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WOMEN IN THE SHADOWS OF EUROPEAN CONSTRUCTION

1. Introduction:  
Questions and research plan

When women ask the questions, the past assumes new shapes. 

Karen Offen
European Feminisms (1700-1950)  

A Political History

The initial idea for this study originated in journalism. It emerged from 
the desire to find, identify and share knowledge of the women who 
contributed to the creation of the European Union, partly the outcome 
of a journalist’s inevitable drive to ‘uncover’ all things new and unknown. 
When walking through the interminable halls of the European Parliament 
headquarters in Brussels looking for the right room, the names of men 
tend to serve as a guide in the buildings named after Altiero Spinelli, József 
Antall, Willy Brandt, Konrad Adenauer and Paul Henri Spaak. And if 
you want to go to the European Commission, then you have to head to 
Robert Schumann Square, at the underground stop of the same name. 
If, however, your destination is the European Council, the building is 
named after Justus Lipsius. You will not run into Simone Weil, who 
lends her name to the round plaza leading into the European Parliament 
headquarters in Brussels, until you leave the building.

Thus, there is just one woman’s name among the most prominent 
locations in the EU neighbourhood in the capital of Brussels. Where 
are all the others? Are there not more women who deserve a public or 
institutional space in the capital of the European institutions? Today, 
some of the most important names in the European Union are women. 
The president of the European Commission, Ursula Von der Leyen, is a 
woman; the head of the European Central Bank, Christine Lagarde, is 
too; and even the president of the European Parliament, Roberta Metsola, 
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is a woman. But who are their predecessors? Was Simone Weil the only 
woman who actively participated in European construction with a 
contribution that deserves to be recognised with an institutional building? 
In short: what have women contributed to the construction of a political, 
economic, social and cultural project as important as the European Union?

All of these questions are at the root of this study. If we dive a little 
more deeply into the history of European construction, we will easily find 
glorification of the founding fathers of Europe, but you have to dig quite 
a bit further to find the names of women. Gender studies and public 
pressure have been pushing for a review of history, which still seems quite 
nascent in the case of the European Community and later the European 
Union. The European Commission website seems to be seeking a forced 
equity when it headlines a list of women who were ‘EU pioneers’,1 who 
have not only barely been studied and disseminated but sometimes also 
seem to be named just because they were the first women to occupy a 
certain post, a justification lacking in analytical and bibliographic depth.

But many women researchers actually believe that many of key players 
are still missing from the history of the European Union. This study aims to 
be part of the burgeoning historiography initiated by historians like Silvana 
Boccanfuso, Anne-Laure Briatte, Éliane Gubin, Françoise Thebaud and 
Maria Pia di Nonno, who have begun to review all the processes related 
to European construction bearing in mind the gender component and the 
role of women. And we do not just mean women individually. The initial 
search for individual names, inevitably influenced by the culture of big 
personalities permeating the historiography of the European Union, led to 
a different result than what was originally expected. Some of the women 
who were the most actively involved in European construction processes 
from the 1970s to the early 2000s did so in an organised fashion. They 
were strong personalities, individually brilliant, but from the beginning 
they clearly knew that they had to be organised in order to influence the 
European agenda and the process of EU construction.

Therefore, this study contributes to the framework set by the 
aforementioned historians with a study of the organisation Femmes pour 

1 Les pionniers de l’UE. European Commission. Retrieved on 15 May 2023 from https://european-
union.europa.eu/principles-countries-history/history-eu/eu-pioneers_fr. 

https://european-union.europa.eu/principles-countries-history/history-eu/eu-pioneers_fr
https://european-union.europa.eu/principles-countries-history/history-eu/eu-pioneers_fr
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l’Europe founded in Brussels in 1973 by Ursula Hirschmann (1913-
1991), an essential thinker behind European federalism and an anti-
fascist activist and founder of the Union of European Federalists with her 
husband, Altiero Spinelli. The study of this organisation is the common 
thread running throughout this work, and the analysis of its history 
aims to be one of its main contributions. Tracing the life of Femmes pour 
l’Europe, its members and its evolution enables us to understand how and 
why a series of diverse yet also privileged prominent women coalesced 
around the European project to influence the decision-making process 
of the then-European Economic Community at the highest level. We 
shall examine their claims and contributions and how they decided to 
organise to achieve them. The study of this group also leads us to the 
European Women’s Lobby (EWL), so we will also analyse the history of 
this organisation which, as the documents analysed confirm, took over 
where Femmes pour l’Europe left off.

