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Abstract
Is Europe cascading into fascism? The answer to this question matters for understanding the opposition to gender equality
projects in Europe. The article addresses some of the key concepts needed to answer this question. Is ‘fascism’ or ‘author-
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from European history, but Europe has not yet reached its levels of violence. The qualifier ‘authoritarian’ is not needed
for ‘neoliberalism’ since it generates a trajectory towards violence. Some conceptual work is required in order to develop
‘neoliberalism’ to encompass ‘gender’ and ‘violence’, but there are bodies of work that support such a development. In-
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Keywords
Europe; fascism; gender; violence

Issue
This article is part of the issue “The Feminist Project under Threat in Europe”, edited by Mieke Verloo (Radboud University,
The Netherlands) and David Paternotte (Université Libre de Bruxelles, Belgium).

© 2018 by the author; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

Is Europe cascading into fascism? This question is becom-
ing central to understanding the opposition to gender
equality projects in Europe. This article addresses some
of the key concepts needed to answer this question. Is
the turn away from social democracy best thought of as
fascism, or as an intensification of neoliberalism or as
authoritarianism? How should variations in gender rela-
tions be conceptualised at a macro level, in addition to
the meso and micro, so that they can be included in this
discussion? How can violence, which is so important in
the constitution of gender relations and the opposition
to feminism and gender equality, be included in the con-
ceptualisation of major social changes?

These questions are posed in the context of a turn
to the right in Europe that opposes the gender equal-
ity project. This rightward turn could be benchmarked
against the rise of fascism in Europe a century ago after

a financial crash, recession, cuts in government expen-
diture, and exacerbation of national/ethnic/religious di-
visions. Fascism is a multi-faceted far right project that
includes opposition to gender equality and the use of vi-
olence to pursue its ends. However, are concepts other
than fascism, such as neoliberalism or authoritarianism,
more appropriate for today?

Debates on changes in neoliberalism (Bruff, 2014;
Streeck, 2014) and the possibility of fascism (Robinson
& Barrera, 2012) raise questions about the place of vi-
olence in trajectories of decline and the significance of
gender and other inequalities beyond class. ‘Violence’ is
a distinct form of power that is gendered. Addressing ‘Eu-
rope’ concerns not only political economy, but also the
institutions that shape violence. Whether current devel-
opments entail the rise of fascism requires a clarification
of whether the concept of neoliberalism sufficiently ad-
dresses violence as well as political economy. There are
some indications that violence against women and mi-
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noritized groups is increasing. But the concept and anal-
ysis of violence is oftenmarginalised in theories ofmacro
social change (Malešević, 2010;Walby, 2013). The article
addresses the implications for macro level analysis of in-
cluding violence in social theory so that gender can be
fully addressed in current developments.

The significance of gender relations for these issues
is now well established at micro and meso levels, with
scholarship documenting and analysing changes in the
gender equality project and gendered institutions (Abels
& Mushaben, 2012; Ahrens, 2018; Chappell & Waylen,
2013; Jacquot, 2015; Verloo, 2018; Waylen, 2007). At
the macro level, there has been some development of
the analysis of gender (Connell, 1987; Lewis, 1992; Lom-
bardo, 2017; Walby, 2009). However, there remains con-
siderable segregation of the mainstream and gender
fields at the macro level of analysis. The purpose of the
article is to contribute to developing a synthesis that will
more adequately enable gender issues to be included in
the debates about current societal transformation at a
macro level of analysis.

2. Social Democratic, Neoliberal, Authoritarian
or Fascist?

2.1. Introduction

The starting assumption is that it is possible to distinguish
between different forms of society at a macro level and
that these are gendered. Assessing which conceptual dis-
tinctions are most important requires consideration as
to where the boundary between them should be drawn.
The criteria for making this assessment include not only
those usedby the ‘mainstream’ but also the ability to cap-
ture distinctions relevant for ‘gender’, which requires ad-
dressing ‘violence’.

There are at least three alternatives to conceptualis-
ing, at a macro level, the current turn to the right in Eu-
rope away from social democracy: neoliberalism; author-
itarianism; and fascism. For the understanding of current
changes, it is important to deploy concepts that can ad-
dress violence as well as the polity, economy and civil so-
ciety. Each of the macro concepts invokes a different po-
sitioning of violence in relation to other forms of power.
Similarly, it is important to deploy concepts that can ad-
dress gender and intersecting inequalities.

2.2. Neoliberalism

The concept of ‘neoliberalism’ has been deployed to sig-
nify right-moving projects and social formations (Harvey,
2005). But its relevance to the contemporary situation
is weakened by its focus on political economy to the rel-
ative neglect of violence and by its focus on class to the
relative neglect of gender and other intersecting inequal-
ities. Can the concept be stretched so that it more ade-
quately includes violence and gender, or should a differ-
ent concept be used?

Neoliberalism is a political project, which has in some
places become a governmental programme and in some
a type of social formation. The social scientific approach
to the analysis of neoliberalism as a project, govern-
mental programme and social formation has typically
been focused on political economy; but there are at-
tempts to widen the concept. This raises issues con-
cerned with the internal coherence of the concept, and
its relationship with violence and with gender and inter-
secting inequalities.

