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Perils of Success:  
Backlash and Resistance to LGBT rights in Domestic and International Politics1 

 
Phillip M. Ayoub 

 
The sweeping successes we have observed in the spread of sexual minority rights worldwide 
have also provoked intense backlash in many corners of the globe. LGBT human rights can do 
this because they are seen by some to challenge the coherence of national identity, calling into 
question sovereignty, values and self-understandings – even in a context as open to human rights 
as Europe, and more so in other regions. This chapter explores why norms governing lesbian, 
gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) rights mobilize a backlash and/or enduring resistance in 
some cases and not in others. It explores the phenomena of resistance at two related levels. First, 
based on a comparison of Poland and Slovenia, I trace how differing perceptions of threat define 
the way international norms are received in distinct domestic realms. Threat perception is 
heightened in cases where religion is historically embedded in the essence of the popular nation. 
In Poland, the Catholic Church created a role for itself as a symbol of the nation. There, the 
domestic opposition succeeded in counter-framing a narrative that linked LGBT rights to 
external forces threatening national values. By contrast, the Catholic Church in Slovenia could 
neither maintain nor (re-)establish similarly strong ties to the popular nation, stifling the 
opposition’s ability to mobilize a popular resistance. Second, I explore threat perception and 
resistance as part of the emerging phenomena of “norm polarization” (Altman and Symons 2015) 
at the global level. Such polarization refers to a process in which states resist norms by 
purposively taking contradictory positions on the same norm, leading to norm indeterminacy. 
This involves one community of states refusing the values of another, making LGBT rights part 
of a geopolitics in which states coopt the values that align with “their” side. The chapter ends 
with some reflection on an increasingly intertwined politics of backlash at multiple levels of 
politics. 
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If any world region can boast the establishment of wide ranging successes concerning 

lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) rights, it is Europe. While we have to take great 

caution with describing human rights “success”—improvements being limited to some aspects of 

LGBT life, for only some LGBT people and in only some regions—we do note positive changes 

in the legal standing of sexual minorities in many European countries. European actors—the 

European Union (EU), Council of Europe institutions and a transnational network of activists—

have fostered change by propagating LGBT human rights and by introducing the issues into the 

                                                
1 Parts of this text are reused from an article published in the Journal of Human Rights (Ayoub 2014); I’m in the 
process of securing permission from Taylor & Francis. 
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domestic discourse of various European states (Ayoub 2013; Paternotte and Kollman 2013). Yet 

even in this region, we observe substantial variation in the domestic reception of the international 

norm. Furthermore, just as LGBT movements occur at multiple levels of world politics, we also 

observe multifaceted resistances promoted both at local, national and transnational levels. This 

article explores resistance and backlash to LGBT rights in an era perceived as one of success for 

LGBT movements. Precisely, I ask why the expansion of LGBT rights mobilizes an active 

resistance in some cases and not others. Using a paired comparison design, I answer these 

questions by tracing the different trajectories of norm reception around LGBT rights.  

The chapter’s core compares the link between national identity and religion in Poland and 

Slovenia, finding that different perceptions of threat in distinct national contexts influence 

responses to the human rights norms championed by transnational LGBT movements. This is 

particularly relevant if we consider the varied roles played by the Catholic Church and the 

related impact on the strength and longevity of the anti-LGBT response. In Slovenia, activists 

were able to foster change in favor of LGBT people without a strong and resonant domestic 

resistance. In Poland, mobilized resistance to LGBT rights was routine. To explain this 

difference, I argue that religion contributes to counter-mobilization in cases where its moral 

authority is historically embedded in the popular idea of the nation. In Poland, the Catholic 

Church created a role for itself as a symbol of the nation. There, the domestic opposition 

succeeded in framing a narrative that linked LGBT rights to external forces threatening national 

values. By contrast, the Catholic Church in Slovenia could neither maintain nor (re-)establish 

similarly strong ties to the popular nation after the Second World War (WWII). LGBT rights 
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norms provoke a lesser resistance in states where the Church2 has lost its moral authority as a 

constitutive part of national identity.  

Next, I look at threat perception and resistance as part of the emerging phenomena of 

“norm polarization” (Altman and Symons 2015) at the global level. Such polarization refers to a 

process in which states resist norms by purposively taking contradictory positions on the same 

norm, further challenging the validity of LGBT rights. As the new Russian paradigm of 

“traditional values” politics exemplifies, which also roots religion in the nation, states are 

increasingly framing LGBT rights as a global threat within international arenas. This also 

involves one community of states refusing the values of another.   

The argument is presented in four sections. Section 1 conceptualizes the differing 

perceptions of threat that derive from the ties between religion and nationalism in Europe. 

Section 2 traces these differences in the cases of Poland and Slovenia. Section 3 explores the 

dissimilar trajectories of mobilized resistance that varied threat perceptions produce in both 

domestic cases. Section 4 then thinks through how these dynamics play out at the global level. 

The analysis draws on data collected for a larger project that involved 25 months of fieldwork 

(2008-2012) in the EU (Ayoub 2016). Fieldwork included over 80 semi-structured interviews 

with LGBT activists and their opponents and participant observation at LGBT and anti-LGBT 

events. 

