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Executive summary
It has become common to argue that young men in 
Western countries are moving steadily to the right, 
while young women are shifting leftwards, widening 
the gender divide within Generation Z.1 Even where 
this pattern holds, it obscures a more complex reality: 
that young women are also voting for far-right parties 
in growing numbers and actively participating in the 
broader rightward and anti-feminist shift seen in many 
European countries.2

This paper argues that while young men exhibit a 
relatively uniform turn to the right, young women are 
increasingly polarised. Most are moving further left,3 
but a significant minority are also drifting toward hard-
right alternatives, rejecting feminism and embracing 
traditional gender norms. It is not that young women 
are moving away from far-right parties, but simply that 
they are moving towards them at a slower pace. In this 
sense, young women’s political trajectories are no less 
concerning for the future of liberal democracy than 
those of young men. 

This development is hardly surprising. Over the last 
years, far-right vote share has increased across all 
demographic groups4 amid a broad social-conservative 
turn. However, gender-specific drivers are also at play, 
with housing insecurity and labour-market discontent 
topping the list for young women. In many Western 
European countries, young women now outperform 
young men in higher education graduation rates and 
even in earnings.5 Yet they enter the labour market at 
a time when young people have lower wealth, incomes 
and purchasing power than previous generations.6 The 
precarious labour market, increasing cost of childrearing 
and housing crisis make traditional female roles 
outside the labour market appear less risky and more 
appealing. The far right has mobilised this frustration, 
romanticising a fictitious, idealised past that operates as 
a sharp critique of an unaffordable present. 

Addressing the rightward shift among young people 
requires looking beyond young men alone and taking 
seriously the political radicalisation occurring among 
young women.7 More broadly, it demands tackling 
the structural drivers of this trend, rooted in Europe’s 
housing, labour-market and family crises. A robust 
economic agenda must centre on affordability, wealth 
redistribution and youth housing access. Because many 
far-right political and cultural narratives are amplified 
on digital platforms, stronger enforcement of existing 
EU legislation in the online sphere is essential.  

Gender-equality movements must  
adopt a more anti-establishment stance 
that treats the far right as the new status 
quo, exposing its limits and offering 
credible alternatives.

Far-right and anti-feminist narratives are no longer 
fringe; they have become mainstream, especially among 
younger generations. Gender-equality movements must 
adopt a more counter-hegemonic, anti-establishment 
stance that treats the far right not as a political outsider, 
but as the the new status quo, exposing its limits and 
offering credible alternatives. Only by confronting 
the gender backlash head-on – alongside the green, 
migration and democratic backlashes – can a genuinely 
pro-democracy mobilisation of Europe’s youth emerge.8
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Young women moving to the right 
The 2025 German elections are often taken as an example 
of the gender division among Gen Z, with 26% of men 
under 25 voting for the far-right Alternative for Germany 
(AfD) and 35% of young women voting for the left-wing.9 
However, if look at voting across time a different picture 
appears. While in 2021 only 5% of young women voted for 
the AfD, that number tripled by 2025, with 14% of young 
women opting for the far-right party.10 Thus, support for the 
AfD increased among both young men and young women.

This is not just a German story, but a trend seen across 
all of Europe. As Figure 1 shows, both young men and 
young women have increased their far-right vote in 
national elections in the last decade. While young men 
are obviously much more supportive of the far-right than 
other demographic group, the trend is similar in all of 
them. This means that an increasing number of young 
women are also voting for far-right parties. The growing 
far-right gender divide is not caused because young 
women are moving away from far-right parties, but simply 
because they are moving towards them at a slower pace.  

The growing far-right gender divide is  
not because young women are moving 
away from far-right parties, but simply 
because they are moving towards them  
at a slower pace.

Moreover, the far-right gender voting gap narrows with 
age. While in some countries this is because older men 
vote less for the far right than younger men, in most 
cases, it is because older women vote more for the far 
right than younger women.11 As Figure 2 demonstrates, 
in the last European Parliament elections, while younger 
and older men voted the same for the far right, older 
women voted four percentage points more for the far-
right than younger women. 

This phenomenon is likely the result of older women’s 
greater concern for security and immigration.12 
The positive correlation between a woman’s age 
and rightward voting raises questions about the 
electoral prospects of young women who currently 
lean progressive, many of whom might adopt more 
conservative views in the future. This could foreshadow 
a growing far-right constituency as today’s progressive 
young women reconsider their political bearings. 

YOUNG WOMEN ARE MORE POLARISED

The Gen Z political divide is an emerging field of study 
that still raises many unanswered questions. There is 
significant cross-country variation, with national contexts 
shaping distinct gender dynamics. In some countries, 
such as in the UK, both genders are moving leftwards, 
albeit with young women doing so faster.13 In others, 
such as Spain, both are shifting to the right, but more 
strongly among young men.14 Elsewhere, patterns diverge 
sharply by gender, while in others no major division can 
be found.15 Moreover, gender divides in political attitudes 
do not necessarily translate into ideological fault lines, 

 Figure 1 

 BOTH YOUNG WOMEN AND YOUNG MEN HAVE INCREASED THEIR FAR-RIGHT VOTE

Note: The line shows the mean country-level far-right vote shares for under- and over-30-year-olds each year. Countries missing a year are 
excluded for that year. Source: Created by Javier Carbonell with ESS data.