The early articulation of neoliberalism in its own
terms can be found in the work of Hayek (1944/2001)
and Friedman (1962/2002). Neoliberalism draws on tra-
ditional liberalism in its central tenet that the purifica-
tion of markets from interference is the best route to
economic efficiency and political freedom; but goes be-
yond this in explicitly seeking the support of the state
to achieve pure markets. It is important to take this se-
riously in its own terms as well as to analyse its contra-
dictions (Gane, 2014). There is a fundamental tension
between the rhetoric of seeking to remove state regu-
lation of economic markets and the practice of utilising
the power of the state to makemarkets. Despite the role
of neoliberal beliefs about markets in the causation of
the financial and economic crisis, these remains hege-
monic within mainstream economics (Crouch, 2011), al-
though heterodox approaches have long existed (Minsky,
1986/2008). There are variations in the development of
neoliberalism in practice (Brenner, Peck, & Theodore,
2010; Ong, 2006; Peck, 2010), but market fundamental-
ism remains its core.

Applying the concept of neoliberalism to the Euro-
pean Union (EU), Streeck (2014) sees only a process of
de-democratisation, increasing inequality, and the EU as
having become a neoliberal machine. But, this depends
on his use of a lens narrowed to class. This account of
the EU is challenged when gender is brought into focus.
Can the reach of the macro level concept of neoliberal-
ism be widened to include gender and other inequalities
to assist analysis of changes in the EU?

Most of the scholarship on gender and Europe has
focused on the meso level of changes in specific gen-
dered institutions (Cavaghan, 2017; Chappell & Waylen,
2013), although there are significant exceptions. Among
the genderedmacro-oriented analysis there are three ap-
proaches. The first treats neoliberalism as if it were con-
temporary capitalism and does not make significant dis-
tinctions between varieties of capitalism. It treats EU eco-
nomic policy as if it is in evitable tension with EU social
policy. This approach rejects, often implicitly rather than
explicitly, the notion that there is more than one variety
of capitalism. Since the premise here is that there are dif-
ferences in the forms of capitalism, this approach is not
further discussed. The second approach focuses on the
gendered division of labour between domestic carework
(or reproduction) and waged work (or production) and
identifies variations in how this is organised at a macro
level (and is discussed below). The third identifies distinc-
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tive forms of gender regimes and includes not only polit-
ical economy but also violence at a macro level (and is
discussed and developed in the rest of the article).

The second approach to the macro level conceptual-
isation of gender in Europe has often focused on vari-
eties of households, on whether there is a sole bread-
winner or dual earners (Lewis, 1992) and the role of
the welfare state in this (Jenson, 1997), or on the bal-
ance between production and reproduction in women’s
work (Elson, 2002). This challenged the mainstream ac-
count of welfare state regimes as led by class relations
(Esping-Andersen, 1990), but has not become fully in-
tegrated (Emmenegger, Häusermann, Palier, & Seelib-
Kaiser, 2012), despite empirical scholarship showing the
complex inter-relationship of gender and class relations
(Schäfer & Gottschall, 2015), and the significance of new
forms of organisation of care involving markets as well
as states (Gottfried, 2015). Attempts to gender European
integration theory face similar challenges: on the one
hand the empirical evidence of the significance of gen-
dermight be consideredoverwhelming (Abels&MacRae,
2016); on the other, in so far as the challenge pulls back
from addressing the conceptualisation of themacro level
(Bieling & Diez, 2016), it is not transformative of the
mainstream. Hence, the analysis here draws largely on
the scholarship that contributes to the re-gendering of
the macro level (Lombardo, 2017; Mahon, 2010; Walby,
2009; Wöhl, 2014).

2.3. Authoritarianism

The significance of violence is a challenge to those who
confine the concept of ‘neoliberal’ to political economy.
Bruff (2014) responds to this challenge by arguing for the
qualification of the term ‘neoliberal’ by ‘authoritarian’:
‘neoliberal authoritarianism’. Wacquant (2009, 2010) ad-
dresses it by extending the concept of neoliberalism to
include state coercion. However, neither Bruff nor Wac-
quant significantly address issues of gender.

There are well-developed literatures on violence
against women (Krizsan & Popa, 2010; Weldon & Htun,
2012; Zippel, 2006), and on gender and security (Guer-
rina, Chappell, & Wright, 2018; Kronsell, 2016), but nei-
ther have yet been integrated into mainstream accounts
of macro level variations in society.