I. PREDICTING RESISTANCE: DIFFERING PERCEPTIONS OF THREAT 

Threat Perceptions  

A central premise of the proposed theoretical framework is that the ability of movements 

to expand rights projections of LGBT people is moderated by differing perceptions of threat 

across national contexts. I define threat as the anticipation of danger to a set of values that 
                                                
2 By “Church,” I simply refer to the dominant religious institution, all of which happen to be Christian in the EU.  
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defines a group, and perception as the process of apprehending by means of the senses. It is 

important to note that this definition assumes that threat can have a symbolic value at the 

collective level, in that threat is socially constructed through discourse among political 

authorities and publics (Meyer 2009). This sociological interpretation of perceived threat 

stipulates that social understandings within the domestic realm define the way state actors 

respond to international pressures (Andrews 1975, 524–35).  

Sociologists of sexuality and queer theorists have long argued that new forms of sexuality 

are threatening to national identity because they destabilize the narrative of nation. This 

argument builds on the work of Stychin (1998), Binnie (2004) and others, who trace a history of 

national policies intended to categorize and repress non-reproductive forms of sexual intimacy; 

homosexuality being historically “linked to conspiracy, recruitment, opposition to the nation, and 

ultimately a threat to civilization” (Stychin 1998, 9). Sexuality, like gender, is threatening to 

national narratives because it is not confined to national borders and challenges the fixity of 

categories of national identity (Conrad 2001, 125). This is not to say, as Binnie (2004) also notes, 

that the relationship between national identity and sexuality is determined. National narratives of 

sexuality do change, for better or for worse, across time and place.  

In international relations literature, one understanding of national security is the “absence 

of threat to acquired values” (Bajpai 2000, 8). Katzenstein (2003, 736) argues that “conceptions 

of identity, of self versus other, are always part of threat perceptions … The threat perceptions of 

groups and states are embedded […] in systems of meaning that affect what is and what is not 

defined as a threat”. Indeed, some state actors do interpret the imposition of the EU’s norms on 

sexual minorities as a threat that requires “self-defense” (Cârstocea 2006, 216). This is especially 

true if our understanding of societal security “concerns the sustainability…of traditional patterns 
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of language, culture, and religious and national identity and custom” (Buzan 1990, 2). 

Paradoxically, the security of LGBT individuals—who seek protection from the state and the 

social collective—is often framed as threatening to the security of nations (Mole 2011).  

Religion and the Popular Nation 

Religion connects to nationalism because national narratives often invoke a return to the 

purity of an imagined past, one that is rooted in religious tradition (Hayes 2000). Even in 

“secular Europe,” religion continues to be a feature of the nation and it has an authoritative voice 

on issues of sexuality and societal security. Religion on its own does not explain the resistance to 

social norms, however, and more secular states are not necessarily the first to adopt LGBT norms 

(Ayoub 2016). Echoing scholars that champion a complex understanding of religion’s effect on 

politics (Berger 1993; Casanova 1994; Grzymala-Busse 2012), I argue that religion plays a role 

in moderating the effect of international LGBT norms, but only in contexts where it has become 

linked to the popular nation. The role of religion varies across national contexts and across time 

as the relationship between religion and nation changes and as the LGBT norm is deliberated and 

coopted by various social actors. These factors have shaped the discourse and the extent of the 

opposition to norms concerning LGBT rights at multiple levels. The primary level analyzed in 

this section is domestic: exploring how domestic movements resist human rights norms that are 

perceived as external. A similar process occurs at the international level; religious institutions 

contribute to the backlash against LGBT rights when they are championed as defending the 

nation – the Russian state’s newfound alliance with the Orthodox Church in defending the nation 

against the encroachment of unwelcome “Western” values is a case in point. 

In post-socialist European states, the relationship between religion and nation has been 

established in part by democratic transition, in which “the Church” played vastly dissimilar roles. 
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By looking at Poland and Slovenia, two Roman Catholic countries, I hold constant the separate 

effect that denomination could play—notwithstanding the fact that religious scriptures on sexual 

deviance do not diverge much across doctrine—and because Catholicism is transnational and 

hierarchical in its institutional structure. Yet Philpott (2007, 506) has warned that despite this 

transnational scope, “religions do not usually act singly or comprehensively in their politics,” 

which is true of the role religious institutions play in domestic LGBT politics. As I demonstrate 

with the case of Catholicism, its influence on politics varies across contexts, depending on the 

intricacies of Church-society relations and its role in processes of national meaning-making. 

Politicization of LGBT human rights as a threat is at the core of fueling resistance and backlash. 

Without trying to downplay the distinct Polish and Slovenian features in the historical 

ties between religious nationalism and LGBT rights and their placement on opposite ends of this 

‘most different’ case design, the general trends are informative of diffusion processes of other 

states in the region. The weak role of the Catholic Church in Slovenia is comparable to that of 

the Church in Slovakia and the Czech Republic, two states that have internalized the 

international norms governing LGBT rights at similar rates to Slovenia. In these cases, “[t]he 

unpopularity and weakness of the Cold War Czechoslovakian Catholic Church vis-à-vis the state 

date back to the Habsburg suppression of nationalist Protestant uprising during the Reformation 

era” (Philpott 2007, 508), which resulted in relatively few Church ties to democratic opposition 

groups in the 1980s (Ramet 1998). Related dynamics also play out in earlier democratizers with 

strong LGBT records, like Spain and Portugal, where the Catholic Church had ties to 

authoritarian rule, and their late role in democratization processes did little to restore the 

church’s authority (Philpott 2007, 509, 512).3 Czechs and Slovaks linked the Church to state 

                                                
3 Spain and Portugal have among the most far-reaching legal protections and rights for LGBT minorities in Europe 
(including marriage rights), and societal attitudes have become more favorable since 1990.   
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socialism in Czechoslovakia, Spaniards linked it to Franco’s regime and the Portuguese to the 

Estado Novo (Second Republic) (interviews no. 100, 104, 136 and 137).  

