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BUILDING CITIZENSHIP IN A DIVERSE EUROPEAN UNION 

ABSTRACT 

 

Facing turbulent times, the EU has been forced to surf deep waves of 

inequality, migration, terrorism and populism, all of which are threatening the 

acquis that brought peace and prosperity to Europe, based on 60 years of 

laborious construction. Shared values and sources of a common purpose 

have never been so necessary to provide coherence in a very diverse 

Europe. From the outset, European citizenship was conceptualized as an 

add-on to national citizenship. The European Charter of Fundamental Rights 

added real substance to the rather meager formula introduced by the Treaty 

of Maastricht, but has it been sufficient to inspire the sense of belonging so 

essential to the functioning of democracies? Austerity policies and fears of 

uncontrolled migration have contributed to some of the misunderstanding 

that exists in the relationship between the EU and its citizens. Recognizing 

the need to further develop European citizenship as a dynamic concept, we 

consider how two “people-centered” EU policy domains, focusing on gender 

equality and social innovation, respectively, could be used to generate and 

mobilize a missing sense of belonging.     
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 Allow me to begin with a small thought-experiment. Let us imagine that it is 

2028, and Trip Advisor has just given a five-star rating to a new exhibition in 

Brussels which is attracting millions of visitors from all over the world. Titled 

“Life in the old European Union: the last years of a long peace,” the exhibit 

revisits the ideas behind an earlier exhibition set up in 2013 by the Flemish 

artist, Thomas Bellincki, predicting the disintegration of the EU by 2018. At 

that point, the list of challenges to a united Europe had been getting longer 

each year, starting with 2008 and the first shock of the financial crisis. Many 

artists, political scientists, journalists and philosophers had been envisioning 

an apocalyptic picture of what was likely to happen if the European Union 

were to disappear. They hoped, back then, that people would value the EU 

enough to react, but in 201, no one seemed to care .   

 Ten years later, by 2028, those earlier fears appear to be water under the 

bridge: BREXIT had thrown the UK into a major recession, convincing 

millions of Europeans that it was better to be in than out. The multi annual 

freeze on the EU budget that had brought a complete stop to new, EU-funded 

projects showed everyone, that even when EU funding seemed to be 

inadequate, the EU’s redistribution of resources was actually a win- win for 

many. Mayors of cities from all over Europe who used to benefit from the 

special EU migrant-integration fund, which had brought so much new blood 

and creativity into their local workforces, had grown particularly angry with 

their governments. 

 One after the other, the illiberal nationalists whose only contribution was to 

block EU decision-making processes started losing elections big time. The 

ever more, pro-active European credo of President Macron and Chancellor 

Andrea Nahles -- who had taken over from Angela Merkel in 2021 -- was 

largely credited with securing large majorities and re-election victories. This 

was alsothe  case in many other member states, where a dramatic increase 

among women in politics held the promise of cleaner, more efficient ways of 

leading the country. By 2024, the Spitzenkandidat system had resulted in the 

selection of a young Spanish woman as President of the European 

Commission. Powerful winds of change had cleared the path for a different 

type of Europe……or was it the reverse? Had new actors on the European 

scene created these powerful winds of change? 
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Looking back, it appears that it was small, institutional changes which, in fact, 

had made space for new actors who, in turn, introduced powerful new ideas. 

Approved in 2018, member states’ implementation of a new work-life 

balance directive allowed countless women to assume full-time leadership 

positions in politics and the economy, both within member states and at the 

level of European institutions. Tired of the stagnation produced by traditional 

party politics, the younger electorate welcomed the infusion of new people in 

politics, dynamic risk-takers with new ideas.  