We will talk about a women’s organisation that was special because its 
members were part of the European Economic Community institutions. 
They were not at the periphery but at the core of the process they were 
seeking to influence. They were familiar with the power structures and 
how institutions with a clear dearth of democratic legitimacy operated. 
They were also familiar with the laws and the impact on the lives of 
European citizens of everything they were forging in Brussels, Strasbourg, 
Paris and Rome. Some of them were senior functionaries in the European 
Commission, others were scholars and experts recognised by national 
governments and institutions, and yet others were activists with a far-
reaching political vision and the drive needed to guarantee the functioning 
of any organisation, no matter how professional its members may be.

For all these reasons, the second part of this study examines the profiles 
of the most prominent members of the organisation, first because their 
individual trajectories help us to understand and explain the nature of 
Femmes pour l’Europe and the EWL, and secondly because they are all 
personalities who—with the partial exception of Hirschmann —have 
scarcely been recognised yet made important contributions to the project 
of European construction based on an autonomy and individual value. 
This, in turn, opens the doorway to the possibility of further exploring 
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their figures and therefore new avenues of research.

1. 1 METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH SOURCES

First, it is important highlight the fact that the available bibliography 
on this issue is certainly limited, even more so in Catalan, Spanish and 
English. It is primarily in French and Italian. Thus, the starting point 
for this study was searching for clues along the few tracks already laid 
down. The research of the historian Silvana Boccanfuso has been crucial 
in setting this course. In her biography of the still largely unknown Ursula 
Hirschmann (Boccanfuso, 2021), Boccanfuso talks about Hirschmann as 
the instigator behind the founding of the group Femmes pour l’Europe, 
and, as mentioned above, this is the thread I have followed to identify the 
most prominent figures and limit the research to a feasible framework, 
given the time available to write it. Therefore, a fundamental part of 
this work was an oral interview with Silvana Boccanfuso, which led to 
a further interview with another Italian historian, Maria Pia di Nonno, 
whose doctoral thesis is on one of the fundamental figures in this study: 
Fausta Deshormes La Valle.

Beyond that, three main sources have fed this research. The main ones 
are found in the Historical Archives of the European Union in Florence. 
They are the Fausta Deshormes La Valle collection (FDV), the European 
Movement collection (ME), the Femmes d’Europe collection (FDE) 
and the Altiero Spinelli collection (AS). These four collections contain 
the key information on the organisation Femmes pour l’Europe and on 
some of the most important figures in this research. Another collection 
consulted is the Femmes d’Europe collection in the Historical Archives of 
the European Commission in Brussels. There, I was able to document the 
relationship between the group studied and the institution, and the efforts 
of an essential figure, Fausta Deshormes La Valle (1927-2013), who was 
responsible for the European Commission’s Information Service and 
compiled and shared indispensable information on the academic, cultural 
and political development of the European Union.

Another of the sources consulted was the Archive of the European 
Parliament, which has digitalised versions of some articles on another of 
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the important figures in Femmes pour l’Europe, Jacqueline de Groote, an 
essential link in understanding the close relationship between Femmes pour 
l’Europe and the European Women’s Lobby. In fact, this relationship is one 
of the objectives of this research, because previous studies, like Silvana 
Boccanfuso’s biography of Ursula Hirschmann, had pointed in this 
direction but not verified it. Nor did Claire Lafon, author of the chapter 
on the European Women’s Lobby in Europe, une chance pour les femmes? Le 
genre de la construction européenne (Briatte et al., 2019), refer to it.

