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HETEROACTIVISM
Kath Browne & Catherine Nash

EMERGING RESISTANCES TO sexual and gender rights in recent years 
have been under-theorised, particularly in relation to recent resistances 
labelled as “anti-gender” or as opposed to “gender ideologies.” We argue 
that the concept of heteroactivism offers more trenchant insights into or 
ways of interrogating resistances to sexual and gender rights that move 
beyond a consideration of opposition to “gender ideology.” It is a critical, 
yet under-theorised, feature of contemporary sexual politics in places, 
and our focus has been on where sexual and gender rights are supposed 
to have been “won.” Here we propose that heteroactivism, as a form 
of resistance, can be understood as both an ideology and a set of prac-
tices, deployed by those seeking to reassert the superiority and central-
ity of heteronormativity for both society and individuals. Such activism 
seeks to avoid accusations of homophobia or anti-gay motivations, often 
appearing supportive of LGBT rights more generally, for example sup-
porting civil partnerships whilst opposing same-sex marriage. Hetero-
activism encompasses but is not beholden to religious tenets and cannot 
be consistently aligned with any political or cultural movement, as its 
formulation is historically inflected and place-based. In the contexts we 
study, that is, the U.K., Canada, and Ireland, heteroactivism has specific 
racialised framings as well that cannot be disentangled, but are instead 
mutually formative.

We argue that heteroactivism is a useful analytic for the 2020s and 
encourage scholarship that seeks to understand the complexities of 
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activities that resist sexual and gender equalities in the Global North 
(and Global South). Heteroactivism, as a concept, seeks to name a set 
of ideologies and related practices1 orientated around re-inscribing het-
eronormativity (encompassing gender and sexualities) as the foundation 
principle for society. Heteroactivism names the ways that sexual and 
gender rights are contested within and beyond “liberal democracies” and 

“LGBT friendly” nations. Heteroactivism then names the new opposi-
tional, ideological and practical response to sexual and gender equalities 
that are rooted in a belief in the centrality of heteronormativity found in 
the confluence of gendered, classed, and racialised norms within man/
woman divides that come together in normative heterosexual relation-
ships as foundational to a healthy and sustainable society (Browne and 
Nash 2017, 646; Browne et al. 2018; Nash et al. 2019; Nash and Browne 
forthcoming). This short piece will expound some of the key features 
of heteroactivism. It then contends that heteroactivism, and sexual and 
gender politics more broadly, are inherently geographical.

Heteroactivism: Conceptualising Resistances to Sexual and 
Gender Rights
The concept heteroactivism, we propose, enables an examination of 
the claims about the centrality of normative biological sex, traditional 
gender roles, and heteronormativity, as “best” for society. Given this 
broad conceptualisation, a heteroactivist perspective is also useful for 
considering opposition to trans rights, academic scholarship on gender, 
sexuality, and race as well as critiques of universities and public educa-
tion grounded in claims about, among other things, freedom of speech 
and religion, parental rights, and the welfare of children (see, Nash et al. 
2019; Nash and Browne in press). Heteroactivism seeks to conceptually 
enable critical discussions of “anti-gender” and gender ideologies (see 
e.g., Kováts 2017; Kuhar and Paternotte 2017; Gunnarsson Payne 2019). 
While these terms are useful in acknowledging and exploring how 
heteroactivists discuss what they understand as new sexual and gender 
formations, they are also limited in that heteroactivists are not neces-
sarily “anti-gender.” They are in favour of normative gender orders and 
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gender ideology is a term used by heteroactivists to indicate something 
that they claim exists (Gunnarsson Payne 2019), rather than offering a 
theoretical framework with which to engage the underpinning premises.

In our work, we have observed three key contours of heteroactivism:

1. Not the USA Christian Right
Much of the scholarship about anti-LGBT activism in the Global 
North has focused on the Christian Right, specifically, the political 
activism of these groups in the USA (see e.g., Stein 2001; Burack 2014). 
When we incorporate a geographical sensitivity to our inquiries, we 
can detect other forms of activism distinctive from the USA Christian 
Right. Resistances to heteronormativity worldwide erupt from myriad 
political, social, and philosophical locations beyond those based in the 
USA Christian Right. From our research, a focus on the resistances of 
the Christian Right is not adequate because:

I. Heteroactivism is not necessarily grounded in religious arguments 
about sexuality and gender (e.g., humanist-based arguments), and argu-
ments aimed at broader publics may rarely rely on religious premises.