One of the first initiatives introduced by the new  EU Commission President 

in 2025 had been to revive the idea of European citizenship in a sovereign 

Europe. She also established a forum, called “Beyond GDP,” which 

recommended many new indicators for measuring economic, social and 

environmental progress, agreed upon by the Council. This new approach  

provided new legitimacy, and more resources, to thousands of citizen 

initiatives, ready, willing and able to put innovations at the heart of a more 

social Europe. Municipalities began to develop caring-indicators, while the 

ostensible disruptions introduced by technological innovation became a 

playground for social innovators whose main goal was to produce well being. 

 Even governments services were permeated by a mass movement of social 

innovations which were envied by many other leaders on the international 

stage. More and more people were inspired by huge data bases 

documenting “good practices,” collected by the European Social Innovation 

Institute based in Athens, whose aim was to develop new processes and 

policies for addressing social issues. Forced for several years between 2008 

and 2018 to deal with a massive influx of  refugees, on top of generalized  

poverty caused by austerity programs, the city of Athens had become a 

pioneer in this field. 

                               xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

Let us return to the reality of 2018. 

It is no secret that since the financial crisis of 2008 – or  perhaps we should 
look back to early warning signs that accompanied the major Central East 
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European enlargement of 2004 – that the European Union has offered very 
weak responses to the many challenges it has had to face.  

The TYPE of remedies it adopted in response to the economic and financial 
crisis beginning in 2008 led to a massive fall in production and, with that, a 
decline in human wellbeing. The influx of refugees and migrants has been 
mismanaged on a grand scale; poor enforcement of its own policies has 
hardly slowed environmental degradation.  Citizens’ combined fears 
regarding technological change and broader economic, political and social 
insecurity has swelled the ranks of irresponsible, populist politicians. The 
nationalist forces and internationalist ideas which have contested the 
legitimacy of EU solidarityii for well over a century have regained not one but 
many audiences. 

Have we really reached the end of an old fashioned European dream, or 
promise, in which unity and diversity could be combined to create prosperity? 
Have we lost the forward momentum needed to achieve “an ever closer 
union,” as professed by Emmanuel Macron? We need Europe, as the French 
President stressed in his Sorbonne speech, “because this is where our battle 
lies, our history, our identity, our horizon, what protects us and gives us a 
future” 
    
 Since you will not want to hear me talk for two and a half hours, and because 
I am not the president of France – although I have not lost hope that a woman 
will assume this position in the near future -- I will not address all of the 
challenges or offer all of the solutions needed to rebuild Europe. Instead, I 
will concentrate on the two issues I know best,” which ironically President 
Macron did not even mention. Both are “people-centered” -- gender equality 
and social innovation – and both can be used as building blocks for an active 
European citizenship.  
 
In the politically “intolerant” and economically austere, neo-liberal  European 
landscape of today, too many actors are challenging gender equality as a 
fundamental value of the EU and as an established EU policy domain. The 
EU has recently taken up the challenge of social innovation, which requires 
us to rethink the relations between state, society and the market – although 
committed European officials are being held back in their efforts to generate 
new models of wellbeing.  
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Both of these policy fields – gender equality and social innovation – share 
extraordinary “transformative” power, and offer a fertile ground for 
understanding how a diverse EU can confront new challenges. Both also 
have the potential to contribute to what Europe needs most: a new mobilizing 
project that can give renewed meaning to the process of integration.  
 
These two policy fields can and should interact with each other, to provide a 
wider picture of a more diverse Europe, capable of finding new ways to 
produce tangible results for its people. They also harbor some of the deepest 
aspirations of Europeans for new models of growth, that will be more 
respectful of people’s dignity and their environment. They can both serve as 
building blocks for the consolidation of European citizenship. But they are 
both fragile as well, facing new forces of societal backlash.  
   
As I illustrated (in a somewhat coded way) in my introductory story, I see 
gender equality and social innovation as two fresh streams for mobilization, 
underpinning the ways in which ever more citizens can become involved in  
weaving the European social fabric. Unfortunately they are being ignored in 
the formal venues reflecting on the future of Europe.  I therefore wish to 
warmly thank the ECSA conference organisers for giving me the opportunity 
to introduce this unusual perspective into your wise and learned assembly. I 
hope you will find that it offers much food for thought. 
 