Finally, it was also necessary to check the documents available on the 
European Women’s Lobby (EWL), some of which are available online, 
scattered among the different aforementioned collections in the Archives 
of the European Union in Florence. I have analysed newsletters, letters, 
minutes of meetings and speeches from these archives, as well as interviews 
and audiovisual sources that report on this organisation’s events. The 
historical archives of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Belgium also 
provided a key document for this study, the book that Femmes pour 
l’Europe published on the occasion of the 1979 European elections, with a 
prologue by Belgium’s then-Minister of Foreign Affairs.

Beyond these document sources, this study also draws from the 
research and dissemination of French researchers and projects like the 
digital encyclopaedia of the European Union of the Sorbonne University 
in Paris, which includes a chapter on gender and the European Union. 
The book cited above, Europe, une chance pour les femmes? Le genre de la 
construction européenne (2019), coordinated by the historians Françoise 
Thébaud, Éliane Gubin and Anne-Laure Briatte, also comes from the 
same university and the same project. That study’s initial approach comes 
from the same research questions used in this study and helped me to 
ascertain the state of the question. This book was published for the first 
time in 2019 and notes that ‘the history of European construction has 
remained in a “blind spot” in the history of women and gender’ (Briatte 
et al., 2019, 12). Thanks to the book by Briatte, Gubin and Thébaud, 
I was also able to historically situate the figure of Eliane Vogel-Polsky 
more rigorously, given that Eliane Gubin wrote a biography of her for 
the Institute for Equality between Men and Women, affiliated with the 
Belgian government, which contains an interview with Vogel-Polsky that 
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was extremely useful in getting a more complete picture of her importance 
and complexity.

Clearly, little research and few bibliographic references are available, 
but I would venture to say that they have gained momentum in the past 
decade. In fact, the book by Silvana Boccanfuso contains significant new 
information compared to the research reported by the French authors, 
and only two years went by between the publication of the two books. 
This is one of the issues we discussed in my virtual interview with Silvana 
Boccanfuso, which served as an introductory source for this study, as did 
an interview with Maria Pia Di Nonno, who—as mentioned above—
is completing her doctoral thesis on the figure of Fausta Deshormes La 
Valle. Therefore, this work has also consisted of consulting experts, who 
are experts because not only have they been documenting an obscure topic 
for years but they are also the first to do so, and their contributions open 
up an extremely valuable pathway for those of us who want to carry it on.

Based on all of this, and once again taking the group Femmes pour 
l’Europe as the reference, the timeframe of this study spans from the 1970s 
to the 2000s, an intense time in European construction and integration 
because it is when the institutionalisation process gained momentum 
and the most important legislative pillars were established, such as the 
Maastricht Treaty (1992) and the revision in the Treaty of Amsterdam 
(1997).

Finally, I would like to add three methodological notes that aim to 
make it easier to seamlessly read and understand this study. First, it is 
peppered with references to Femmes pour l’Europe, a lobby launched 
by Ursula Hirschmann which serves as a common thread weaving the 
research together. YetFausta Deshormes La Valle published a magazine 
entitled Femmes d’Europe, which is both a source and a subject of study in 
this research. To avoid confusion between the group and the publication, 
we shall refer to the magazine by its initials FdE and the group by its 
complete name in French. This choice was made because the group is 
never identified by its initials in any of the documents found, while 
Deshormes did occasionally refer to the magazine by its initials.

Secondly, we should clarify that both the bibliographic and document 
sources used to write this study are in different languages in their original 
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versions, most of them in French, Italian and English. To make reading 
easier, the quotes from these texts are in English.