The authority the Catholic Church wields in Poland is somewhat more similar to that of 

Lithuania, where it also played an active civil-society role of resistance (Linz and Stepan 2011). 

In both cases, the Church maintained deep ties to the nation and remained autonomous from the 

socialist state (Philpott 2007, 511). Likewise, the Protestant Church fueled civil-society 

opposition to the socialist state in Estonia, Latvia (mixed Christian) and East Germany (Philpott 

2007, 514). Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland are among the laggards in furthering the rights 

of LGBT people. East Germany (GDR) is a unique case because of the dynamic that a divided 

Germany produced between the church and the GDR-state—the result being a “church from 

below” that unexpectedly sheltered the lesbian and gay movement (Hillhouse 1990). Among the 

older EU member states, cases like Greece and Italy have religious institutions with close ties to 

national identity. According to the co-president of the European Forum of LGBT Christian 

Groups, the historical ties between religion and nation offer a predominant explanation for 

resistance to LGBT rights (interview no. 104).  

II. THREAT PERCEPTION IN POLAND AND SLOVENIA 

Poland and Slovenia exemplify differences in LGBT socio-legal recognition, with 

Slovenia making gains at an earlier time. As part of the emerging civil rights movement, which 

helped topple communism in Yugoslavia, the two first Slovenian gay and lesbian organizations, 

Magnus and Lesbian Group (!KUC -LL), were founded in 1984 and 1987, respectively. These 

were the first gay and lesbian groups not only in Yugoslavia but also in Eastern Europe (Greif 

2005, 150), and both were transnationally oriented early on. Poland’s movement started with 

fewer formal transnational ties, but the presence of LGBT groups has grown rapidly since the 
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turn of the century. The “Let Them See Us” campaign and the Cracow March of Tolerance in 

2003 and 2004 were the earliest key moments for gay and lesbian visibility in Poland 

(Gruszczy"ska 2007, 99) . These events were primarily organized by the Kampania Przeciw 

Homofobi (KPH) (Campaign Against Homophobia), the largest and most transnationally 

connected LGBT organization in Poland, which emerged in 2001 with a focus on attaining rights 

from the state. The Polish experience with state-sponsored homophobia—including bans on 

LGBT marches in several cities around the time of EU accession—also differs from that of 

Slovenia, where social attitudes and legislation changed at an accelerated pace. In 2000, about 

60% of Poles felt that homosexuality was never justifiable, while only 40% of Slovenes agreed 

(EVS, 2011). In direct contrast to Poland, Slovenia also enacted some of the most far-reaching 

LGBT rights laws in Europe (Ayoub 2016, 168).  

These differences persist despite the fact that both states have a majority Catholic 

population, with over 90% of Slovenes (Conway 2009) and Poles (Mizieli"ska 2010)  self-

identifying as Catholic in 1990. 4  Both countries are also ethnically and linguistically 

homogenous relative to their European counterparts. Finally, they attained independence at 

roughly the same time, joined the EU in 2004 and are among the countries ranked by Freedom 

House as having the most successful democratic transitions (Bunce 2003, 172). By virtue of their 

differences in LGBT recognition, these two historically Catholic countries merit in-depth 

consideration. In what follows, I trace these distinctions back to different degrees of resistance 

generated by different perceptions of threat in both contexts. 

Threat Perception in Poland 

                                                
4 Beyond self-identification, Poles are far more likely to attend religious services. In 1990, 71% of Slovenes 
considered themselves adherent to the Catholic faith. Before WWII, 97% of Slovenes identified as Catholic.  
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In Poland, national identity is linked to a long history of being deprived of nationhood 

and to the collective memory of foreign intrusion and oppression. The Church, in the last two 

centuries, adopted most of the functions of a political organization. It “gave people faith and 

power to struggle against invaders: the Germans, the Russians, and the Austrians,” becoming a 

defining feature of the Polish nation and their identity (interview no. 141).  

The German-Soviet occupation of Poland during WWII and the subsequent re-drawing of 

geographic borders and population transfer only strengthened the role of the Church in popular 

memory as resistant to external power. During the post-war period, the WWII narrative of “bad” 

Germans was expanded into a “dualistic societal structure: ‘bad’ communists, associated with the 

Communist Party and its apparatus; and ‘good’ Poles, patriots, associated with the Roman 

Catholic Church” (Borowik 2002, 239–41). Soured relations between Church and state were 

fueled by the internment of priests, including the Primate of Poland, Cardinal Stefan Wyszy"ski, 

in response to Church resistance in the 1950s and 1960s (Philpott 2007, 511). In 1981, after the 

state imposed martial law and imprisoned Solidarity activists, the Church again assumed its role 

as “a shelter for truth against political censorship…[as] a symbol of freedom” (Borowik 2002, 

241). It is important to note here that the Church not only became an increasingly important 

political actor in terms of its actions, but that it became a symbolic force equated with autonomy 

and democracy.  

Before and after democratic transition, Karol Józef Wojty#a, later Pope John Paul II, also 

played an exceptional role in the Church’s particular relationship to Poland, to Europe and to 

LGBT people. Polish LGBT activists regularly made reference to the influence that the “Polish 

Pope effect” exercised on society, even posthumously. A KPH activist echoed the scholarship 

that has cited the Pope’s political vision for a “new East to West evangelism” that Poland could 
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bring to the EU in its accession (Katzenstein and Byrnes 2006, 684) and the responsibility 

bestowed upon Polish society to maintain and spread Catholic values via their return to Europe. 