PART ONE: Creating equality  

Gender equality has been recognized for decades as one of the long-term 
success stories of the EU, which has drawn ever stronger commitment since 
the early 1990s. But it is now facing new challenges, posed by  new actors, 
creating new problems which hold serious consequences for the shaping of 
new policies that will allow us to keep on realizing commitments embedded 
in the Treaties. 
  
The annual colloquium on fundamental rights organized by the European 
Commission in November 2017 concentrated on “Women’s rights in 
turbulent times”. That event showed how concerned EU decision makers are 
regarding the spread of anti-gender ideas and nationalist backlash against 
women’s rights, both of which threaten the principles and commitments 
embedded in the Treaties.  

This colloquium drew on findings laid down in three documents. The first was 
a special Eurobarometer survey, conducted in 2017.iii The second was 
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the EU gender equality index, showing that gender equality has been 
advancing “at a snail pace in all the member states,” during the decade 2005 
to 2015. iv The third was a study compiled by the Fundamental rights 
agency (FRA),v underlining the persistence of gender discrimination and 
gender-based violence, experienced mostly by women and girls, across the 
EU. All three documents suggest that the EU and its member states have 
not done enough to safeguard the dignity and rights of women and girls, 
much less to advance gender equality, in general, “severely limiting their 
ability to enjoy their rights and to participate on an equal footing in society.”  

Backlash? Only the FRA report used this term explicitly, but for many policy 
makers, this event marked a clear realization that -- far from following the 
linear progression that one could have imagined some 15 to 20 years ago – 
one of the EU’s biggest policy success stories, gender equality, is being 
progressively undermined and deconstructed.  

A challenge to democracy  

The threat to women’s advancement represented by the rise of political 
intolerance, neo liberalism, neo nationalist movements and politicians who 
praise “traditional family values” in Europe and North America in particular, 
is real. This translates into an assault on the real lives of women:  Many 
feminists are verbally assaulted on-line on a daily basis, some even receiving 
death threats (s.Strid in M.Verloo). In this very country 1000’s of indigenous 
women went missing for years, and many in the police and non-indigenous 
communities simply ignored the losses. “Masculinists” accuse women of 
using femininity to control men. In one ultimate perversion of the #Me-Too 
facts, a prominent woman in France claimed that “rape can be pleasurable” 
and that sexual harassment is not an offence…, and it was published! This 
cultural backlash advocates the return of a natural gender order in which so-
called traditional family values were imposed by representatives of the state, 
backed by churches, courts, and other institutions. Nor should we forget or 
overlook the blatant sexism now cropping up in public speeches, reignited 
as a reaction to the hashtag Me-Too liberation movement.  

This rising intolerance is a source of concern to a majority of democratically 
minded people everywhere, and rightly so. Having declared gender equality 
a fundamental principle of the EU, the Eu not only has a legitimate right to 
fight it, it also has a moral responsibility to do so. For feminists, the need to 
constantly resist attacks on gender equality is nothing new, although it has 
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taken on a variety of forms over time, as analysed in a recent book edited by 
Mieke Verloo on the  “varieties of opposition” to gender equality in Europevi .  

The dismantling of a strong policy framework 

Over the last 60 years, European countries have steadily moved towards 
greater convergence on gender equality, trending upwards as they sought to 
build a European Union of 28 Member States. It all started with that very 
simple Article 119 on equal pay in the Treaty of Rome (which was sooner 
motivated by fears of economic competitiveness rather than by gender 
fairness). After years of networking and policy-building, European women 
benefit today from a nearly comprehensive set of laws designed to ensure 
their equality in the labour market. It took time but eventually the Commission, 
the European Parliament and a necessary majority among Member-state 
leaders in the Council recognized the wisdom of gender equality (especially 
if they had daughters!). 