EU average far-right vote share per age and gender group (country means)
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nor do either map neatly onto voting behaviour. Lastly, 
different datasets, including the Eurobarometer, the 
European Social Survey and national surveys, often point 
in similar directions – but sometimes diverge.16

Despite this diversity, a pattern of increasing polarisation 
among young women can be identified. While some 
young men continue to vote for the left, their overall 
rightward shift is substantial enough to permit 
generalisation: as a group, young men are now positioned 
on the right. This is not true for young women. According 
to European Elections Study (EES) data, the average 
ideological mean of young men is 5.50, slightly to the 
right of the centre (5), whereas young women’s average 
4.83, placing them left-of-centre.17 

While the far right’s appeal is largely 
unidirectional among young men,  
young women are being pulled towards 
both extremes.

At the same time, the far right is enjoying a strong 
electoral moment,18 and an increasing number of young 
women are voting for them. Taken alongside the leftward 
trend of many young women, this points to growing 
polarisation within this group. EES data confirm this 
interpretation: the standard deviation of ideological 
positioning is higher for young women than for any other 

age or gender group.19 In short, while the far right’s appeal 
is largely unidirectional among young men, young women 
are being pulled towards both extremes. A majority move 
left, but a significant minority also turn to the right.20

This dynamic is most evident in France, which now hosts 
the most ideologically polarised cohort of young women 
in Europe.21 This is likely linked to the presence of a long-
standing and highly visible female far-right leader in 
Marine Le Pen, who has played a central role in narrowing 
the traditional gender gap in far-right voting.22 More 
broadly, far-right parties across Europe are eroding what 
was once a pronounced gender split in their electorates 
by increasing their share of women voters.23

AFTER A LEFT-WING SHIFT, MANY YOUNG 
WOMEN ARE REVERTING RIGHT

In several European countries, the leftward trend among 
young women has slowed and, in some cases, begun 
to reverse. Spain is the prime example (Figure 3). The 
leftward shift among young women began around 2010 
and accelerated between 2016 and 2021, coinciding 
with the #MeToo movement and the massive 2018 
International Women’s Day strike.24 From around 2022 
onwards, however, this trajectory has stalled and begun 
to move in the opposite direction.25 While young men 
are still the main sociodemographic group shifting right, 
in very recent years, young women are also moving in 
that direction. 

This reversal is also visible in attitudes towards feminism. 
Feminist identification has been identified as a key driver 
of women’s leftward political movement.26 While the 

 Figure 2 

THE FAR-RIGHT GENDER DIVIDE IS SMALLER FOR OLDER PEOPLE

Note: While men of all age groups vote more for the far-right than women, older women vote more for the far-right than younger women. 
Source: Created by Javier Carbonell with data from the European Elections Survey.

Share of vote for far-right parties by gender and age in the 2024 European elections
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2016–2018 period saw a sharp increase in the number 
of individuals identifying as feminists, since 2022, that 
self-description has declined across all age groups and 
genders, including among young women.27 Moreover, 
support for the “fight for gender equality” has declined 
among all young people between 2019 and 2023.28 Such a 
decline might be expected among young men turning to 
the far right, but it is particularly striking among young 
women, a group traditionally seen as among the strongest 
beneficiaries and supporters of feminism.

These developments signal that the rightward turn 
among Europe’s youth cannot be understood as a men-
only phenomenon. Young women are increasingly pulled 
in diverging ideological directions: while most are moving 
left, a growing minority is shifting rightwards, including 
to the far right. This matters politically because it signals 
that support for gender equality and liberal democracy is 
weakening even among a group that has historically been 
among the most supportive. 

Why the shift?
While the leftward shift among young women has 
received significant attention, far less work has 
focused on why growing numbers of young women 
reject feminism and increasingly vote for the far right. 
One widely cited explanation points to the role of 
social media algorithms, which often expose users to 
polarising and extreme content.29 Online social spaces 
are not neutral agoras where all views circulate equally; 
far-right content is often well-funded by actors seeking 
to promote their ideas.30 

While widely studied,31 this supply-side explanation 
does not clarify why such content resonates with 
young people, and with young women in particular.32 
Moreover, most research on the subject focuses on 
visible producers of far-right content – such as tradwife 
influencers or female far-right party activists – rather 
than on viewers or voters.33 As a result, much more is 
known about the supply of extremist content than about 
the demand for it.

