development of educational materials and action guides to help us work collectively and deliberately to
counter the threats posed by these movements and ideologies. These action guides and educational materials
will provide practical and informational resources to help feminist and progressive organizations work more
effectively against regressive movements.

CRIAW-ICREF is grateful for the meaningful participation of the 36 organizations in the RDGs. By conducting
feminist participatory research, the discussions with the participating organizations shaped our understanding
of the issue, providing a pan-Canadian feminist analysis of the similarities and differences in our experiences.
Through their willingness to share their knowledge and perspectives, participants affirmed the necessity of
collective action to oppose regressive movements for intersectional women’s rights and social justice. This
diversity of perspectives enriched the research process and ensured that the solutions developed are inclusive
and responsive to the needs of those most impacted by regressive movements and their associated threats to
equality and justice. This participatory framework also strengthened alliances across movements, enabling
meaningful, intersectional responses to complex social injustices and the rising challenges posed by
regressive movements.
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