Building on the combined strength and expertise of professionals, academics 
and women’s movements working with European institutions, many equality 
provisions were added to the Treaties in the 1990s. One -- gender 
mainstreaming adopted in 1996 -- required them to implement gender 
equality across all EU policy fields. Originally introduced in the Treaty of 
Amsterdam, Article 8 in the Treaty of the European Union now holds that “in 
all its activities the Union shall aim to eliminate inequalities and to 
promote equality between women and men.”  

This provision marked a real milestone in EU policy-making. Unsurprisingly 

its implementation was met with different types of resistance as analysed by 

Sophie Jacquotvii as the transformative potential of gender mainstreaming 

was unfolding. It could lead to massive changes needing huge investments 

(quote my story on trains?).  

The other traditional, yet powerful policy instrument consists of the EU 
directives; there are nine especially significant directives, bolstered by 
recommendations and case-law. It was very significant that the new member 
states were supposed to have adopted all elements of the “acquis” prior to 
the 2004 eastern enlargement. It is just as noteworthy that the Council has 
not adopted a single, new significant piece of equality legislation since they 
were admitted.  
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The last directive, which extended protection against discrimination in the 
provision of goods and services, was agreed upon in 2004viii. Of the three 
directives subsequently presented by the Commission to the Council, one 
has been withdrawn (maternity). Two others are still on hold, waiting for a 
decision with regard to increasing women’s representation on corporate 
boards, and structuring a more equitable work-life balance.  

The Commission has meanwhile continued to produce a Roadmap, a 
Strategy and a “Strategic Engagement” plan every five years.  It finally 
created the European Gender Equality Institute in 2008, but the slow 
dismantling of many gender policies had started years before under the 
previous Commission.  The roll-back process started by suppressing nine 
networks of equality experts.  All national gender equality bodies were 
moreover folded into broader anti-discrimination organs, weakening them in 
the process. President Barroso then abolished the High Group of 
Commissioners whose job it was to monitor gender equality issues in that 
body. Next, he eliminated a specific budgetary line and transferred the very 
effective Gender Equality unit from the Employment and Social Affairs to the 
Justice remit. 

Although these changes were all introduced over a relatively short period of 
time, it is difficult to identify one single reason for it. True, 25-member states 
make it more difficult to achieve consensus than when there were only 15, 
but the failure to reach an agreement on critical new directives on maternity, 
women on corporate boards, and the work life balance owes a lot more to 
austerity policies than to divergent views among the decision-makers. 

Mainstreaming Gender to translate gender equality into reality 

All has not been lost in the Council. Although it has opposed new binding 
legislation so far, there have been a number of political declarations agreeing 
to reaffirm the member-states’ commitment to gender equality.  

As to the Commission, consider Vice President Timmerman’s declaring “I am 
a feminist” …and insisting he is. Then there was Commissioner Vera Jourova, 
responsible for the less triumphant than usual presentation of the annual 
Gender Equality report of 2018; who declared: “many gains in this field are 
being put to the test in the context of persistent economic inequality and 
rising intolerance”, could this be discrete signals of a renewed political 
commitment to equality policy? If it is the case, to what extent? And which 
tools does the Commission intend to use to stop the roll-back? 
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Implementing the Strategic Engagement for Gender Equality is a necessary 
step, but it will not produce sufficient outcomes needed to reestablish EU 
legitimacy in a Community whose image, and citizens, have been badly hurt 
by the financial crisis. The challenge is to reverse the perception among 
Europeans, in general, and among women, in particular, that “Brussels” is 
responsible for nothing but austerity. 