One response to the traditionally narrow definition
of the concept ‘neoliberalism’ is to use the term ‘author-
itarian’ in order to signal the significance of a coercive
state, of violence and of themove to securitisation. Bruff
(2014) develops a concept of ‘authoritarian neoliberal-
ism’, thereby qualifying neoliberalism with the term ‘au-
thoritarian’. He argues that it is ‘qualitatively distinct’, cit-
ing the ‘increasingly punitive nature of penal and crim-
inal policy: under authoritarian neoliberalism dominant
social groups are less interested in neutralizing resistance
and dissent via concessions and forms of compromise
that maintain their hegemony, favouring instead the ex-
plicit exclusion and marginalization of subordinate so-

cial groups through the constitutionally and legally en-
gineered self-disempowerment of nominally democratic
institutions, governments, and parliaments’ (Bruff, 2014,
p. 116). Bruff thus argues for the importance of coercion;
and that this should be recognised by this concept.

The advantage of the concept ‘authoritarian’ is that
it addresses the decrease in democratic depth that is oc-
curring in the real world and the significance of the re-
lationship between state and civil society in this change
thereby opening the door to a consideration of the signif-
icance of coercion. However, the disadvantage of this for-
mulation is that it de-links the development of coercion
and de-democratisation from the project of neoliberal-
ism, as if it were possible to have neoliberalism without
these developments (Wacquant, 2009, 2010).

Wacquant (2009, 2010) extends the concept of ne-
oliberalism to address the development a punitive crimi-
nal justice state. Rather than seeing the developing puni-
tive nature of penal practices as either a ‘culture of con-
trol’ (Garland, 2001) or in tension with the rest of the
state (Bourdieu, 1994), Wacquant interprets the turn of
the state from penal welfare to a punitive approach as
a core part of the neoliberal project. It is necessary to
contain, control and punish the poor that are generated
by the neoliberal project in government: ‘a proactive pe-
nal system is…a constituent component of the neolib-
eral Leviathan’ (p. 200). Wacquant understands his anal-
ysis as breaking away from a ‘thin economic conception
of neoliberalism’ (p. 200); and that ‘neoliberalism en-
tails the enlargement and exaltation of the penal sector’
(p. 211). Implicit inWacquant’s account is the notion that
those who are imprisoned are the victims of the capital-
ist system. However, some of these imprisoned people
are perpetrators of violence, including violence against
women (Walby, Towers, & Francis, 2016) and against mi-
noritized groups (Ray & Smith, 2001). The complexity of
these multiple inequalities of gender as well as of class
eludes Wacquant. This is despite a well-developed field
on gender and violence (discussed below in the section
on violence).

As Walby (2009, 2015) shows, there is a link be-
tween neoliberalism and violence because the increased
inequalities generated by neoliberalism generate in-
creased violence. Indeed, as Walby argues, neoliberal-
ism, while purporting to shrink the state in relation to
the economy, grows it in relation to violence, produc-
ing a larger and more coercive state, not a smaller state
thereby producing the things it rhetorically claims to op-
pose. The conclusion is thus that since neoliberalism gen-
erates a coercive state, despite its rhetoric of promoting
a small state; it is not necessary to qualify the term ne-
oliberalism with authoritarian to capture this.

2.4. Fascism

‘Fascism’ is a further potential concept. Most analyses
of fascism have been centred on Nazi Germany, extend-
ing to adjacent European countries in the middle of the
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twentieth century (Mann, 2004). The potential applica-
tion to the current period has been largely tentative
(Robinson & Barrera, 2012).

Mann (2004, p. 13) defines fascism as ‘the pursuit
of a transcendent and cleansing nation-statism through
paramilitarism’, thereby invoking five concepts: nation-
alism, statism, transcendence, cleansing and paramili-
tarism. Threaded through is the concept of violence,
which is an instrument of the project of creating the
purity of the nation-state. It includes violence from be-
low, as well as by an authoritarian state. Mann’s account
of fascism is centred empirically on mid-twentieth cen-
tury Europe.

Robinson and Barrera (2012, p. 8) identify the ‘proto-
fascist’ response to the current crisis as involving ‘mili-
tarism, extreme masculinisation, racism, the search for
scapegoats (such as immigrant workers and Muslims in
the USA and Europe) and mystifying ideologies’. They do
not think that there is yet fascism in the USA or Europe,
but that there are ‘fertile bases for projects of twenty-
first century fascism’ (2012, p. 10). ‘States resort to a
host of mechanisms of coercive exclusion: mass incarcer-
ation and prison-industrial complexes, pervasive polic-
ing, repressive anti-immigrant legislation, manipulation
of space in new ways so that both gated communities
and ghettos are controlled by armies of private secu-
rity guards and technologically advanced surveillance sys-
tems, and ideological campaigns aimed at seduction and
passivity through petty consumption and fantasy’. These
processes are linked to a ‘global capitalism’ associated
with an expanded ‘global superfluous population’ (p. 16).
‘Criminalisation of the structurally marginalised and the
militarisation of their control are major mechanisms of
pre-emptive containment’.

The advantage of the concept is that it explicitly ad-
dresses the use of violence by the state and groups in
civil society to pursue the goals of ‘purity’ that apply to
all forms of social relations and inequalities, including na-
tion, ethnicity, religion, gender, sexuality and disability. It
implies a total societal formation, not only a focus on the
state, though that is often its main site of analysis. The
disadvantage is that, for some, it is a term that is specific
to time and place of Germany and Italy in the 1930s and
its extension can be considered not only historically inac-
curate but also ‘culturally’ offensive.