To better understand why so many young women 
support radical-right parties, this paper examines three 
interrelated factors: the broader socially conservative 
wave, the labour market dissatisfaction and the far right’s 
ability to politicise that dissatisfaction.34 

THE SOCIAL CONSERVATIVE WAVE

To a certain extent, the reasons why more young women 
vote for the far right are not fundamentally different 
from why the rest of society does so. Across advanced 
democracies, a socially conservative wave has been 
sweeping across political, cultural and behavioural spheres. 

This shift is often captured by right-wing circles that claim 
the ‘death of woke’, describing the decline of positive 
discrimination, progressive identity politics, gender 
equality, environmentalism, and trans rights.35 British TV 
personality and tabloid editor Piers Morgan’s latest book, 

 Figure 3 

SPANISH YOUNG WOMEN ARE ALSO MOVING TO THE RIGHT

Note: 1 = far left, 10 = far right and 5.5 = centre.  
Source: Created by Javier Carbonell with data from the CIS.

Ideological evolution of Spanish people (2000-2026)
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titled Woke Is Dead: How Common Sense Triumphed in an 
Age of Total Madness (2025), says it all.36 The diagnosis, 
embraced by many analysts, is that many progressive and 
mainstream parties are ‘too culturally left’.37

Among younger generations, this trend is visible in 
changing values and practices. Gen Z are showing higher 
levels of religious identification and engagement than 
earlier generations. Baptisms among 18- to 25-year-olds 
in France have more than quadrupled in the last four 
years, according to data from the Catholic Church in 
France.38 Pew Research Center shows that Gen Z is about 
as religious as older peers.39 The Economist analysed 
findings from the General Social Survey conducted by 
the National Opinion Research Centre and found that 
Zoomers are the only generation not losing their religious 
affiliation.40 Moreover, according to The Knot Worldwide’s 
2025 Global Wedding Report, weddings among Gen Z are 
surging in countries like Spain, Brazil and India.41 The 
Observatory of Religious Pluralism in Spain reveals that 
evangelical Christianity has become the religion with the 
second-most places of worship in the country.42

Fashion trends also point towards a renewed appeal of 
tradition, emphasising less colourful clothing, simpler 
silhouettes and so-called ‘old money’ aesthetics.43 The 
virality of the ‘cottagecore’ trend also points in this 
direction.44 Online spaces play a role in translating this 
shift into gendered narratives. A panoply of creators 
promote tradwife content and traditional femininity, 
beauty, domestic skills and a range of clearly defined 
gender roles.45 

Young women are not insulated from 
broader social shifts and today feminism is 
increasingly counterbalanced by a broader 
socially conservative drift.

There is also a clear backlash against environmental 
measures. Farmers’ protests against green policies swept 
across Europe in 2024; far-right parties opposing climate 
action increased their vote share; the EU has diluted 
various elements of its climate agenda; and the Green 
New Deal has clearly slipped down Commission President 
Ursula von der Leyen’s list of priorities.46 The same goes 
for migration. Anti-migrant sentiment has become 
increasingly mainstream,47 and parties now compete less 
on whether to strengthen borders and limit migration and 
more on how far to go.48 

The result is that electoral support for the far right is 
growing worldwide, while the left keeps losing out, 
including in large countries like Germany, and the US.49 

The reasons are varied, but a recurring explanation 
is a fading sense of community.50 Processes of 
individualisation and social atomisation, which were 

aggravated during Covid-19 lockdowns, left many people, 
particularly the young, with fewer sources of community 
and care. In this context, the far right provides a sense of 
belonging, identity and purpose that other political forces 
have been unable to match.

How is this trend affecting young women? The first and 
most obvious way is that young women are not insulated 
from broader social shifts. While feminism and gender 
equality continue to pull many towards progressive 
positions, these forces coexist with, and are increasingly 
counterbalanced by, a broader socially conservative drift. 

Second, as issues such as distrust of political elites, 
nationalism, immigration control, and security concerns 
come to dominate public discourse, voters are more likely 
to prioritise these themes at the ballot box.51 Therefore, 
as feminism loses salience, young women may base their 
voting decisions more on positions related to migration 
or security rather than gender equality, which can benefit 
far-right parties.

Third, political change often produces backlash. Social 
movements follow cycles of growth, institutionalisation, 
decline and, often, countermobilisation. The feminist 
movement starting with #MeToo sparked mass 
mobilisation, policy uptake across many parties, 
prioritisation in the European Commission and discourse 
at the individual level for millions. However, like any 
movement, feminism raised hopes and expectations 
that cannot be rapidly met given the deep social roots of 
gender inequality.52 This, in turn, might disillusion many 
young women who see the gap between aspirational 
rhetoric and reality.