II. Heteroactivism is not necessarily an ideology expounded only 
by the so-called far right (Christian or otherwise), although it can be 
(Gunnarsson Payne 2019). In fact, some far right groups support LGBT 
rights, for example, when they use it to denigrate or single out “Muslim 
others” as “homophobic,” and as a threat to liberal forms of sexual and 
gender equalities (Haritaworn 2015). These homonationalist arguments 
can co-exist with heteroactivism (Wellner and Marienfield 2019). Fur-
ther, so-called left wing groups, often regarded as unquestionably in 
support of sexual and gender rights, may work against sexual and gen-
der rights such as those opposed to trans rights (see, Browne and Nash 
2017; also Sullivan 2019). Thus, whilst we agree with Jenny Gunnarsson 
Payne (2019) that “anti-gender politics” have gained momentum, as has 
the far right in Europe, those who are opposing sexual and gender rights 
are not only, or necessarily, far right.

III. USA cultural norms do not travel or circulate intact as globali-
sation scholars and critiques of Americanisation have long argued. The 
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critique of the “globalisation of the Christian Right” (Butler 2006; Kuhar 
and Paternotte 2017) is crucial in considering the circulation of ideas and 
the effects this has on everyday lives, within and beyond the USA. It 
cannot be presupposed that the Christian Right is being exported and 
globalised although there is little doubt their influence (both ideologi-
cally and financially) is far-reaching. Rather, a nuanced geographical lens 
is required to detail how local, regional, national, and global resistances 
are creating complex interconnected transnational networks (Rao 2015; 
Browne and Nash 2017; Nash and Browne forthcoming).

2. Not Anti-Gay/Not “Bigoted”/“Homophobic”
In some places, in the contemporary context, heteroactivists can no 
longer rely on the vilification of homosexuality as their central argu-
ment in opposition to sexual and gender equalities (Browne and Nash 
2015; Nash and Browne forthcoming). The homophobe label has been 
a powerful signifier particularly in contexts where both culturally and 
legislatively hate speech is supposedly prohibited. Heteroactivist groups 
are very aware of the power of these labels and how their objections can 
be perceived as such. Thus, they seek to narrow the meaning of the term 
homophobia to mean only a personal dislike or “fear” of LGBT people. 
This narrowed meaning allows heteroactivists to avoid accusations that 
they are “homophobic” or that they are arguing that LGBT people or 
their families are “inferior.” Indeed when they are called homophobic 
or transphobic, although rarely biphobic as bi people, issues, and rights 
tend to be rendered invisible (Maliepaard 2015), they can argue that 
they are the ones under attack or that the claim is intended to silence 
them.

3. Pro Heteronormativity
Heteroactivism’s main focus is on building arguments that assert the 
centrality of heteronormativity for the health and welfare of society, as 
well as having benefits for individual lives, particularly children. These 
claims imply that there are deficiencies in other relationship forms and 
they often pathologise trans and gender non-conformity (see, Browne 
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et al. 2018; Nash and Browne forthcoming). Heteroactivists can claim 
they are supportive of sexual and gender equalities, and more impor-
tantly “equal rights,” all the while arguing against more liberal legisla-
tive advances. For example, in the same-sex marriage debates in the U.K. 
in 2014 and in Ireland in 2015, heteroactivists deployed nuanced and 
subtle arguments that valorised the “traditional family,” while simul-
taneously claiming that same sex marriage and families are inferior, but 
not (necessarily) wrong.