After the crisis 

Almost ten years have passed since the onset of the financial crisis that 
began on this side of the Atlantic. Experts now recognize that women have 
been disproportionally affected, not only by the crisis per se but also by the 
retrograde political responses to it. Economic governance instruments 
designed to limit government expenditures, by imposing fiscal austerity, have 
dominated the European political stage – all in the name of “restoring 
growth.” These fiscal policies have visibly and painfully impacted a wide 
array of social sectors that form the backbone of the various EU welfare 
systems:  public investments in key social services have been reduced; 
public sector jobs held by women have been cut; the institutional 
infrastructures designed to support gender equality have been dismantled. 
Moreover, existing gender inequalities in the labor market, in the housing 
market, among credit institutions supplying business loans, and of course in 
the powerful public finance sector itself: traditional forms of male power have 
been strengthened, limiting opportunities for a new generation of women. 

Feminist economists (Brigitte Youngix) argue that the challenge is to put 
finance at the service of the real economy, including social reproduction. This 
would mean reviewing all financial governance processes through a gender 
lens; it would have to begin by addressing the unequal representation of 
women across all decision-making structures involving private and public 
finance.  

Other gender scholars argue for more radical changes in “Crisis” (2014), 
Sylvia Walby makes a strong case for deepening all democratic institutions 
with gender perspectives. She questions the current growth strategy, arguing 
that growth rates -- as currently defined -- no longer offer a clear indicator of 
rising affluence. “Material prosperity,” she observes, has diminishing returns 
when it comes to happiness and well-being.” Hence the need to develop 
measures of growth that go beyond GDP; this would have a dramatic, 
transformative effect on our understanding of society’s financial and 
economic interests, as they currently exist 
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In an article published two years ago (x), Barbara Helfferich and I compiled 
counterfactual evidence in an effort to see whether the financial crisis would 
have been so long and painful, if macroeconomic management had not been 
dominated by a very homogeneous group of men. We argued that a properly 
implemented gender perspective would have helped to foster sustainable 
economic growth and well-being in Europe, beginning with different 
treatments of debt, budget deficits and investments.  

Trying to come up with an immediate, pragmatic course of action to start 
correcting some of the damage, we suggested that a gender perspective be 
immediately integrated into the European Semester process and the Country 
Specific Recommendations. The next step would be to begin gendering the 
budget (with time-tables and indicators) A third step would be (to return to 
the status quo ante), once again placing gender mainstreaming under the 
political supervision of a High Group of Commissioners. What may sound 
like the transformative promise of gender mainstreaming requires nothing 
more, and nothing less, than implementing the existing Treaty with a 
renewed rigour. 

Social innovation: empowering people, driving change  

Let us now turn to social innovation as another vehicle for “driving change 
by empowering people” Having emerged as a European policy issue over 
the last few years, social innovation is part of an EU effort to provide 
leadership capable of producing a new social model and developing new 
social relations. Its rapid embrace by civil society actors and movements and 
its incorporation into policy initiatives has also met with efforts to block and 
marginalize it wherever the irresistible pursuit of growth for growth takes the 
lead.  

Social innovation rapidly gained ground in European policies from 2008 
onwards, paradoxically when liberal thinking was widespread in European 
Institutions. Policy makers saw social innovation as a way to compensate for 
shrinking social budgets, while addressing new challenges (like ageing, 
migration, poverty, climate change and rapid technological change). They 
could also use it to support technological innovation. 

Because of its wide-ranging scope and ambiguous meanings (it was defined 

inter alia as “new ideas (products, services or models) that simultaneously 

meet social needs, more effectively than alternatives and create new social 

relationships or collaborations”), it was welcomed by the market, the state 
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and civil society actors alike, in a common enthusiasm to embrace innovation 

with a strong human component. It was the right idea at the right time to offer 

“a way forward in coping with the societal challenges and the crisis that the 

EU was facing”xi 

It became the red thread woven through major flagship initiatives of the 
Europe 2020 strategy: It was social, guiding the European platform against 
poverty; it was linked to research, a praised tool for an innovation union. It 
was embraced as part of an “industry union” as a way to get consumers to 
trust technological innovation. It crept into agriculture with the LEADER 
program, as well as into regional policy, to guide urban regeneration. It 
entered the heart of EU policy as one of the levers for the new single market 
act, when Commissioner Michel Barnier included a social business initiative 
in his new internal market program. This latter initiative, bringing together 
other actors in the field, developed tools, new regulations and data, all of 
which culminated in a large event of over 2000 social innovators in 
Strasbourg in January 2014.  