Moreover, feminism has produced a countermovement 
among those who perceive their social privileges as under 
threat.53 There is growing evidence that advances in 
gender equality, particularly when entrenched into law, 
provoke resistance.54 For many, particularly young men, 
feminism ‘has gone too far’.55 Once feminism became 
part of official structures, policies and discourse, and 
governmental agendas it was reframed by its opponents 
as excessive or coercive. Trans rights, abortion rights 
and gender equality policies are now being rolled back 
in many European countries: Bulgaria’s courts ruled 
the Istanbul Convention on Violence Against Women 
unconstitutional;56 Poland imposed a near-total abortion 
ban;57 and Sweden scrapped its self-described feminist 
foreign policy.58 The result is an anti-feminist backlash 
that does not repel young women but, paradoxically, also 
attracts many of them. 

ECONOMIC PRECARITY

While many gender inequalities persist (particularly 
regarding gender-based violence), the advancement of 
women – especially young women – is remarkable.59 
Once unable to attend university, women now surpass 
men by over 13% in university graduation rates (Figure 
4). Once unable to buy a house or possess wealth in 
their own name, they are now achieving financial 
independence.60 The change is so significant that the 
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gender pay gap among the young has reversed, with 
women under 25 now earning more than young men in 
most Western European countries.61 

However, this progress has occurred alongside a steep 
decline in the income, wealth and purchasing power of 
young people in general. In other words, while young 
women have gained economic independence, what they 
can buy with it has diminished. Housing is a key example. 
It is the largest household expense in the EU, the share 
of which has only increased in recent years;62 since 
2010, house prices have risen by 47% and rents by 18%, 
outpacing inflation.63 The burden falls disproportionately 
on low-income households, urban residents and young 
people. As Figure 5 shows, home ownership in Europe has 
declined mainly among the young. In Southern Europe, 
many do not leave their parents’ homes until after 30, 
meaning they gain independence when they are no longer 
considered young.64 Today, housing acts as a regressive 
tax on the young and poor, who must pay older, wealthier 
property owners for a place to live. 

While young women have gained 
economic independence, what they  
can buy with it has diminished.

Young people’s wealth and income have also declined 
compared to previous generations. In Spain, for 
example, the wealth gap between those under 35 and 
those over 65 has multiplied by nine since 2002.65 A 
study found that between 2008 and 2017, European 
young adults’ incomes fell behind those of older 
generations, even in countries where youth employment 
increased.66 Social mobility has also worsened, making it 
far harder for working-class youth to move up the social 
ladder than in previous generations.67

These trends are partly due to the rise in inequality in 
the West.68 As income from capital outpaces income from 
work, wealthy individuals – who tend to be older, having 
had more time to accumulate assets – become richer at 
the expense of the working class and younger populations. 
Moreover, the 2008 and 2020 crises particularly affected 
young people, increasing the prevalence of part-time and 
precarious jobs in Europe, which are disproportionately 
held by the young.69 One-fourth of all temporary contracts 
are held by the young, with the highest share of temporary 
workers in this category being in Portugal (40%), Spain 
(39%) and Italy (38%).70

Childcare is also a major issue. The cost of having a child 
has increased greatly in recent decades, and the age of 
the first birth has also constantly risen.71 While an ever-
greater number of women do not wish to have children 
at all, surveys show that the vast majority still wish to be 
mothers.72 However, the main reason many women have 
fewer children than they desire is linked to economic 
precarity and instability.73 The widening fertility gap is a 
consequence of this precarity.

 Figure 4 

WOMEN GRADUATE FROM UNIVERSITY MORE THAN MEN

Source: Created by Javier Carbonell with Eurostat data.

Evolution of university education attainment among the EU population, aged 25-34
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In 1929, Virginia Woolf famously published A Room of 
One’s Own, a feminist reflection arguing that “a woman 
must have money and a room of her own if she is to write 
fiction”, an example of the resources needed for women’s 
talents to flourish and how society denied them. Today, 
most young women in Europe can afford to rent a room of 
their own; the problem is that, for many, this is the only 
thing they can afford. 

This means that many young women share with young 
men a deep dissatisfaction with the current labour 
market. Many young people feel that the established path 
to progress in life, of getting an education and working 
hard, simply does not pay off.74 This perception has deep 
social and political consequences.

The main social consequence is the desire to escape 
the labour force. As the benefits (e.g. a house, a family, 
stability, holidays) of participating in the job market are 
increasingly scarce, many young people do not actively 
pursue a career.75 This helps explain the popularisation 
in social media of terms like ‘quiet quitting’ (when 
an employee does not outright quit but does the bare 
minimum to avoid getting fired) or ‘lazy girl jobs’ (jobs 
with good pay where career ambition is not important), 
and the prominence of work–life balance discussions 
among Gen Z.76 It also explains the appeal of social 
media, influencer and content creator work – all of which 
promise young people a way to get rich quick.77

These consequences can be gendered. Among young 
men, Bitcoin and other cryptocurrencies have become 
very common investments, even spawning an entire 
subculture of ‘cryptobros’.78 Among young women, 
the explosion of OnlyFans, a subscription-based 
pornographic website, is noteworthy. Data shows that 
OnlyFans has 377.5 million users and 4.6 million content 
creators,79 most of whom are young women offering 
sexual content for money, lured by the promise of higher 

earnings than those of common employment.80 Both the 
lazy girl jobs narrative and the explosion of OnlyFans 
can feed into the social conservative wave: the former 
deprioritises the formal labour market for women (which 
can increase the perceived value of traditional family 
roles) and the latter reproduces patriarchal gender 
norms in which women are valued foremost for their 
sexual appeal.81 

