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Gender essentialism as theological problem and populist tool in the Catholic Church.

The Roman Catholic Church was on the forefront in opposing the term gender in legal and
ecclesial documents, following the UN Beijing Conference on Women in 1995. Since then,
gender remains a key stumbling stone in the catholic discourse on human rights, civil society
engagement, ecumenical relations and even the Vatican’s efforts in peace negotiations. At the
center of the opposition lies a deeply enshrined gender essentialism in Catholic anthropology
paired with the patriarchal power structures of the church. The paper explores the roots of the
fierce opposition to gender in the Catholic discourse on the theological and hierarchical level.
It then shows how the perceived threat of secularization and the loss of influence in the modern
world prompted the weaponization of gender in the defense against liberal and secular societal
priorities. Framed as “gender ideology”, the church fostered affects of insecurity and fear and
became one of the major allies of conservative and right-wing currents in other Christian
churches and communities. The rather new dynamic of ecumenical alliances on behalf of the
anti-gender movement puts classical ecumenical efforts under question and challenges the
results of ecumenical social ethics.
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