Finally, a note about citations of the direct sources consulted and 
included in the research. Parts of the documentation are reproduced 
throughout this text as direct quotes, and all have been referenced with 
a footnote to make them easier to identify. In the case of the Archives 
of the European Union in Florence, the archivist has digitalised the 
archives chosen at the author’s request. Therefore, I have the digitalised 
archives in pdf format, and they are cited throughout this work with the 
document reference and the page in the corresponding pdf. Once they 
are digitalised at the request of researchers, the Archives of the European 
Union in Florence publishes them so anyone can consult them. Therefore, 
the pagination should be the same for any researcher who consults them 
online. However, this is not true for the documents consulted in the 
Historical Archives of the European Commission in Brussels. In this case, 
they were consulted in person and consequently there is no page number 
in the references in the footnotes; instead, there is a document classification 
reference code. Likewise, should it be of interest, the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of Belgium sends anyone who requests it by post the book written 
by different members of the Femmes pour l’Europe group in 1979, which is 
another of the main document sources of this study.
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2. Historical background
2.1 EUROPEAN CONSTRUCTION AND INTEGRATION

One first note worth explaining is that I discuss European ‘construction 
and integration’ instead of just one of them.2 As Antonio Moreno Juste 
explains in his chapter on this matter in the quintessential manual on 
international relations coordinated by Juan Carlos Pereira (Pereira, 
coord., 2009, 562), one of these words is often chosen based on tradition, 
interpretation or political will, but they are not neutral and do not have the 
same meaning. For this study, it is important to specify the difference at 
the outset in order to properly situate the women chosen and their specific 
contributions to a process that has been broadly studied and interpreted.

European construction is understood in the field of international 
relations as a set of initiatives aimed at achieving a closer union of the 
European peoples, with a European federation as the ideal endgame. The 
creation of European institutions is part of this construction process, but 
so are cultural and political initiatives aimed at this ultimate goal. This is 
the frame of the group Femmes pour l’Europe and the contributions of the 
women studied here.

On the other hand, European integration has more economic 
connotations, although it can also be understood institutionally and 
legislatively as the process whereby states voluntarily forge connections 
which strip them of some of their national sovereignty in favour of 
European sovereignty.

But this is a historical study, and as Moreno Juste also notes, from the 
historian’s perspective the term ‘construction’ evokes a process that is ‘long 
and extended over time’ (Moreno, J. In Pereira coord., 2009, p. 563). 
Thus, this is a more nebulous concept, although that does not mean that it 
should become a grab-bag to stuff in anything that fits. But one thing that 
does not fit is noninstitutional actors, such as the women’s organisations 
that are the subject of this study.

2 Back in 1950, Paul Henri Spaak wrote that the word European ‘integration’ was used as a ‘panacea’ 
for all the continent’s problems (Spaak, 1959, 94).
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Having thus introduced this research, we must now provide its 
historical background. We have to go back to the early 1970s, a time 
when the European Economic Community was still deciding what form 
it wanted to take and what its role should be on the global geopolitical 
scene. Yet it was also a time of intense activity and growth of the European 
project. We should recall that the European Coal and Steel Community 
(ECSC)3 had been founded in 1952 as an economic and industrial project, 
with a strong dose of politics (Gavín, 2007). This launched the debate 
(Birrenbach, 1959) about whether the idea of the European Community 
should consist of only economic integration, or whether it should also 
be political (Laurent, 1972). This debate, with all its ebbs and flows, 
still exists today. In the 1950s, the idea of creating a European Defence 
Community failed when it was rejected by the French National Assembly 
(Goormaghtigh, 1954).

France was also sceptical of the idea supported by Benelux and an 
intensely pro-European Italy of creating a common market among the six 
members of the ECSC. But the Treaty of Rome4 finally entered into force 
in 1958, and European federalism became the big dream. Nonetheless, 
that same year former General Charles de Gaulle became the leader of 
France, with a very different vision of Europe than the federalists. De 
Gaulle envisaged a Europe of sovereign states that did not cede any 
political autonomy to the common institutions (Segers, 2010).