In the space of a few years, the EU had become the major social-innovation 
player worldwide; it was the place where it happened and where research 
was financed -- all together, the EU served as the largest donor in this field.  

However, when the Juncker Commission took over in 2015, announcing in 
the Five Presidents’ Report a social triple A for Europe, i.e. a renewed 
interest for Social policy, the institution’s interest in social innovation 
decreased. Some Commission services continued with programs they had 
started earlier (like the Social Innovation prize, the CAPSxii,the Collective 
Awareness Platforms for Sustainability and Social Innovation, the EASIxiii, 
initiatives for employment and social innovation and a large number of 
research projects under the Horizon program. But they undertook nothing 
new, so coordination disappeared, leaving a lot of issues… unresolved and 
incomplete.   

Driving change 

As of 2018, the concept has not lost any of its relevance: Introducing a 
conference dedicated to social innovation in Lisbon last May, Christine 
Ockrent, a journalist and long time political observer of the European scene 
introduced social innovation as the appropriate response to “a moment of 
urgency where the need to reduce inequalities and combat populism, has 
never been greater.” Ockrent placed SI in the context of the European Pillar 
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for Social rights, just approved by the Council and social partners in 
Goteborg. She also mentionned Emmanuel Macron’s insistence on a 
“Europe that protects.”  

According to actors in the field, there have been some positive shifts over 
the last 10 years: governments now seem more engaged, and there has 
been some remarkable progress in what we know as Social Innovation 
processes, as well as in the professionalisation of grassroots movements.   

 Social innovation is now recognized as an ideal tool for urban renewal.  
Investments and money engineering is becoming more imaginative. Impact 
investment, for instance, is redirecting attention to the societal meaning of 
human actions; as an emerging trend, it is attracting new types of investors. 
Something important is happening also with refugees -- a major area for 
developing social innovations. 

For instance, TECHFUGEES, a tech-community response to the needs of 
refugees was born out of “The emotional and organic commitment of a 
socially conscious generation born in Schengen who experienced Erasmus.” 
This is how Josephine, a young social innovator, described a small group of 
millennials who organized 45 hackathons (marathon for hackers). It engaged 
900 refugees of whom 75% found a job… this initiative is working well, but it 
is not getting enough funding to be sustainable 

In general, the positive signs that change is happening are darkened by first, 

the small proportion of investment in social innovations “which gets the 

crumbs on the table”xiv and also rising populism which is a force against 

everything that Social Innovation stands for. This puts an even greater onus 

on the European Union to take the lead for action to change things at a faster 

pace and on a sufficiently grand scale.  

   

Empowering people 

The empowerment of social actors, coupled with support for the innovations 
they initiate, should be understood as both a mean and an end. It creates 
the space needed to search for solutions that respond to pressing social 
problems and societal challenges. It helps to bring about systemic change 
insofar as it favors collective learning. But also its democratizing effects are 
beneficial in their own right: as people are encouraged to reshape their social 
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and physical environment, they move from being passive consumers of 

goods and services, and as passive voters accepting political programs, to 
becoming co-designers of societal solutions.  

In contrast to gender equality, social innovation is unfortunately not a 

fundamental value or right embedded in the Treaty. Hopes that the significant 

results from research will carry some interest for the issue forward to the next 

budget exercise are not totally insignificant at the moment as the 

Commissioner for research has clearly understood what is at stake.  