The nostalgic appeal of not having to work

Dissatisfaction with labour-market outcomes 
increasingly translates into extreme distrust of the 
political system. For many young people, political 
change no longer appears capable of delivering 
meaningful policy change or better living conditions. 
One of the most worrying consequences is a decline 
in support for democracy among young people, with 
authoritarian alternatives gaining traction.82 While 
many still endorse democracy in principle, studies 
show that growing numbers believe they no longer 
live in a real democracy.83 When democracy promises 
responsiveness but fails to deliver, many dismiss it as 
merely nominal. This disillusionment creates fertile 
ground for far-right parties claiming they alone can 
restore ‘true’ democracy by overturning the system.84

This discontent is expressed differently across genders. 
As explored in my previous report, “From Provider to 
Precarious: How young men’s economic decline fuels the 
anti-feminist backlash”, among young men, an overall 
rightward shift is rooted in a nostalgia for a perceived 
past of economic security. Young men have experienced 
a decline in income, wealth and purchasing power, and 
many contrast their situation with that of their fathers 
and grandfathers when, they believe, stable employment 
and a family wage were more attainable – for men.85 Thus, 
many young men view social progress as undermining 
their former privileges and react virulently against it.86

 Figure 5 

YOUNG PEOPLE HAVE LESS ACCESS TO HOUSING THAN BEFORE

Note: The following countries are included: Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Greece, Spain, Finland, France, 
Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Sweden, Slovenia and Slovakia.  
Source: EIB calculations based on European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU SILC).

Change in home-ownership rates (EU average), 2005 vs. 2023
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Among women, feminism has become a channel 
into political engagement, linking labour-market 
precarity to structural gender inequalities. Extensive 
research underpins these critiques: women experience 
higher pressure to perform compared to their male 
counterparts, hiring difficulties linked to pregnancy, 
glass ceilings, exclusion from informal ‘boys’ club’ 
promotion networks,87 and disproportionate burdens 
of unpaid household tasks like childcare and emotional 
labour.88 For many, feminism links current malaise to 
centuries of discrimination, and thus motivates young 
women to fight patriarchal structures as a way to 
improve material conditions.

Yet feminist transformation is slow, uneven and often 
frustrating. This helps to explain why nostalgia also 
attracts many young women. While men often idealise 
a past in which the ‘labour market worked’, women’s 
nostalgic fantasy centres on a time when they did not 
have to work. The nostalgia focuses on a time when they 
were outside the labour market entirely and thanks to 
being married, avoided the obligation of working, lived 
in ‘larger houses’, had time for themselves and were 
shielded from precarity. Thus, while dissatisfaction with 
the labour market drives some women against patriarchy, 
it creates on others a desire to escape from work 
altogether and recuperate some of the perceived benefits 
of traditional gender roles. 

This sentiment was captured in a viral 2022 video of a 
young woman asking through tears: “Whoever fought 
for women to get jobs, why? Why did you do that? I am 
so tired, I just want to put my feet up, oh my god”.89 
The video resonated widely because it articulated the 
nostalgia for a time when women did not (or rather, 
were not allowed to) participate in the unsatisfactory 
reality of today’s work environment. It also helps explain 
the popularity of tradwife content, which presents an 
idealised version of a past in which women could devote 
their time to tending their gardens, cooking delicious 
meals, and spending time with loved ones. Compared 
to today’s strain of balancing precarious work with care 
responsibilities, this imaginary holds obvious appeal. 

In reality, few young women drawn to these narratives 
would prefer to return to a period in which they could 
not open a bank account, study or vote. Domestic 
labour remains intensive and undervalued, economic 
dependence on a man carries serious risks, and 
past tolerance of gender-based violence is rarely 
acknowledged. A great deal of this conservative 
narrative’s appeal rests on what scholar Eviane Leidig 
terms “general amnesia”, the erasure of deep social 
inequalities of the past.90 Feminist critics rightly flag that 
tradwife influencers themselves depend on long hours 
of paid digital labour that provides an income source 
independent of their husband.

However, falsehood does not make the idealised nostalgic 
projects any less appealing. Nostalgia is powerful not 
because it accurately describes the past but because 
it stresses what is wrong with the present. It feeds a 
politically potent anti-establishment sentiment, which, 

combined with the sense that feminism and gender 
equality now form part of an unresponsive establishment, 
makes a powerful argument in support of the anti-
establishment forces of the far right.