In Europe, the concept of fascism has resonance
and utility. There may be no actually-existing European
example today, but fascism in European history pro-
vides a point of reference and comparison for contem-
porary theorising.

2.5. Social Democracy

The fourth variety of society considered here is that of
social democracy. It may be that it is more historic than
currently developing, but it is important both to bench-
mark the past and to maintain an imaginary, or vision, of
an alternative future. Social democracy can be concep-

tualised as a project, programme and social formation
that is the ‘other’ to neoliberalism. Traditionally, the lead
concepts have focused on political economy and class
(Streeck, 2014), with violence and gender often left out
of focus. However, there has long been a literature that
has sought to demonstrate the significance of gender
and feminism for the construction of social democracy
(Durbin, Page, & Walby, 2017; Huber & Stephens, 2000;
Mahon, 2010). The significance of feminism is often un-
derestimated, partly because it is insufficiently visible in
the public domain, and partly because of an overly re-
strictive definition of feminism that limits it to identity-
based practices and omits broader coalitions between
feminist and other progressive forces (Walby, 2011). So-
cial democracy is an important ‘other’ to neoliberalism
and fascism, and remains an important benchmark, even
if few if any actually existing societal formations come
close to its realisation today.

3. Violence

Violence has been increasing in Europe in recent years:
the increased practice and salience of violence are part
of the changes in Europe under assessment. Within the
varieties of societal forms discussed in the previous sec-
tion, violence might be considered core to fascism, rou-
tine in authoritarianism, collateral damage for neoliberal-
ism, and less common in social democracy. Variations in
society are constituted by variations in violence as well
as in political economy. The assessment of the form of
society is significantly dependent upon the extent and
significance of violence. Violence is a constituent part of
the gender regime; so, changes in gendered violence are
changes in gender inequality. The increase in violence is
one part of the threat to the feminist project of gender
equality. Violence concerns not only crime, but also war,
peace and security. The response of the state to violence
and to perceptions of violence is part of the institution
of violence. Integrating the insights from gender analysis
about violence into the theorisation of macro changes
in society is challenging. It requires addressing: the con-
ceptualisation of violence, the link between violence and
gender; and the link between variations in violence and
other institutional domains.

3.1. The Concepts of Violence and Security

Violence is a core component of the concepts of crime,
peace, war and security. There are several different
forms of violence: inter-personal, e.g., violent crime;
group, e.g., terrorism, genocide; state, e.g., capital pun-
ishment; harsh policing; inter-state, e.g., war. The con-
cepts of violence and security overlap: in some disci-
plines, violence is the term most often used, for exam-
ple, criminology and sociology; in others it is security, for
example, political science and international relations.

Definitions of violence in use in the social sciences
range frombroad (Bourdieu, 1994; Galtung, 1996) to nar-
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row (Collins, 2008). Broad approaches that effectively
equate violencewith other forms of power or harmmake
it hard if not impossible to analyse what causes violence,
since the various concepts for power are merged into
one (Walby, Towers, & Francis, 2014). By contrast, a nar-
rower, more specific approach, enables analysis of the
relationship between violence and other forms of power.
The specificity of violence as a form of harm is that it in-
volves the physical and involves intention (Walby et al.,
2017). Violence is here conceptualised as an institution
(Walby, 2009). Institutions embed practices associated
with violence. An institution is a self-reproducing system;
it reproduces regardless of the agency, intention or the
individuals who make up the institution. Violence is an
institutional domain in which diverse types of violence
are inter-connected, approximately equivalent to institu-
tional domains of economy, polity and civil society. For
example, if the rate of one form of violence is high, then
the rate of other forms of violence is also likely to be
high. The institution of violence includes actions and re-
actions; practices and responses; deployment and regu-
lation. States usually respond to violence in civil society
and by other states. States may use violence to attempt
to end violence, or they may deploy other repertoires
of action.

The concept of ‘security’ can contain explicit or im-
plicit reference to violence. Traditionally, the concept of
security referred to inter-state relations and was focused
on war. There are variations in the extent to which vio-
lence is used in externally facing security strategies; and
the EU has developed a Security Strategy that is less de-
pendent on violence than that of the USA (Smith, 2003).
The concept of security has sometimes been extended
to include non-state relations (Kaldor, 2007), internal re-
lations concerning unnecessary harm and those on the
boundary of internal and external relations (Bigo, 2006).
Security strategies often contain theories of violence, de-
fined narrowly or broadly: ‘hard’ security strategiesmore
invoke violence than ‘soft’ security strategies. The ability
to define a situation as in need of a security response is
an important form of political power (Buzan, Wæver, &
de Wilde, 1998).

3.2. Gender, Violence and Security

Violence and security are gendered. Within inter-
personal violence, this has been addressed as gender-
based violence and violence against women (Kelly, 1988;
Walby et al., 2015;Walby et al., 2017); sometimes includ-
ing analysis of the varied role of the polity (Lewis, Dobash,
Dobash, & Cavanagh, 2001), including its European di-
mension (Krizsan & Popa, 2010; Zippel, 2006). A signif-
icant body of literature on the significance of gender
for security has developed, with special attention to the
transnational level (Guerrina et al., 2018; Kronsell, 2016).