Nevertheless, a more systemic approach is needed if EU societies are to 
benefit more fully from social innovations and their transformative nature. 
Such an approach would require, first, a Fund in “patient” capital (not looking 
for short term returns) to ensure that initiatives are not dependent on 
traditional money markets. Secondly, we need a re-evaluation of social and 
environmental assets as driving forces in the economy. A few years ago, I 
remember writing: “The debate on indicators of growth beyond GDP may 
come as a formidable opportunity to complement the systemic changes 
which social innovation could create to address the challenges faced by 
European societies.” I still hold the same belief. 

PART THREE: building an inclusive Citizenship 

The turbulent developments producing set-backs in relation to gender 
equality and social innovation illustrate both the volatility of policies in a 
diverse and challenged Union. But hopefully they also help us to appreciate 
all the more the significance of policies that can produce a sense of 
belonging and common purpose.  

With a view to limiting the volatility, on the one hand, and hoping to integrate 
new ideas into the sense of belonging and common purpose, on the other, I 
would like to suggest, as a last step, that we take a fresh look at the concept 
of European citizenship.  

When they are asked, as part of Eurobarometer surveys, a majority of 

Europeans say they feel attached to the European Union (more men 57% 

than women 55% feel attached to the EU). The reasons for their attachment 

are: Peace amongst Member States and the free movement of people, 

goods and services. When asked about the values they hold, many mention 

tolerance, trust and solidarity as being the most important and 70% of the 
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respondents to the European Values Survey want to teach their children 

tolerance and respect for other people. This is in contrast with the weakening 

of social bonds, the decline of civic life and loss of social cohesion argued 

by politicians and religious leaders to promote security policies and a moral 

order. Let’s accept that both framework can coexist in a diverse Europe. 

This said, turnout for European elections are low and decreasing at every 

election. No one wants to consider possible ideas for Treaty changes that 

could trigger even more appalling referendum results, especially after the 

Brexit vote. This is not sustainable 

When the European Union was first agreed to include its own citizenship 
concept in the Maastricht Treaty of 1993, it provided a limited set of rights 
intended to SUPPLEMENT the citizenship rights of member states. Article 8 
originally foresaw:  

--   the right to move and reside freely within the EU; 
 -- the right to be protected by the diplomatic and consular authorities of any 
other EU country; 
-- the right to petition the European Parliament and to complain to the 
European ombudsman; 
-- and even the right to vote for and stand as a candidate in European and 
municipal elections.  
 
At the time, it seemed like a giant step forward towards an ever closer 
“political Union,” replacing a mere European Economic Community. Having 
incorporated the Charter of Fundamental Rights and the “citizens’ initiative” 
mechanism, the Lisbon Treaty consolidated the idea that being a European 
citizen was about creating and ensuring rights. It remained sufficiently limited, 
however, to ensure that Europe not be perceived as replacing the nations it 
represented. Yet curiously, European elections remain national, reflecting a 
strange game of old-fashioned power and sovereignty. 
 

Another way to consider European citizenship in the 21st century would be 
to embrace a construct imagined at the time of the Maastricht Treaty by the 
feminist lawyer, Eliane Vogel-Polsky: she saw the EU as a place for creating 
space for new rights, in synch  with new European realities.  
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Vogel-Polsky’s openly feminist perspective led her to envisage xv not only 
general Treaty provisions warranting that “citizens of both sexes must 
participate equally in the political life of the European Union.”  She further 
advocated recasting the rules of democracy, along the lines suggested by 
women MEPs who claimed that women were not real “participants” in the 
European public space. As she said herself, it was probably too early for a 
turnaround requiring a widespread change of mentalities. She was not sure 
that the awareness of the oppression of women was yet sufficiently 
understood by populations at large and by women, in particular. 

The citizenship issue has long been debated in rather controversial terms 
among feminist scholars. The followers of Virginia Woolf, for example, 
ignored the concept as “women have no country or homeland as they have 
been deprived of fundamental rights and citizenship” just about everywhere. 
Political constructivists, by contrast, view the question of identity within the 
context of a post-nationalist construction, in which European citizenship is  
functioning as a founding stone of a new social imaginary (dreaming Europe). 