THE FAR RIGHT’S STRATEGY

The far right is responsive to this reality, adapting its 
messages to attract more women. Three main strategies 
stand out in this regard:

1. �Promoting female figureheads, such as Marine Le 
Pen (Rassemblement National), Giorgia Meloni (Fratelli 
d’Italia) or Alice Weidel (Alternative für Deutschland).91 
Given that greater representation of women in positions 
of power is a long-standing demand of gender-equality 
movements,92 this strategy allows far-right parties 
to appear responsive by electing female leaders. This 
rarely involves addressing structural inequalities 
within party organisations. Rather, the selection of 
token leaders is meant to fend off accusation of sexism, 
homophobia or racism – a strategy also applied through 
the nomination of LGBT or non-white candidates. This 
tokensation enhances social acceptability for voters, 
including young women.93

2. �Appropriating feminist concerns in exclusivist 
and nationalist frameworks. Central to this tactic is 
femonationalism, which blames migrant populations 
for violence against women.94 In this narrative, Western 
societies, and Western men, are said to value gender 
equality, while men from non-Western, particularly 
Muslim-majority, societies are portrayed as its primary 
opponents and perpetrators of violence against 
women.95 This transforms gender equality from a 
structural issue concerning men and women into a 
civilisational conflict between Western women and 
‘foreign’ men. In doing so, it fractures feminism by 
recognising women’s rights rhetorically while using 
them in service of – or even subordinating them to – 
nationalist and anti-immigration objectives. 

3. �Reconcile traditional femininity with 
contemporary realities. Far-right female leaders 
embody the ‘superwoman’ archetype: simultaneously 
feminine, professional, and apparently able to balance 
household duties with a career.96 While feminism 
criticises the amount of personal, professional and 
aesthetic pressures put on women, the far right 
valorises them as virtues. The far right openly 
promotes feminine aesthetics, family values, 
motherhood and selected traditional roles, while 
simultaneously endorsing women’s participation in the 
labour market and showcasing women in senior party 
positions. By apparently embracing women’s social 
advancement while rejecting critiques of patriarchy 
or male dominance, far-right parties claim to be pro-
women without challenging the gender order. 
 
To be sure, many far-right leaders live lives that seem 
to contradict their ideologies. AfD leader Alice Weidel 
is in a relationship with Sara Bossard, a woman of 
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Sri Lankan origin; Giorgia Meloni is a Catholic who 
never married the father of her daughter; and Le 
Pen, a self-declared non-practising Catholic, is twice 
divorced.97 Rather than negatively impacting them, 
these inconsistencies are read by many as representing 
the balance between tradition and modernity: an 
embrace of family, motherhood and femininity that 

many (wrongly) claim feminism does not allow, 
combined with the benefits of women’s freedom and 
economic security. Instead of stressing the structural 
problems facing women, these leaders present liberal 
versions of womanhood that fit neatly within the social 
conservative wave currently underway.

Recommendations
RESPOND TO BACKLASHES

Mainstream parties and civil society must press forward 
with the feminist agenda. Moderation in this regard 
would only embolden critics while offering nothing 
substantial or concrete to supporters. Feminism, like any 
other social movement, must articulate a positive vision 
for transforming society and set realistic expectations 
that meaningful change will occur. If mainstream 
parties, particularly those on the centre-right, moderate 
their gender equality commitments, supporters will 
be disappointed, and the movement will become less 
attractive to younger generations.98 An abandonment of 
the gender equality agenda would not only be unjust; it 
would be an electoral mistake.99 

Preventing young women from voting 
for the far right depends less on gender-
focused interventions than on tackling 
economic insecurity, the housing crisis  
and declining democratic standards.

However, the shift of many young women to the right is 
largely tied to a broader turn towards social conservatism. 
Preventing young women from voting for the far right 
depends less on gender-focused interventions than on 
tackling economic insecurity, the housing crisis and 
declining democratic standards. 

Abundant evidence suggests that accommodation of 
the far right is also not an effective response.100 While 
doing so can prove a successful electoral strategy in 
specific situations, the long-term effects for mainstream 
parties are public disillusionment and increased electoral 
support for the far right.101 Adversarial responses that 
stress democratic values should be prioritised. The 
green backlash must be met head-on, alongside a robust 
defence of the transition’s security, economic, health 
and long-term upside. In a similar vein, the terms of the 
debate on migration must be shifted away from security 
and scarcity toward economic benefit, demographic 
need and humanitarian responsibility. Moreover, it is 

crucial to communicate that LGBTIQ+ and trans rights 
pose no threat to ‘traditional’ families or to women but 
rather expand individual freedoms. Furthermore, pro-
democratic forces must emphasise the need to curb the 
power of tech billionaires and redistribute the enormous 
concentration of wealth through regulation and taxation. 