De Gaulle’s France was highly critical of the European political and 
economic integration process. It even left its chair empty for six months 
in 1965 after rejecting proposals that the Community be given its own 
financial resources (Moravcsik, 2000). But De Gaulle resigned in 1969, 
ushering in a decade of opportunity—and uncertainty—for the European 
Community. This was when the enlargement of the club was green-
lighted, with approval of the accession of Great Britain, as well as Ireland, 
Denmark and Norway, which became official in 1972 with the signing of 

3 Summary of the Treaty on the Founding of the European Coal and Steel Community 
(ECSC). Retrieved on 6 September 2023 from https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/
TXT/?uri=LEGISSUM:xy0022 
4 raité instituant la Communauté Économique Européenne (1957). Retrieved on 6 December 2023 
from https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/FR/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:11957E/TXT

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=LEGISSUM:xy0022
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=LEGISSUM:xy0022
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/FR/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:11957E/TXT
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their respective treaties.5

It was also a time of economic crisis, which spurred the Werner 
Report,6 a plan developed by the then-Prime Minister of Luxembourg, 
Pierre Werner, that outlined the three stages needed to achieve European 
economic and monetary union. He proposed a gradual reform to 
eventually reach just a single currency, which is now considered one of 
the main milestones in the European project. We should also mention the 
1973 energy crisis around the same time, which made oil prices shoot up, 
and it was the era when the debate on the single European market became 
more heated because the European economy was unable to recover. Faced 
with global stagnation, the Delors Commission, pushed by the British 
Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, exerted pressure to finalise the single 
European market, even though it did not come to fruition until 1993.

All of these factors led to scepticism about a project that was not 
bringing the promised economic prosperity. It led to a kind of crisis in 
confidence in the inexpert, rudderless and still experimental European 
institutions. However, the crisis also helped key actors in Europe—such 
as France, Germany and the United Kingdom—to realise that they would 
not come out of it separately. A new pro-European momentum made 
the debate on the need for European institutions, and ultimately the 
European project, gain more political clout (Moreno, J. In Pereira coord., 
2009,  575).

The first direct European Parliament election
The departure of De Gaulle, who had always been in favour of 
intergovernmental institutions and critical of the democratic weakness 
of a project with clear integration problems, spurred the mobilisation of 
European federalism. It was possible to take advantage of the momentum 
and achieve direct suffrage. Important voices like Altiero Spinelli and 

5 Documents concerning the accession to the European Communities of the Kingdom of Denmark, 
Ireland, the Kingdom of Norway and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ire-
land (1979). Retrieved on 6 September 2023 from https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/
TXT/?uri=OJ:L:1972:073:TOC 
6 Werner, P. (1970). Report to the Council and the Commission on the Realisation by Stages of Economic 
and Monetary Union in the Community. Retrieved on 15 May 2023 from https://ec.europa.eu/ar-
chives/emu_history/documentation/chapter5/19701008en72realisationbystage.pdf 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:L:1972:073:TOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:L:1972:073:TOC
https://ec.europa.eu/archives/emu_history/documentation/chapter5/19701008en72realisationbystage.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/archives/emu_history/documentation/chapter5/19701008en72realisationbystage.pdf


| 18 | 

WOMEN IN THE SHADOWS OF EUROPEAN CONSTRUCTION

Hendrik Brugmans, the co-founder of the European Movement and first 
president of the Union of European Federalists, had long been insisting 
that the European project would not fare well without democratic 
legitimacy.

Thus, the heads of state and government once again discussed direct 
suffrage for the European Parliament at a summit held in The Hague in 
1969, which the French Member of the European Parliament (MEP) 
George Vedel left with the assignment to draft a report on the expansion 
of the European Parliament’s powers. The then-president of the European 
Commission, Sicco Mansholt, expressed his agreement, and ultimately, 
after plenty of pressure and the technical complications entailed in 
elections that are based on national electoral laws even today, the heads 
of state and government decided to open the doorway to direct elections 
of MEPs.