Violence is a constituent part of the gender
regime: cause and consequence of gender inequality
(Walby, 2009).

3.3. Variations in Violence and Coercion

Violence is endemic in society; but there are impor-
tant variations in the rate of violence and in state re-
sponses to it. There is evidence of current increases in
violence (Walby et al., 2016). Variations in rates of vi-
olence have been linked to: economic and political in-
equality (Merton, 1938); the modernisation of the state
(Weber, 1922/1968); and crisis and social change (Gram-
sci, 1971).

Although there has been a long-run decline in vio-
lent crime, there is evidence of a current increase. There
had been a long-run decrease in violence over centuries
in Europe (though with some fluctuations), according to
empirical data on homicide rates (Eisner, 2001; Pinker,
2011). However, there is also a recent increase in in-
terpersonal violence and in terrorism. Violent crime has
been increasing since the economic crisis of 2008, at
least in England and Wales, driven by an increase in vi-
olence against women and domestic violence according
to evidence from theCrime Survey for England andWales
(Walby et al., 2016). There was a spike in hate crime im-
mediately following the Brexit Referendum in the UK on
23 June, 2016, with a significant increase in on-line re-
ports to police (National Police Chiefs’ Council, 2016).

Variations in state violence and coercion towards in-
dividuals are complex. Traditionally, it has been argued
that the stronger the state and the rule of law, the less
likely is violence between citizens; a process that has
been increasing with ‘modernity’ as the state acquires
a monopoly of legitimate violence in its territory (Tilly,
1990; Weber, 1922/1968). The link between modernity
and violence is reinterpreted by Elias (1939/1994) as the
development of individual self-control in individuals that
is consequent on structural changes in the state. This
link between modernity and self-control, which gener-
ates lower levels of violence, is apparently offered em-
pirical support by Eisner (2001) and Pinker (2011) and is
central to the theory of crime of Gottfredson and Hirschi
(1990). The reduction in overt punishment by the state
and its replacement with discipline is further developed
by Foucault (1991). Foucault provides an account of a
move away from a visibly coercive state (public execu-
tions) towards processes of disciplining in a range of in-
stitutions (from prisons to clinics) and most recently the
self-securitisation of citizens.

The rate of violence is linked to levels of inequal-
ity. The association between violence and economic
inequality is robustly established in empirical studies
(Chiricos, 1987; Fajnzylber, Lederman, & Loayza, 2002;
Hsieh & Pugh, 1993; Pratt & Cullen, 2005). Violence is
associated with a range of inequalities, including gender
(Walby et al., 2016) and ethnicity (Ray & Smith, 2001).
The rate of violence is linked not only to economic in-
equality, but also to political inequality. The rate of femi-
cide (killing of women) is lower in countries where there
is a higher proportion of women in parliament (Walby,
2009, p. 299).
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Violence is an institution: practices of violence are
interconnected and form a single institutional domain.
There is a correlation between the level of different
forms of violence: the more of one form, the more of
other forms (Walby, 2009). Violence is an institutional do-
main that is shaped by the other institutional domains of
economy, polity and civil society.

While the relationship between violence and inequal-
ity is robustly established, the directionality of this vio-
lence is challenging to many traditional theorisations of
violence. The traditional assumption in criminology has
been that violent crime is largely perpetrated by the dis-
advantaged against the advantaged (Merton, 1938). This
has been challenged by evidence of the extent of vio-
lence against women (Kelly, 1988; Walby et al., 2014)
and of hate crime against groups minoritized through
ethnicity, religion, sexuality, disability and other charac-
teristics (Ray, 2011). Variations in use of violence by the
state (including the police) are associated with the depth
of democracy: the more democratic the less coercive
(Mansley, 2014; della Porta, 1995). Making violence vis-
ible changes the perceived direction of the violence be-
tween the powerful and the weak, defined in relation to
multiple regimes of inequality.

3.4. Implications for Theorising Europe

How is the increase in violence to be theorised in anal-
yses of the turn to the right in Europe? Paying atten-
tion to the nature of the inequalities and to processes of
democratisation and de-democratisation is important.

The long fall in violence in Europe is reversing, driven,
at least in Britain, by violence against women since
the economic crisis of 2008 and against ethnic minori-
ties during the political crisis of 2016; further there is
widespread perception of an increased threat of terror-
ism. This rise in violence and in the perception of vi-
olence is part of the turn to the right. The modality
of the state response to violence is complex and con-
tradictory: it has been changing towards a more puni-
tive criminal justice system in response to violent crime
and increased securitisation in response to terrorism;
but it has also involved response to gendered demo-
cratic pressures to intervene against rather than ignore
violence against women. Changes in violence and the
state have a gender dimension (the increase in violent
crime is driven by violent crime against women) and a na-
tional/ethnic/religious dimension (the scapegoating of
immigrants and asylum seekers).