In her view, the obstacle behind this philosophy for the LGBT movement is that “‘saving the 

world’ is already a difficult enough task, and doing it with ‘fucks’ [LGBT people] is impossible, 

so you had to kick ‘fucks’ out of the country [to realize the Pope’s political role for Poland]” 

(interview no. 9). The ramifications of this philosophy played out politically when the socially 

conservative coalition of the Law and Justice Party (PiS), the League of Polish Families (LPR) 

and the Self-Defense of the Polish Republic (SRP) came to power in 2005, making LGBT people 

the core symbolic “other” in their nationalist politics of morality.  

Threat Perception in Slovenia  

In stark contrast to Poland, the Roman Catholic Church in Slovenia failed to become a 

consolidating social force either before or after democratic transition. The opportunity presented 

by a “return to Europe” did little to restore the political legitimacy of the Church; Slovenes 

placed minimal emphasis on it as a vehicle for evangelizing the “West”. Coming out of the 

Second World War, the state successfully attributed the early post-war tensions between itself 

and the Church—which involved the expropriation of church properties, prosecution of priests 

and removal of religious curricula from schools—to the wider punishment for the Church’s 

collaboration with Nazi occupiers and its failure to support the Resistance (Radelji$ 2011, 179). 

Society’s skeptical attitude towards the Church thus dates back to this time, and is in contrast 

with the Polish collective memory, where the Church was heralded for its great resistance to 

outside forces. In the Yugoslav context, the essence of nation did not depend on the Church as it 

entered the post-war period. Instead the state was successful, at least in part, in linking the 

Church to external political powers. 
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While the Church was generally suppressed under communism, it is false to paint church-

state interactions or the level of suppression as uniform. State suppression of the Church was 

substantially weaker in Yugoslavia (Ramet 1998). %rni& and Lesjak (2003), for example, provide 

a series of incidents exemplifying what they call a tolerant relationship between the Church and 

the Yugoslav state that did not win the Church popular sympathy after the regime changed. 

Finally, during the dissolution of Yugoslavia, Slovenia’s brief, ten-day involvement in the war 

did not cement religion—which was used to differentiate the other republics and justify 

militarism—with the national philosophy (%rni& and Lesjak 2003, 350).  

Historical experiences had political consequences for the Slovenian collective memory of 

church-state relations. Contrary to the widely accepted suppression narrative in Poland, Slovenes 

do not remember the Church as a victim of the socialist state. The results of the “Aufbruch” 

survey showed that 25% of respondents “believed that the Church was not persecuted at all 

during this [40-year socialist] period” and another 45% said the Church was only occasionally 

persecuted (%rni& and Lesjak 2003, 357). Similarly, 84% of Slovenes believed that individual 

Catholics were not at all (43%) or only occasionally (41%) discriminated against (357). This 

memory diminished the ability of the Church to influence societal thinking on LGBT politics: 

“People have a critical attitude towards the Church and they believe strongly in the separation of 

church and state. People do not take church messages seriously anymore” (interview no. 107).  

By way of comparison, the descriptive statistics in Table 1 demonstrate the gap between 

Polish and Slovenian aggregate responses to the European Values Study (EVS, 2011) question 

on the legitimacy of the Church in the face of social problems; legitimacy dropped in both cases 

after transition, but more rapidly in Slovenia. In 2008, the Polish score of .60 (compared to 
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Slovenia’s .39) is approximately what it was 17 years earlier in Slovenia at .64. The data also 

show differences in Polish and Slovenian perceptions of the vulnerability their national identity.  

[Insert Table 1] 

III. MOBILIZED RESISTANCE, FRAMES AND ARENAS OF OPPOSITION  

Dissimilar perceptions of threat manifest themselves in the rhetoric and forms of 

resistance.  This section examines how different threat perceptions influence the makeup and 

mobilization of the anti-LGBT resistance in the Polish and Slovene contexts, resulting in the 

varied discourses, arenas and frames of mobilization used. In both cases, the frames selected are 

initially grounded in morality and “the laws of nature,” in which non-heterosexuality is portrayed 

as a threat to the family and thus also to the nation. In Poland, the threat to the nation begins with 

the family, but then makes a leap to become associated with the invasion of the nation by outside 

forces. I call this the defend the nation frame, because it is rooted in a philosophy of defensive 

moral nationalism. The frame is potent, because it harps on the idea that the nation is under 

attack—as depicted in Image 1, where “wholesome” Poles waving the Polish flag are juxtaposed 

with “the other” waving the EU, rainbow and (ironically) Soviet flags. Thus, similarly to what 

Mole (2011) has shown in the case of Latvia, threat is framed as external and presented in a way 

that suggests expanding LGBT human rights can dismantle the many attributes of national 

identity. The frame creates an artificial binary between Polish values and the imagined European 

queer periphery. 

[Insert Figure 1] 

By contrast, in Slovenia, non-heterosexuality is framed as a threat to children and 

reproduction. Adopting Kuhar’s (2009) term, I use the wellbeing of children to define the 

Slovenian counter-movement’s frame. The frame links LGBT rights to societal frustrations with 
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change in social structures, such as that provoked by lower birthrates. While the wellbeing of 

children frame is also inherently about the nation, the argumentation is not extrapolated to threat 

via invasive external power. In Slovenia, the opposition has less public visibility, and nationalist 

and religious groups do not use the same narrative, differentiating itself from the vocal 

opposition by Polish groups that define themselves as both national and religious. In what 

follows, I touch on how these frames were employed as well as the types of anti-LGBT actors 

who were mobilized in response to LGBT visibility in four arenas: conventional political 

debates, on the streets, in the media and in the education system. 