In addition, democratic backlash should be addressed. 
Far-right actors such as Trump and Hungarian Prime 
Minister Viktor Orbán often claim to speak in the name 
of democracy or ‘the will of the people’, but frequently 
centralise their control over state institutions.102 Standing 
up for democracy and confronting the far right is not 
only morally right but can also be an effective vote-
winning approach, as it can mobilise a broad coalition 
of voters that oppose authoritarianism. The “No Kings” 
and “ICE Out” protests in the US, or the pride parade in 
Hungary, for example, clearly confronted their far-right 
governments and were some of the most massive protests 
in both countries.103 

In this regard, it is worth noting that social and political 
dynamics often swing like a pendulum. Ten years ago, 
discussions centred on how progressive the youth vote 
was; today, they are about the success of the far right 
among young people.104 In 10 years, the subject of debates 
will likely change again because young people follow 
social trends more than any other age group.105 Yet, while 
political cycles come and go, their duration and their 
impact are determined by the political actions taken. 
Instead of caving to backlash, democratic forces should 
mount a strong defence of democracy and gender equality.

TACKLE ECONOMIC PRECARITY

A crucial starting point for improving the economic 
prospects of young women is to address the wider 
economic stagnation radicalising their generation. 

The EU and member states should pursue bold housing 
reforms that enable young adults to live independently. 
That means dramatically scaling up residential 
construction through both public and private financing, 
implementing rent caps in major cities, limiting the 
number of tourist-oriented short-term rentals, and 
greatly increasing the supply of social housing.106 
Although housing remains largely a national competence, 
European institutions could play a stronger coordinating 
role. The new Commissioner for Energy and Housing 
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should direct more Cohesion Fund resources towards 
affordable housing, allow cities to access these funds 
directly rather than through regional bodies, and revise 
state-aid regulations so that social housing benefits 
a broader segment of the population, not only those 
narrowly classified as ‘disadvantaged’.107 Moreover, 
housing affordability indicators should be integrated into 
the European Semester to ensure that housing costs stay 
proportionate to household incomes.108

Improving employment security, wages and long-term 
wealth accumulation for younger generations is equally 
important. A major tool in this effort is the European 
Youth Guarantee, which promises every person under 25 
a job offer, continued education, an apprenticeship, or a 
traineeship within four months of becoming unemployed 
or leaving school.109 The EU should also ban unpaid 
internships, ensuring work experience never substitutes 
paid employment.110

Addressing intergenerational inequality also requires  
a direct response to wealth concentration. Introducing a 
system of universal inheritance could help redistribute 
wealth from older groups to younger and financially 
vulnerable Europeans.111 Under such a scheme, young 
adults would receive a one-off endowment – typically 
between ages 18 and 25 – linked to projects of economic, 
cultural or social value. Financed through progressive 
taxation on large property holdings, this approach 
would narrow the wealth gap and inject new spending 
and investment into the economy by empowering  
young adults.112

Economic insecurity also exacerbates barriers to starting 
families. Although workplaces have modernised, 
childcare support systems remain stuck in the past. 
Extending paternity leave is a key solution: EU states 
should follow Spain’s example by offering both parents 
16 weeks of fully paid, non-transferable leave, which 
encourages fathers to share care responsibilities.113 
Flexible schedules and telework options would further 
reduce the pressure on parents.114 These measures would 
ease the disproportionate burden on women, reshape 
cultural expectations surrounding caregiving and support 
a more equal distribution of unpaid work – making family 
formation more attainable for younger generations.

IMPOSE SOCIAL MEDIA BANS

Social media platforms are the main arenas in which 
radical and extremist content circulates and a channel 
through which many young people are exposed to 
radicalisation. Content moderation typically relies on 
a combination of deplatforming (removing accounts), 
demonetising (cutting off revenue streams), and demotion 
or ‘shadow banning’ (reducing the visibility of certain 
content through algorithms).115 These tools have shown 
mixed but tangible effects;116 however, they depend on 
the willingness of tech companies to implement them – a 
condition that is increasingly objected.117 

Since Elon Musk’s takeover of X and Trump’s return 
to the White House, major tech companies have been 
emboldened to resist content moderation.118 As a result, 
European action will have to proceed despite, rather than 
alongside, tech giants.

The EU has already approved two regulatory tools.  
The Digital Markets Act (DMA) and the Digital Services 
Act (DSA) provide a broad framework for regulating 
platforms, including increased transparency on algorithms 
and advertising practices.119 However, enforcement has 
lagged. Resistance from platforms and pushback from 
Washington has constrained implementation.120 Similarly, 
the European Democracy Shield contains proposals to 
counter disinformation and foreign interference, but 
suffers from insufficient funding.121 Thus, enforcement 
and resourcing matter more than new declarations. 

Arguments alone will not reverse the anti-
feminist trend; collective action is needed. 

Beyond general moderation, restricting children’s access 
to social media platforms should become a central 
pillar of EU policy. The damages associated by early 
use – ranging from dopamine addiction to exposure to 
harmful or radicalising content – are well documented.122 
Australia recently imposed such a ban for under 16-year-
olds, several European countries signed the Jutland 
Declaration on online child protection, and some 
countries, such as France or Spain, are implementing the 
bans.123 While debates on competence and legal design 
between the EU and member states are ongoing,124 this 
measure should not be delayed.