While until then the national parliaments had delegated members to 
the European Parliament, starting in 1979 European citizens themselves 
could vote directly on their European parliamentarians (Nord & Taylor, 
1979). The elections were held with high hopes and excitement. For the 
first time, European citizens were encouraged to get directly involved in 
a project that had been somewhat remote and abstract until then. That 
was also when the famous media-circus summits of European leaders were 
also officially periodically scheduled. That is, the European Economic 
Community sought to democratically legitimise itself after having been 
a project that sprang from the political and intellectual elites without 
citizen participation. The European institutions deliberately tried to 
draw closer to citizens, but organised citizens also tried to begin to exert 
pressure and influence the institutions, that is, to lobby them. In fact, 
other stakeholders, most of them economic, had already organised into 
lobbies primarily to influence the political and economic decisions taken 
by the European Economic Community, as well as the European Coal 
and Steel Community (ECSE). The powerful farmers’ confederation 
COPA had been founded early in the second half of the twentieth 
century, and industrialists and other business owners were not indifferent 
to the founding of the ESCE and banded together in 1958 into the 
Union of Industrial and Employers’ Confederations of Europe (UNICE), 
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which is still the largest European employers’ association with the most 
influence in the institutions, known today as Business Europe (Nonon et 
al., 2019, 33).

With the European elections and therefore the democratic deepening 
of the politics and decision-making of the EC institutions, other social 
groups, like youth, farmer, union, producer and consumer organisations, 
as well as women’s organisations, as we shall see in this study, realised 
that the most effective way to try to influence European policies was by 
lobbying. Curiously, one of the main figures in this study, Jacqueline 
Nonon, is the coauthor of one of the most illustrative, pioneering books 
available today that analyses the phenomenon of lobbying, especially 
around the European Community.

Place of influence: Brussels. Brussels, the capital of European lobbying. 
Everyone is there. Everyone wants to be there. […] At the origins 
of the [European] Community, when the leading organisations of 
businesspeople, workers and farmers established the headquarters of 
their European coordination in Brussels. These organisations have 
evolved over time, alongside the volume of cases to track and the 
enlargement of the Community to twelve members, as well as some 
actors from third countries. They have become large bureaucracies. 
Collegial decision-making is difficult there, and when they have to 
express themselves with a single voice, the place where they end up is 
the least common denominator. This at least partly explains the lobbies 
that have cropped up parallel to them since the rise of the Project. The 
concern with efficiency is the engine behind this approach. In recent 
years, countless associations have been created in this way. (Ibid., 93)

In the 1970 European elections, 410 MEPs were elected. The 
exact number was assigned to each member state according to their 
population, and they were organised into pan-European groups. 
International cooperation among political parties dates back to the so-
called international socialist alliances from the late nineteenth century, a 
formula that the Christian democratic parties later replicated, followed 
by the liberals and finally the Greens. Therefore, some parties already had 
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their international families in place even before the European elections. 
However, if we constrain ourselves solely to the sphere of European 
construction, the political parties actually began to cooperate in Europe 
and with European political integration on their agendas when the 1953 
ESCE assembly grouped its members according to their political affinities 
instead of nationalities. If we examine the information on when they were 
founded, the Party of European Socialists, the European People’s Party 
and the European Liberal Party were all founded between 1974 and 1976. 
The others, like the Greens and the Left, date from after 1984 (Calossi & 
Cicchi, 2019).  

It is obviously relevant for the subject of this study to recall that the 
first direct European Parliament elections were a political milestone for 
European women, given that Simone Weil was elected president of the 
Parliament. She is perhaps one of the few women acknowledged in official 
and informational publications, along with Louise Weiss, the journalist 
and the oldest MEP, whom Weil mentions in her speech during her 
investiture (Pinder, 2007).

In these same elections, Altiero Spinelli was chosen to be an MEP for 
the Italian Communist Party after having been a member of the European 
Commission and earning recognition as one of the pioneers of the 
European Union. Jacques Delors was also elected to serve as an MEP in 
this first election via universal suffrage, even though his career as an MEP 
would be brief because two years later he would become the president of 
the European Commission.