Conventional Politics 

As an active moral authority, the Catholic Church often plays a critical role in public 

discourse. Its impact, though, is felt at varying degrees across different state contexts. The 

European Fundamental Rights Agency’s (FRA) reports on sexuality exemplify the different 

political roles that the Catholic Church plays in Slovenia and Poland: 

Slovenia: The Church adheres to the Vatican’s moral condemnation of homosexuality. It 

stresses, however, its human standpoint toward homosexuals, and that the Church is not 

going to turn its back on them, but [that] they must purify themselves. Bishop 

Kramberger of Maribor stated in an interview with Radio Slovenia: ‘The Church cannot 

accept homosexuals, but it may never sentence them…’ (Fundamental Rights Agency 

2009b, 8).  

Poland: The Catholic Church has considerable cultural and political influence and 

actively takes part in the public debate regarding LGBT issues. Their stance is very much 

against granting LGBT persons equal rights…There are numerous incidents where 

Church officials have expressed homophobic hate speech…[:] homosexuality has been 
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called a disease, and/or a disorder…and [it has been said] that homosexual persons need 

to be isolated from society. Similarly, it has been argued that homosexuality is in 

opposition to the ‘European civilization’ (Fundamental Rights Agency 2009a, 10). 

According to Slovenian LGBT activists, the Church did not play a politically pivotal role 

in opposition to the movement, and entered the public debate late, on LGBT issues concerning 

registered partnership and adoption. After an eight year campaign by LGBT groups, the 2005 

partnership bill was drafted and passed following the 2004 election, which brought the 

conservative Slovenian Democratic Party (SDS)—the only party with ties to the Church—to 

power. Activists are ambivalent about the Church’s role in public debates on sexuality: 

“…[t]hey’ll issue a statement, but I am not sure how effective those statements are. They are not 

taken very seriously, and the media does not reflect on every statement” (interview no. 107).  

The Church contributed to the public debate more actively later on as activists proposed 

the Družinski zakonik (Family Code), which sought to give same-sex registered partnerships the 

same legal rights as those of heterosexual partnerships, including the right to second-parent 

adoption. According to the president of one Slovenian LGBT organization, when asked if his 

group faced structured opposition, he said: “No, not really. Until the Family [Code] there were 

no organized opposition groups” (interview no. 108).  

Among the Slovenian opposition, the Institute for Family Life and Culture (KUL), 

founded in 2009, was the most vocal and organized. Their campaign embodied the wellbeing of 

children frame, which LGBT activists believed the KUL emulated from a successful 2008 

campaign by the Mormon Church against Proposition 8 in California (interview nos. 107 and 

108). KUL cited social issues related to marriage, childbirth, abortion, suicide, alcoholism and 

poverty as their rationales for opposing the Family Code. An article by Tadej Strehovec (2012), 
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KUL’s founder and secretary of the Commission for Justice and Peace at the Slovenian Bishops’ 

Conference, revolves around the societal structure of family and child, making no reference to 

unwanted external forces or inherently Slovenian values.  

The Church in Poland, unlike in Slovenia, has not shied away from actively influencing 

Polish politics throughout the debates on social issues. It maintains close ties with Polish 

political parties and parliamentarians, and the Episcopate has approached voters directly, sending 

them letters to support candidates who defend “laws of nature” (Borownik 2002, 244). The 2005 

campaign of former President Lech Kaczy"ski produced a document called “Catholic Poland in 

Christian Europe,” listing the 2004 and 2005 bans on the Warsaw Equality Marches as successes 

(Gruszczy"ska 2007, 100). And the Church leadership has implemented roadblocks to public 

assembly by LGBT groups. Cracow Old Town’s roughly 30 churches always posed an obstacle 

to the organizers of LGBT marches, since the city originally requested that march routes not pass 

in front of any church.  

In 1997, the same year Slovenian activists established a working group on same-sex 

unions with their government, Article 18 of the Polish constitution defined marriage as a union 

between a man and a woman. Pope John Paul II’s visit to Poland in 1995 had emphasized the 

type of role the Church should play in the new Polish politics, highlighting the issues 

fundamental to nourishing the Christian nature of the state: opposition to abortion and same-sex 

relationships (Burns 2009, 166). Adding restrictions to abortion and blocking access to same-sex 

unions has been successful politics for many political parties in Poland.    

In the new century, the Polish Church officially supported EU accession, but “church 

leaders at the highest levels peppered their public statements with caveats about Poland’s 

membership. From the pulpit, priests’ statements were even more skeptical—presenting 
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scenarios of lost cultural identity…” (Burns 2009, 169). In this process, LGBT politics and 

abortion remained an especially easy target with which to distinguish “Europe” from Poland. In 

sum, church leaders saw a role for Poland in Europe but greatly questioned the role of Europe in 

Poland.5 The vocal Polish anti-LGBT opposition echoed these sentiments, claiming that EU 

institutions adhered to a liberal, left consensus on social issues that is in “permanent 

confrontation” with Polish national values (interview no. 141).  