The explanation of this change requires a theoreti-
cal framework in which violence has a significant place
and one that can address its strongly gendered and eth-
nic/religious/national dimensions. A theoretical frame-
work in which there is a continuum between social
democracy and neoliberalism could stretch to encom-
pass violence and societal variation. The separate iden-
tification of a form of society centred on ‘authoritarian-
ism’ is not necessary, since the trajectory of neoliberal-

ism includes the generation of coercive state capacity.
The separate identification of ‘fascism’ is useful as a his-
torical benchmark against which current developments
can be compared.

4. Europe, Gender Regimes, and Society

Analysing changes in Europe concerning gender inequal-
ity requires theorising Europe as a society, not only a
polity, or economy, or civil society, but also including vi-
olence. This also requires theorising gender at a macro
level, as well as micro and meso levels.

Theorising changes in gender in Europe requires a
theory of Europe as a society as well as a set of politi-
cal institutions.Most current analyses of Europe focus on
political institutions; although there are accounts of Eu-
rope that consider a broader range of social institutions.
While Europe is often today theorised through the lens of
politics or political economy, it was once understood as
a wider set of institutions which included violence and
civil society. Earlier discussions on the EU and violence
focused on the emergent EU as a peace project (Haas,
1958; Hallstein, 1973); while today the EU has an Area
of Freedom, Security and Justice. The EU is restructuring
in response to the crisis. This has major implications for
gender and other inequalities, although these are rarely
explicit in the official texts.

The relative neglect of inequalities other than class
in analyses of Europe is beginning to be addressed, al-
though there is a tendency for the literatures on gender
and class to be segregated (Kantola & Lombardo, 2017).
It is important to address the nature and significance of
the intersection of multiple inequalities (Verloo, 2006;
Walby, 2009).

4.1. Beyond Europe as Polity

Much analysis of the EU focuses on its political institu-
tions. This includes the debate on the tension between
member states and the EU-level in the discussions on EU
integration (Milward, 1992; Moravcsik, 1993), which has
a significant gender dimension (Abels & MacRae, 2016;
Lombardo & Forest, 2011). Additional institutions and di-
mensions to ‘Europe’ and to ‘integration’ need to be con-
sidered in addition to these political institutions (Boje,
van Steenbergen, & Walby, 1999; Zielonka, 2006).

4.2. Beyond Europe as Political Economy

The development of political institutions takes place in
a wider environment, including political economy. The
political economy of scale and globalisation at the inter-
section of geography and other social sciences (Brenner
et al., 2010; Harvey, 2005) offers much to the analysis
of Europe even if that is not always its substantive focus.
The contribution of political economy is to reposition de-
bates about states as affected by the wider restructuring
of the political economy. European member states and
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the EU are challenged to address global processes, not
only national or regional ones. The greater mobility of
global capital than labour shapes the balance of power
and negotiated outcomes at the political level.

These debates tend to underestimate the signifi-
cance of violence/security and of gender and other in-
equalities beyond class. This is despite a major debate
on the changes in gendered divisions of labour (Lewis,
1992) and childcare (Mahon, 2010), which involves the
structuring of the fiscal, which is of significance for the
gendered welfare state.

4.3. Europe and Violence

With authority derived from the 2006 Treaty of Lisbon,
the EU has been developing plans for ever deeper union
that concern not only the Single European Market but
also the European Area of Freedom, Security and Justice,
which addresses violence and security. The European
Commission (2017)White Paper on the Future of Europe:
Reflections and Scenarios for the EU27 by 2025 offers op-
tions for potentially deepening cooperation in decision-
making. This includes decision-making on security, on
Schengen, migration, foreign policy and defence. While
the European Commission (2017) pays little direct atten-
tion to equalities issues in these documents, they are of
enormous significance for them because the subsidiar-
ity boundary is gendered. The subsidiarity boundary is
gendered, because the gendering of decision-making at
the EU-level is different from the gendering of decision-
making atmember state level. So, changes in the location
of the subsidiarity boundarywill be affected by variations
in the gender composition and priorities in these differ-
ent locations.

The Treaty of Lisbon expanded EU competence to en-
hance an Area of ‘freedom, security and justice’. These
goals were to be met through a mix of ‘mutual recog-
nition’ aided by limited harmonisation of laws and prac-
tices; and the creation of decision-making capacity at EU-
level. These competences have been mobilised to har-
monise and develop legislation (Directives) on issues con-
cerning gender-based violence, especially where there is
an identifiable cross-border element.

Whether the enhancement of these EU-level powers
over violencewill bematched by an increase in the depth
of gendered democracy or not is in question. The current
insurgency from the right make this restructuring of the
EU a precarious moment from an equalities perspective.
Progressive gender forces potentially make a difference
to the outcome; but these are challenging times for the
feminist project. The theorisation of the EU requires the
inclusion of violence situated in the context of changes
in polity, economy and civil society.