Looking across the political landscape of the new millennium, and reflecting 
on the perceived failure of traditional politics to respond to challenges which 
mobilize young people -- global justice, the environment -- one gets the 
sense that we are missing a lot of new things. Rather than reflect on our 
losses, we need to pay more attention to emerging cultures of activism 
across Europe and their link to European- level debates, to release some of 
the tensions being expressed in national elections. We need to offer more 
political space for European-level debates.  

Research on activist movements highlights a strong correlation between the 
ability to influence debates and one’s belief in the European project.  Some 
«expert activists» networks, such as various collectives of economists (ex 
les Economistes atterrés), have the skills necessary to build links between 
new financial approaches and institutional politics to influence the European 
project. Other social movements (ex., the «Indignados / Occupy» 
movements, or those protesting what they perceive as the neoliberal bias of 
EU-led policies) have lost faith in the project itself. To them, the EU is, at 
best, irrelevant, or, at worst, already captured by interests hostile to their 
proposals.  

The sense of being politically blocked at the European Union level may lead 
activists to focus their action solely on the national level (mobilizers) or to 
limit their focus to local affairs (indignados and local activists). On the 
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contrary, the more an activist perceives the EU as a public space which is 
open to political debate and civil society arguments, the more they assert a 
European identity and consider Europe as an important scale of action. 
 
This is where gender equality and social innovation could help to move new 
groups towards the “feeling that Europe does something for me” --- in 
addition to the substantive merits of such policies. They can be used to feed 
inspiration as to the type of people-centered measures that could rekindle 
faith in the EU’s unity-in-diversity motto which is so necessary to moving 
forward. 
 
Conclusion 

Macron’s Sorbonne speech contained most of the crucial techno-economic 
elements needed to relaunch solidarity in Europe, but what was missing was 
hearts and minds dimension that could rekindle a sense of citizens belonging 
within the European project…Mentioning “democracy” is not enough; 
younger, ubiquitously connected generations have to be able to “live” it.  
Gender equality and social innovation are substantive as well as 
instrumental policies that can and should be used to build a sustainable 
future for a diverse Europe.  

If by 2028, as described in my opening scenario, we wish to have a gender 
balanced leadership and a more human centered economy to bind Europe 
together, the time to start is now. 

 

i This exhibition which effectively took place in brussels in 2013 is quoted by ….in 
“Combattre l’Europe” 
ii See combattre l’europe op cité 
iii Special Eurobarometer on gender equality 2017 
http://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/getSurveyDetail/inst
ruments/SPECIAL/surveyKy/2154 
iv EIGEGenderEqualityIndex2017report-mainfindingspdf (2).pdf 
v 2017-FRA-Challenges-to-women-human-rightspdf (2).pdf2017-FRA 
vi “Variety of resistances to gender equality”ed by Mieke Verloo Taylor and Francis 2018 
vii Jacquot Sophie “l’égalité au nom du marché” ed Peter lang 
viii  The recast directive  adopted in 2006 brought together in a single text the main 
provisions of earlier directives regarding access to employment, including promotion, and 
to vocational training, as well as working conditions, including pay and occupational social 
security schemes. 
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ix European Commission , Financial crisis, causes, responses, future challenges lessons 
from EU research 
x  « integrating gender into EU economic governance : oxymoron or opportunity » 
https://www.fes-
europe.eu/fileadmin/public/editorfiles/events/nov2/FES_Gender_2016_Brussels_www.p
df 
xi “Empowering people, driving change : Social innovation in the European Union »BEPA report 2010 
xiihttps://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/collective-awareness 
xiii http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1081&langId=en 
xiv Geoff Mulgan, director of NESTA at the “opening up to an ERA of social innovation” Lisbon 
november 2017 
xv See les femmes et la citoyenneté européenne Eliane Vogel Polsky, Jean Vogel, 
Veronique Degraef document for the European Commission 