Resistance on the Streets 

Not only were marches for LGBT rights banned in several Polish cities around the time 

of EU accession, but also “various groups and politicians organize[d] marches of ‘normalcy’” 

(interview no. 129). Among the most active groups in mobilizing demonstrations is the 

Stowarzyszenie Kultury Chrześcijańskiej im. Ks. Piotra Skargi (Father Piotr Skarga Association 

for Christian Culture), founded in Cracow in 1999 (Mizieli"ska 2010, 333) . This group 

organized the Marsz dla Życia i Rodziny (March for Life and Family) from 2006 to 2008, and 

participants donned the typical Polish national symbols, crosses and banners, calling to “Stop 

Perversion” and that “Marriage is One Man, One Woman.” As is common in Poland, these 

chants are often complemented with nationalist versions: “Lesbians and faggots are ideal citizens 

of the EU” and “Healthy Poles are not like that” (Gruszczy"ska , 2007, 100). Another Catholic 

organization, the Fundacja Mamy i Taty (Foundation for Mothers and Fathers) is vocal in the 

public sphere and politically lobbies conservative politicians (interview nos. 129 and 141). 

Before EuroPride in 2010, it paid for a full-page newspaper advertisement outlining the 

“homosexual threat” and, together with the Catholic magazine Fronda, organized an online 

                                                
5 The frame of the LGBT actors was exactly the reverse. Take for example the fliers for a pride parade in Poznan in 
2011, which read: “Equality in Europe, Equality in Poland.”  
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petition and counter protest. All three groups have a Catholic mandate, but deploy a clearly 

nationalist discourse around the defense of uniquely Polish values.   

Extreme in this regard was the early opposition to LGBT rights by Młodzież 

Wszechpolska (All Polish Youth), a far-right nationalist and Catholic youth organization founded 

in 1922 and revived after independence in 1989. In response to Cracow’s Festival of Culture for 

Tolerance in 2004, the group formulated their “Declaration of Ideas” as follows: “The Nation is 

the most important worldly value. First, after God, service is deserved by our own nation…[The 

Church] creates and strengthens Polish national identity” (Kubica 2009, 130). The organization, 

which had ties to PiS, was most active against LGBT mobilization from 2004 to 2007. Other 

Polish nationalist groups also mobilized against LGBT rights, making LGBT politics the focus of 

their “defense of nation” rhetoric. The groups Narodowe Odrodzenie Polski (NOP) (National 

Rebirth of Poland) and Obóz Narodowo-Radykalny (ONR) (National Radical Camp) both 

describe their mission as “spiritually motivated” nationalism and championing “the development 

and revival of national and Catholic values” (Obóz Narodowo-Radykalny 2011).6 In practice, 

these groups mobilize extremists from around the country to gather and block LGBT marches, 

informally recruiting, for example, through soccer fan forums that bring together hooligans 

opposed to LGBT rights (interview no. 130).  

In contrast, the wellbeing of children frame in Slovenia has not spurred public 

mobilization in the way the defend the nation frame has in Poland. The Slovenian state has not 

banned freedom of assembly since independence in 1991 (Fundamental Rights Agency 2009b, 

5). Furthermore, “there is no record of demonstrations against tolerance of LGBT people” (6). 

Slovenian far-right groups also remain unorganized. The two opposition groups that activists 

sometimes, though rarely, mentioned in interviews and surveys are Tukaj je Slovenija (Here is 
                                                
6 Translated from the Polish. 
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Slovenia) and the Slovenian branch of the group Blood and Honor. The former makes a 

reference to the Church on its website, but religion is not mentioned among its three fundamental 

goals. Neither group has organized counter protests, but they are responsible for sporadic 

violence directed at individuals or vandalizing organizational façades. The difference between 

Slovenia and Poland in public sphere opposition to LGBT rights is that Slovenian “nationalist 

groups are anti-religious, and quite strongly anti-religious” (interview no. 108).  

Other Spheres of Opposition (Education and Media)  

The ramifications of threat perception are also apparent in other spheres of public life, 

such as education and the media. In Poland, schools are among the most conservative elements 

of society. Either a religion or an ethics course is mandatory, and the overwhelming majority 

(around 90%) opt for religion because the priests, who are employed by the schools, encourage 

students to enroll (interview no. 130). The curriculum is also conservative. The previous 

PiS/LPR/SRP government banned curricula addressing sexuality altogether, and the “family life” 

curriculum only refers to traditional heterosexual families (Krzeminski 2008). In 2006, Roman 

Giertych, Minister of Education, dismissed the director of the Service Teacher Training Centre, 

Miros#aw Sielatycki, for “promoting homosexuality”. Sielatycki had simply published the 

European Council’s recommended guidelines for teachers, Compass – Education on Human 

Rights (Fundamental Rights Agency 2009a). In 2010, the Polish Equality Minister, El'bieta 

Radziszewska, argued that EU law allows for Catholic schools to discriminate against LGBT 

teachers and then asked that contrary opinions be censored, provoking startled and reproachful 

responses from members of the European Parliament (European Parliament 2010). By contrast, 

the curriculum of the Slovenian education system requires 5th graders to learn about sexual 

diversity, and in some cases textbooks mention sexual orientation and same-sex families (Kuhar 
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2008). While LGBT advocates argue that the issue deserves far more prominence in the 

education system, there have been no state bans on discussing homosexuality, and LGBT 

activists have sent representatives to lecture at a number of public schools (Kuhar 2005).  