4.4. Europe as Society

The theorisation of Europe as society (rather than polity
or political economy) has a long history. One of the most

important is Haas (1958), which focuses on the poten-
tial ‘spillover’ from one institution to another, that might
lead to a form of European integration that is less prone
to war and other forms of violence. From this perspec-
tive, the EU was invented so that never again would Eu-
rope experience war and holocaust. It was a project of
intellectuals and politicians, of an epistemic community,
jointly constructing a theory and a practice to realise this
vision. The purpose of the EU was not to make money,
but tomake peace. The route to peace was circuitous. Al-
though the target was clear―the nationalisms that had
become militarised nationalisms in pursuit of states and
purity, which were theorised as leading to war and holo-
caust―there was complexity in how the erosion of the
nation-state projects was to be achieved. It was felt that
there would be insufficient political support for such a
project―the erosion of the nation-state―if it were to
be directly proposed to the people of Europe in a demo-
cratic decision-making process. Instead, the project was
to create the circumstances over the longer-term that
would lead to regular crises that could only be resolved
by ever closer union and which would generate the con-
sent in civil society for this trajectory. Economic growth
was not the end in itself. Economic unity was for a higher
purpose, to generate the political conditions for the ero-
sion of the nation-state project that had led to war and
holocaust (Haas, 1958; Hallstein, 1969/1973). This ap-
proach entails a theory of society. It was not just a theory
of political institutions. Not just a theory of political econ-
omy. Nor a free-standing theory of violence. Rather, a
theory of society as a social system in which institutions
of economy, politics, civil society and violence had mu-
tual implications for each other. Within this approach to
Europe as a potential society are ongoing debates as to
the significance of different institutions for the whole, in-
cluding that of the strengthening of democratic institu-
tions (Habermas, 2012). While many of the mainstream
texts on Europe as a multi-institutional society engage
but little with the gender dimension, there are excep-
tions (Boje et al., 1999).

4.5. Mainstreaming Gender into Macro Level Analysis
of Europe

Understanding changes in gender relations in Europe re-
quires the utilisation of gender as a macro level con-
cept as well as one at the meso level. Much macro level
analysis of changes in Europe has used concepts and
frameworks in which gender has beenmarginalised. The
earlier discussion of concepts of neoliberalism, authori-
tarian neoliberalism, fascism and society democracy re-
peatedly noted the absence or marginal presence of
gender relations. There has been much significant anal-
ysis of changes in gender relations at the meso level
of specific institutions (Chappell & Waylen, 2013; Lown-
des & Roberts, 2013; Waylen, 2007). But it is also nec-
essary for gender to be addressed at the macro level
of abstraction.
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It is necessary to mainstream gender into the macro
level concepts to improve the theorisation of large
scale changes in Europe. This means mainstreaming gen-
der into the debates on the varieties of society as so-
cial democratic, neoliberal, authoritarian or fascist. This
means engaging with these concepts rather than in-
venting new concepts for variations only in gender rela-
tions. Developing macro level concepts that are specific
to gender relations (for example, types of breadwinner
regimes) is not a viable strategy for mainstreaming gen-
der into macro level social theory. It is necessary to have
concepts that grasp both the specificity of variations in
gender relations and variations in other sets of social re-
lations including class simultaneously.

The concept of gender regime, and the distinction be-
tween its varieties at a macro level developed by Walby
(2009) offers a way forward.

The development of the EU does not only concern
specific political institutions, but is part of the restruc-
turing of the relationship between political institutions,
economy, civil society and violence. This development re-
structures regimes of inequality, even if equalities issues
are not foregrounded in the public debates. The restruc-
turing of political institutions in times of crisis is not only
‘normal’ for the EU, but also written into the design of its
architecture. This requires a theory of Europe as a soci-
ety, not only as a polity or political economy.

To address this multiplicity of social relations it is
necessary to revise the concept of social system using
complexity theory, as in Walby (2009). In this approach,
each system takes all others as its environment. This
practice, derived from Bertalanffy (1968), simplifies the
analysis of the intersection of multiple inequalities. This
enables the rejection of the assumption that the sys-
tems are nested or in a hierarchical relationship to each
other―that is a matter for investigation. Sometimes sys-
tems can be very closely entwined―coupled. As systems
interact, they mutually adapt―both change, rather than
a one-way causal effect. Systems do not necessarily re-
turn to equilibrium (negative feedback loops) after they
have been destabilised (perturbed)―though they may.
Sometimes systemsmaymove further away fromequilib-
rium (positive feedback loops). A small cause may have a
large effect, especially if a system or interacting systems
are unstable―changes can be non-linear and not propor-
tionate. These are the insights and practices of complex-
ity science, whichmake the analysis of multiple intersect-
ing inequalities more effective (Walby, 2007, 2009).

Addressing the issues of violence and multiple in-
equalities requires a theory of society, not only of politi-
cal institutions or political economy. A theory of society
requires a theory of social systems, which is best devel-
oped drawing on the insights of complexity theory. If the
concept of neoliberalism is to stretch to assist, it needs
to encompass a theory of a neoliberal social formation
(and a contrasting concept, such as social democracy, as
its other); and the dynamics of class and gendermust not
be conflated.