How Heteroactivism Moves: Contesting Origins and West 
As Best
Heteroactivism is a spatially nuanced concept that offers new analyti-
cal capacity that is sensitive to cultural and geographical specificities. 
In our work, we have focused on the U.K, Ireland, and Canada where 
there is state-supported and broader public support, for sexual and gen-
der rights and equalities (Browne and Nash 2017; Nash and Browne 
forthcoming, Nash and Browne in press). In these places, heteronor-
mative moral values around sexuality and genders have been dislodged 
from their historically central position, which has often been violently 
enforced both by the police and “civil” society. However, heteroactivism 
cannot be seen solely through national or local lenses. Heteroactivist 
discourses evolve but are in a constant state of flux through the trans-
national flows, movements and reconfigurings of ideas, activisms, and 
ideologies. Transnationalism, as an orientation, allows us to investigate 
the movements of ideas, tactics, and support that are critical to fluctuat-
ing national and local oppositions to sexual and gender right (Browne 
and Nash 2014; Nash and Browne 2015; Nash et al. 2019; Nash and 
Browne forthcoming).

Our research shows that alongside national contestations regarding 
LGBT rights, there are grassroots mobilisations flaring up around more 
regional or local issues such as sexual education in schools or freedom of 
speech at universities. Local points of contention often feed into and co-
create broader national debates and may feed into transnational move-
ments and contestations. What is clear from our work is that activisms 
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and practices travel, and as they do, they touch down in specific geo-
graphical contexts and are reworked in relation to context, historical 
norms, and relations of power. This reworking can remain locally based 
or can become embedded in transnational oppositions, which can in 
turn inflect local debates, reconfiguring the place of “origin” and ques-
tioning the idea of “a centre” from which ideas, activisms, and points 
of contention originate. Therefore, the resistances to gender and sexual 
rights that we are experiencing contemporaneously, are relational for-
mations that are locally manifest in similar and diverse ways.

Building on these transnational understandings, our work also con-
tests what Rahul Rao (2015) terms the “locations of homophobia,” namely 
ones that are visible in the Global South (e.g., Uganda) but that emanate 
or are generated in the Global North, particularly the USA. Placing 

“homophobia” in the Global South, or in Eastern Europe, creates a spe-
cific geographical imaginary that has effects for the Global North, as 
well as the Global South (Kulpa and Mizielińska 2011; Browne et al. 
2015; Kulpa and Silva 2016; Lalor and Browne 2018). Focusing work on 
heteroactivism on places in the Global North that are supposedly “lead-
ing the way” in terms of sexual and gender politics, refuses the location 
of opposition to sexual and gender rights solely within the Global South.

Final Thoughts
Contemporary and emerging resistances to sexual and gender rights 
have been under-theorised in current scholarship particularly in the 
narrow focus on “anti-gender” or on those opposed to so-called “gender 
ideology.” Conceptualising resistances through the concept of heteroac-
tivism offers insights for both activists and academics who are aware of 
the emergence of resistances to sexual and gender rights and are seeking 
to articulate the ways these are manifest. We argue that heteroactivism, 
as a concept, offers an important way of interrogating how resistances 
to sexual and gender rights have moved away from anti-gay rhetorics 
towards an activism that seeks to recuperate and reaffirm the place of 
the heteronormative family as “best for society” and as “best for chil-
dren” and can be taken up in myriad formulations that can defy explana-
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tions grounded in religion or nationalist, populist or left/right politics.
There is far more to be done to explore, understand, and conceptualise 

the resistances to gender and sexualities as they are shifting and chang-
ing within liberal democracies. For example, scholars could explore 
whether the concept of heteroactivism could support explorations 
of what is termed state homophobia (transphobia and biphobia); how 
heteroactivism works with, or contests, homonationalism; how people 
engage with the practices and activisms that we have named heteroactiv-
ism and what makes these activisms attractive. There is a pressing need 
for more nuanced, complex, and spatially sensitive engagements with 
the relationships between far right/conservative groups/populism and 
sexual and gender politics both within and outside of heteroactivism. 
Finally, in places such as the U.K., there are those who would oppose 
trans rights, but yet seek to disrupt heterosexual orders in terms of same 
sex marriage, employment rights and so on. Heteroactivism might offer 
some starting points for this, and many other explorations of activisms 
that seek normative sexual and gender orders.
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NOTE
1. The term activism is an appropriate way to conceptualise the practices of those who 

seek to reiterate heteronormativities and their manifestations through campaign-
ing, protests, lobbying and other activities that were once the purview of LGBT/Q 
activists who stood outside of state normalisations and legalities.
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