As is the case with education, the domestic media uses different narratives in the two 

states. In Poland, prominent ultra-conservative Catholic media sources, including Radio Maryja 

and the magazine Fronda, made homosexuality a household issue among clerical communities 

by tying issues of sexuality to the vast array of social topics they cover (interview no. 129; see 

fronda.pl and radiomaryja.pl). Similarly, scholars have described Radio Maryja as its own social 

movement with an action frame that postulates: “Any attack on Polishness is perceived as an 

attack on the Church and vice versa” (Bylok and P(dziwiatr 2010) . Both networks publicize and 

call for protests at LGBT demonstrations. The Church hierarchy has distanced itself from the 

extreme perspectives voiced by Radio Maryja, but their parallel deployment of the defend the 

nation frame has given them a strong influence in the national discourse against LGBT rights. 

Other researchers also noted the “dubious quality” of Polish mainstream journalism on 

LGBT issues at the turn of the century (Kubica 2009, 134). Kubica (2009) gives examples from 

journalism across political leanings, all of which was naïve in its reporting of the 2004 Cracow 

Festival of Culture for Tolerance—an event that some have called the “Polish Stonewall” 

(Gruszczy"ska 2007) . She notes how these early events were generally mischaracterized in the 

press as a provocation. The press, for example, used images of drag queens from the Berlin Love 

Parade, which would knowingly be perceived as radical in Polish society, instead of actual 

images from the events (Kubica 2009, 135). Despite their contentious history, LGBT 

organizations’ ties to the mainstream media have improved considerably since 2007 (interview 

no. 8).  
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 Unlike Poland, the mainstream Slovenian media attained greater fluency on LGBT issues 

earlier. Kuhar’s (2003) study on Slovenian print media concluded that the representation of 

homosexuality was favorable or neutral. LGBT activists cited partners and contact points in the 

media to whom they have access to for fair reporting. While activists and scholars (Greif 2005, 

158) do remark on the tendency to stereotype LGBT people in the media, their accounts 

differentiate themselves from the aggressive homophobia espoused by large segments of the 

Polish media. 

Across the board, in parliament and on the streets, Poland’s opposition has outpaced its 

Slovenian counterpart in degree and intensity. For much of the two decades following 

independence, the Polish Church could confidently brand LGBT people as a threat to the Polish 

nation and to European civilization. The defend the nation frame in Poland mobilized a fervent 

opposition uniting diverse actors under a narrative of nation, which equated LGBT rights with an 

invasion of the domestic sphere. For observers at Polish LGBT marches, this frame is evident in 

that “demonstrators [carry] mainly EU flags while their opponents [carry] only Polish ones” 

(Kubica 2009, 141). In Slovenia, the perceived threat was lower, and the wellbeing of children 

frame could not mobilize or unite a weak and fragmented domestic opposition.  

IV. DEFENDING CIVILIZATIONS: GLOBAL RESISTANCE7 

Outside of the EU, and beyond the specific case studies of Poland and Slovenia, we see a 

similar tendency for active resistance in states where threat perception is high. Indeed, the 

success in fueling national and populist sentiments by targeting LGBT people as a threat has, at 

least partly, similar trajectories in very different contexts. Furthermore, as LGBT rights have 

become more visible, states have paid more attention to them, in some cases offering to “defend” 

traditional values—by opposing LGBT human rights—in geopolitical contests. With norm 
                                                
7 The ideas and prose in this section are adapted and expanded from Ayoub (2016, 47-48 and 217-220). 
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polarization, a term I borrow from Symons and Altman (2015), different spheres of influence 

impact LGBT rights and result in starkly different perceptions of the legitimacy of those rights. 

While Europe (broadly conceived) has become a champion of LGBT rights in the imaginations 

of many states, Russia has become a vocal opponent of them, using the issue to champion a 

moral conservatism that purposefully distinguishes itself and other states from “Europe” and “the 

West.” The Ukraine crisis that began in 2013 illustrates the situation of a state caught between 

the EU and Russia, where Russian authorities framed the Maidan protesters as “gay” and 

westward alignment as an abandonment of Ukraine’s moral and traditional values. This 

imaginary “European” or “Western” plot to spread gay rights has led Russian popular 

commentary to use the term Gayropa when referring to Europe. The trope works for some in 

contemporary Russian geopolitics. As Alexei Pushkov, the Chairman of the Russian Duma’s 

Foreign Affairs Committee, explained to Ukrainians, turning toward a de-masculinized Gayropa 

would mean “an expansion of the sphere of the so-called gay culture, which has now turned into 

the official policy of the EU” (Ayoub and Paternotte 2014, 1). Politics that “defend the nation” 

can thus also be championed by other states in contemporary world politics to defend tradition 

and civilization as a whole.  

In many ways, this global process of constructing threat around LGBT human rights is 

similar to issues we have explored domestically in earlier sections. Russia is a case marred by 

low LGBT visibility – only 11 percent of Russians claim to have homosexual friends or relatives 

(Moscow Times 2013) – and high threat perception regarding LGBT norms. Like the tie between 

the Catholic Church and the notion of “Polishness” that heightened threat perception in Poland, 

“Russians today view [Orthodox] Church affiliation as a way to reaffirm their ‘Russianness’” 

(Khazan 2013). While rates of religiosity are strikingly low in global comparison, much of the 
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Russian population supports the Russian Orthodox Church as a national symbol of pride, and the 

Church wields considerable political might as a close ally to President Vladimir Putin’s 

government. A “defend the nation” type of resistance is quickly apparent in recent years. In June 

2013, the Russian Duma extended various city ordinances banning LGBT “propaganda” by 

unanimously passing a federal law that fines individuals or organizations up to $31,000 for 

promoting homosexuality (Khazan 2013). Yet these politics moved beyond the just one nation. 