5. Conclusion

It is important to retain the concept of fascism as a
benchmark, at least in Europe. Europe is not fascist now.
Whether it becomes so again is an open question.

The concept of neoliberalism is retained for the
conceptualisation of contemporary Europe, with social
democracy as its main ‘other’. The concept of authori-
tarianism potentially had the advantage of drawing at-
tention to coercion and violence, which are often left
out of focus in discussions of neoliberalism that are cen-
tred on political economy. While it is useful to draw at-
tention to the ‘authoritarian’ features of contemporary
neoliberalism in Europe; this does not require revision
of the term ‘neoliberal’. Indeed, it is better not to treat
authoritarianism as ‘other’ to neoliberal, since authori-
tarian practices by the state are a common outcome of
the trajectory of neoliberalism. At the heart of neolib-
eralism is a contradictory stance towards the state: in
rhetoric, it is reviled and the subject of claims that it will
be reduced so that the market can be freer and thereby
function more efficiently; while, in practice, it is recog-
nised as the necessary instrument to develop markets.
While state engagement in social welfare and security is
reduced by outsourcing to the private sector, state coer-
cive activities are expanded in response to the violence
generated by increasing inequality. As the state reduces
the scope of its traditional monopoly over legitimate vi-
olence by permitting the extraction of profit from ‘secu-
rity’, it increases the likelihood of violence and the desire
to address it through more security (Walby, 2015). This
is a contradiction at the heart of neoliberalism. The con-
cept of neoliberalism should be retained, since it makes
this contradiction more visible than if an alternative con-
cept, such as authoritarianism, is deployed. However,
this does require theorists to develop a full theory of so-
ciety, which includes violence; not one that is narrowly
focused on political economy.

Most of the analysis of neoliberalism that engages
with the social relations of inequality focuses on class
inequalities; reference to other inequalities is minimal.
Most of the analysis of non-class inequalities does not
use the concept of neoliberalism or address the macro-
level. This needs to change, so gender and other inequal-
ities are included.

The approach here builds on Walby (2009) in treat-
ing inequalities as systems of social relations, as regimes
of inequality. Each of these regimes of inequality is con-
stituted by social relations in four institutional domains:
economy, polity, civil society and violence. Each of these
institutional domains is a system. This conceptual ma-
noeuvre allows for each institutional domain to be consti-
tuted by multiple intersecting regimes of inequality, not
just one.

Thinking about the future of gender equality in Eu-
rope and the nature and significance of projects oppos-
ing it, requires answering the question as to whether
Europe is cascading into fascism. This requires: includ-
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ing gender in macro level concepts of neoliberalism, fas-
cism and social democracy; including violence in theo-
ries of society; and theorising Europe as a society not
only polity.

While fascism is a benchmark, drawn from European
history, against which current developments may be
compared, it is not an appropriate concept to capture the
nature of contemporary Europe. The concept of neoliber-
alism is helpful; but only if it is deepened beyond tradi-
tional political economy to include both the institution of
violence and multiple inequalities beyond class. The dy-
namic interconnections between economy, polity, civil
society and violence need inclusion in the theory, if the
question is to be answered. In short, a concept and the-
ory of society is needed, not just separate institutions.

To theorise Europe requires a theory of society. It re-
quires a theoretical framework that facilitates the con-
ceptualisation of variations in the forms of society. It re-
quires a theoretical framework that engages with the in-
terconnections between institutions of economy, polity,
civil society and violence; not merely focused on one or
two of these. It requires a concept and theory of ‘Eu-
rope’ as a society, not only of the political institutions of
the EU.

The concept of neoliberalism has been useful in pro-
viding a focal point for analyses of changes in capital-
ism, but is under-developed for analysing current devel-
opments. While the theoretical framework in which the
concept of neoliberalism is embedded has a grip on the
processes of removal of democratically developed regu-
lations on capital, there are only a few texts within this
framework that analyse the implications of the rise in de-
ployment of violence by the state and in civil society. Au-
thoritarianism is a potential alternative, but its reach is
relatively narrow partly because of its focus on the state.
Fascism is a fiercer alternative. We are not yet there,
since elections are still being held and violence has not
reached genocidal levels. A potential trajectory towards
fascism can be seen; but there is also resilience. This re-
silience can be under-estimated, not least because of the
relative invisibility of feminism. The concept of neoliber-
alism is often deployed as if violence is not important;
while those of fascism and authoritarianism,more explic-
itly recognise its relevance.

One of the features of current times is the increased
salience of violence. The analysis of regimes of inequality,
including those of gender, too frequently leave violence
out of focus. The project of European integration is of-
ten analysed as if it were focused on economic growth,
but it also significantly concerns violence and security.
Theories of ‘society’ should include violence alongside
economy, polity and civil society. Including violence in
the theorisation of ‘Europe’ is necessary to answer the
question of whether Europe is cascading into fascism.
This requires conceptualising gender at the macro level
of regimes as well as the meso level of institutions. This
requires a renewed theory of society.
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