Social media platforms are at the core of a highly 
concentrated technology industry. This concentration has 
enabled the emergence of a tech oligarchy with growing 
political influence, as Musk’s control over X exemplifies. 
Competition and antitrust laws should be used curb their 
expansion to all areas of the value chain.125 Reducing the 
power of Big Tech is a prerequisite for better regulation. 

SHIFT DISCOURSE AND ORGANISATION

Effective responses to the shift to the right should 
consider all genders, including young women. Policies 
targeting young men, such as presenting a positive 
discourse around masculinity, funding initiatives that 
help more men into Healthcare, Education, Arts and 
Literacy (HEAL) jobs, placing greater emphasis on young 
men in the media and cultural initiatives as part of the 
next EU Gender Equality Strategy, and supporting the 
creation of centres dedicated to redefining masculinity, 
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such as Plural in Barcelona, will also indirectly benefit 
young women.126 Moreover, initiatives to combat gender 
stereotypes should also target expectations around 
masculinity that many, including young women, still 
hold. Gender equality initiatives should thus focus on 
both genders and, crucially, on their interactions. 

Another key insight advanced here is that far-right and 
anti-feminist narratives are no longer fringe. These 
discourses are common in legacy media and policy, 
as the far right governs or has participated in the 
governments of many European countries. According 
to Amnesty International, 73% of Gen Z social media 
users report seeing misogynistic content online, and 
about half encounter it weekly.127 Among the young, 
anti-feminism is not just normal; it is the dominant 
discourse they consume. 

Therefore, gender equality movements targeting 
young people should adopt a counter-hegemonic, 
anti-establishment strategy. This means treating the 
far right as part of the establishment, scrutinising its 
failures and proposing alternatives. Earlier tactics 
such as deplatforming or non-engagement are likely 
to be less effective because many far-right influencers 
now command larger audiences than their progressive 
counterparts. Engaging them directly, including through 
debate on their platforms, can expose audiences to 
perspectives they would not otherwise encounter. 
Among younger cohorts, discussing the far right does 

not legitimise its views given that those opinions are 
already normalised. Instead, engagement may create 
space for contestation. 

Anti-feminism should therefore be framed as the  
establishment position and countered with a 
transformative feminist agenda that articulates  
tangible social and economic alternatives rather  
than defensive claims.

Lastly, it is important to note that support for the far right 
is riven by structural conditions. While confronting radical 
ideas matters, discursive strategies alone are insufficient. 
The deterioration of material conditions undermines 
belonging, purpose and self-worth at a formative stage 
in young people’s lives. This is precisely the gap that the 
social-conservative wave fills: it offers community amid 
atomisation and identity amid uncertainty.

One of the historic strengths of the feminist movements 
has been their organisational capacity: the creation of 
support groups, safe spaces, shared experiences and new 
connections.128 Rebuilding this infrastructure is essential. 
Creating spaces for socialisation, activism and sustained 
engagement can foster collective agency and durable 
commitment. Engaged institutions and pro-democratic 
political forces can help provide such spaces.129 Arguments 
alone will not reverse the anti-feminist trend; collective 
action is needed. 

Conclusion
The far-right trend among young people is not limited to 
young men, as the media often portrays it. A significant 
portion of young women are also voting for the far right 
and rejecting feminism. Young women are also more 
polarised than young men, drifting towards both the 
far left and the far right. Therefore, addressing the anti-
feminist trend among the young requires looking at 
both genders, not just young men. While the impact of 
social media and the general social conservative wave are 
important explanations for these developments, a deep 
dissatisfaction with the labour market is the root cause.

The positive news is that this rightward shift is not set 
in stone. High levels of distrust, electoral volatility, 
party dealignment and rapidly shifting social trends 
mean that young people often hold contradictory views 
and remain open to movements that speak directly 
to their lived experiences. While the impact of social 
media and the broader social conservative wave are 
important explanations for these developments, a deep 
dissatisfaction with the labour market, affordability 
and housing are the root causes. Most young people 
do not vote for the far right because they are staunch 
supporters but simply because they present the 
strongest anti-establishment option. As Zohran 
Mamdani’s New York Mayoral win demonstrates, a 

democratic campaign centred on affordability can 
mobilise young voters across genders: Mamdani secured 
an impressive 84% of the vote among women under 29, 
as well as 68% among young men.130 

 

While it is true that the far right is gaining support 
among young voters, it is equally true that young 
people are among the most vocal advocates for green 
policies, wealth redistribution, social mobility, fairer 
foreign policy and gender equality. This coexistence of 
frustration and idealism suggests not a generation lost 
to reactionary politics, but one searching for credible 
alternatives – ready to rally behind inclusive, forward-
looking projects that offer material security, dignity and 
a more just future. 

The positive news is that this rightward 
shift is not set in stone. A democratic 
campaign centred on affordability can 
mobilise young voters of both genders.
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