LGBT rights also found a central place in the contemporary geopolitics of the region, most 

notably in the recent Ukrainian crisis and also in several other states, when Russia portrayed its 

antigay stance as a feature of the cultural paradigm – distinct from the decadent West – that it 

can offer the world (Riabov and Riabova 2014; Wilkinson 2014). Figure 2, tweeted by the 

Russian Embassy to the United Kingdom, captures this self-ascribed role.  

[Insert Figure 2] 

In sum, much like the transnational innovations by LGBT actors, states have also been 

creative in promoting their ideologies transnationally. Like in Russia, states have also introduced 

and diffused novel bills intended to protect religious liberty, sanctify marriage, oppose “gender 

ideology” and ban the promotion of homosexuality across the globe. The language of protecting 

society from the gender and sexuality “threat” is apparent for example, in the religious 

opposition to the Colombian FARC peace accords (which claimed the deal promoted “gender 

ideology”), the U.S. based resistance to gender-neutral bathrooms and support of religious 

“freedom” to refuse serving LGBT people, the French Manif pour Tous movement to oppose 

same-sex marriage and the notorious Ugandan “kill-the-gays” bill proposal.  

Thus, while EU law—and the United Nations’ more recent rhetoric and declarations—

might lead us to take for granted that systems of knowledge place LGBT people squarely within 
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universal human rights, this knowledge system does not go uncontested (Chase 2016). 

Resistance by governments creates an indeterminacy surrounding the legitimacy of LGBT norms 

that also fuels the fomentation of societal backlash. The response is unsurprising in the sense that 

resistance is common when LGBT issues are new and when high threat perception is politicized. 

The more states perceive these issues to be “external,” the more resistance they will provoke.  

CONCLUSION 

This chapter has explored the domestic responses to international norms governing 

LGBT rights. I have suggested that distinct domestic contexts attach differing degrees of threat 

to an otherwise similar norm. Threat perception concerning LGBT norms depends largely on the 

degree to which the moral authority of religious institutions is tied to the histories of political 

transition and national identity. Even the hierarchical and transnational Catholic Church takes 

different national forms in the way it connects to the popular nation. The argument goes beyond 

religious morality, to place importance on the situational politicization of religion in national 

identity. It is the role of religion in people’s identities—not religion itself—that matters for 

LGBT politics, which can result in distinctive political manifestations for LGBT resistance 

across states. In Poland, the intense collective reaction in society of a perceived threat from 

LGBT and reproductive rights, linked to the Church’s historically deep ties to the popular nation, 

resulted in zealous resistance—a resistance that could frame LGBT rights as an external threat to 

nation. Comparatively, in Slovenia, the weaker credibility of the Church hampered its ability to 

bring together an opposition around a national and moral narrative, which in turn limited its 

mobilizing potential against LGBT rights.  

While much of the chapter looked at domestic resistance, constructing LGBT rights as a 

threat has also had currency at the international level. There are thus two ways to look at such 
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resistance: perceived threat at the domestic level and at the international level, where states 

differentiate themselves from LGBT rights with new traditional values paradigm. In both case, 

the defense of some imagined past—the nation or “tradition”—rests at the center of such 

resistance. Various religions and denominations can inflate threat in similar ways when 

conditions are right. In doing so, networks of homophobia play an increasingly powerful role 

globally (Bob 2012; Bosia and Weiss 2013). Furthermore, with increasing norm polarization 

around LGBT rights, states may react according to how enmeshed they are in the norms of their 

distinct international communities. Where norms supporting LGBT rights are most 

indeterminant, we should expect resistances to have the most success at challenging the 

expansion of LGBT rights. 

In sum, resistance (in degree and scope) is deeply linked to society’s perception of a 

possible threat. What does this all mean for LGBT human rights? It suggests a long and difficult 

struggle ahead for LGBT movements around the globe. Whether resistance is effectual, however, 

is a separate question. The pathway to LGBT rights in Slovenia has been smoother, but the active 

resistance in Poland will not necessarily yield success for opponents of these rights. While 

resistance fuels a political backlash, for states centered within international communities that 

clearly espouse LGBT rights norms, resistance can also be a pathway to visibility by making 

LGBT issues more salient than before (Ayoub 2016; O’Dwyer 2012). Popular resistance in 

Poland, for example, has contributed to the norm’s unprecedented degree of societal and political 

attention. In contexts like post-Cold War Europe, many LGBT activists say that invisibility can 

be more detrimental to the objectives of the movement than active deliberation fueled by 

resistance. In these cases, the mobilization of an anti-LGBT resistance can contribute to putting 

the issue on the domestic agenda.  
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics on church authority, answering the EVS question:  

Year Poland (N=3,587) Slovenia (N=3,407) 

Generally speaking, do you think that the churches are giving, in your country, adequate 
answers to the social problems facing our country today? Country means on a scale of 0 to 1 
(Yes) 

1990/91 .80 .64 
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1999 .66 .45 

2008 .60 .39 

Perception of the EU as threatening to national identity, on a scale of 0 to 1 (very 
threatening) 

2008 .64 .43 

Source: EVS (2011) 
 

Figure 1: The Defend the Nation Frame  

 

Translations: (clockwise from left) “These are Fascists?,” “These are Poles?,” “Gay is OK” 
Source: DlaPolski TV [online], November 8, 2011, Available from: http://www.dlapolski.pl/faszysci-polacy 
[Accessed 1 December 2012] 
 
Figure 2: Defending World Society from the LGBT Threat 

 