The prior debate and the signing of the Maastricht Treaty 
All of this is clear evidence that the period since the mid-1970s was not 
only a time of European construction but also of creation, design and 
experimentation. Therefore, it was also a time of debate. There was a 
constant institutional debate around the idea of Europe, the European 
Union and political cooperation. Proof of this is the Tindemans Report,7 
which the heads of state and government had commissioned to the then-

7 Tindemans, L. (1976) European Union. Report by Mr. Leo Tindemans, Prime Minister of Belgium, 
to the European Council. Bulletin of the European Communities, Supplement 1/76. Retrieved on 15 
April 2023 from http://aei.pitt.edu/942/

http://aei.pitt.edu/942/
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Belgian prime minister, Leo Tindemans. It was published in 1975 and 
outlines the steps to follow to achieve a European ‘Union’, such as the 
creation of an EU executive branch with real power and a foreign and 
defence policy, two points which are still an unrealised ideal today. Femmes 
pour l’Europe’s call for union among European women also reports on this: 

Recently, the heads of government have pledged to hold European 
elections in 1978 and have commissioned the Belgian prime minister, 
Mr Tindemans, to draft a report on political union. Sometime 
later, Mr Ortoli, president of the Commission of the European 
Communities, stated several times that the time had come for Europe 
to go beyond partial, impotent European policies to instead ‘fully 
exercise our role in collective sovereignty’ by liberating ‘the reasons 
for living and hoping of a society suffocated by its own progress’.8 
 

The period analysed in this study falls within this time of ongoing 
institutional debate and change, which also explains or makes sense of 
the founding of a group of women related directly or indirectly with this 
process who clamoured for their own role in the debate. At this juncture, 
Altiero Spinelli reached his peak influence after a long career with the 
famous ‘Spinelli Report’,9 which was the first draft treaty of the founding 
of the European Union. It was approved by the European Parliament with 
an overwhelming majority in 1984 but later rejected by the member states 
(Burgess, 1984). Without downplaying the career and accomplishments 
of such an important figure in European federalism and antifascism as 
Spinelli, it would be interesting to understand and recognise his wife 
Ursula Hirschmann’s contribution to some of the then-MEP’s ideas, as 
the recent historiography has discussed, such as Silvana Boccanfuso’s 
biography of Hirschmann.

8 Lettre d’accompagnement à ‘l’Appel aux Femmes d’Europe’. (1975). Archives of the European Union 
in Florence. ME collection. Reference: ME-2274, 4. 
9 Draft Treaty Establishing the European Union (1984). Bulletin of the European Communities. No 
2. Luxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the European Communities. pp. 8-26. Retrieved 
6 September 2023 from https://www.cvce.eu/en/obj/draft_treaty_establishing_the_european_
union_14_february_1984-en-0c1f92e8-db44-4408-b569-c464cc1e73c9.html .

https://www.cvce.eu/en/obj/draft_treaty_establishing_the_european_union_14_february_1984-en-0c1f92e8-db44-4408-b569-c464cc1e73c9.html
https://www.cvce.eu/en/obj/draft_treaty_establishing_the_european_union_14_february_1984-en-0c1f92e8-db44-4408-b569-c464cc1e73c9.html
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Internationally, it is important to recall that the Cold War was in 
its death throes and Ronald Reagan had just been elected president of 
the United States (1981). Therefore, this was ushering in a period of 
escalation and clashes with the USSR, which Europe always looked to 
with apprehension and impotence. Within Europe, Margaret Thatcher 
had been elected prime minister of the United Kingdom and suggested 
amending the European Community’s system of contributions so that the 
UK would stop receiving what was called the ‘British cheque’ in 1980, 
which gave back to the United Kingdom part of its contribution to the 
common European budget.

Despite everything, it was also a time of momentum for the EC project. 
Recall that Greece, Portugal and Spain embarked on their transitions to 
democracy in the late 1970s, and therefore also their journeys to accession 
to the European Community. Greece became the tenth member in 1981, 
although Spain and Portugal had to wait until 1986. Therefore, European 
construction continued with this significant enlargement southward, 
which also came with important actors in the north, like the instatement 
of Helmut Kohl as the chancellor of Germany in 1982 and François 
Mitterrand as the president of France in 1981. Likewise, Monsieur Europe, 
Jacques Delors, became the head of the European Commission in 1984, 
pushed by Kohl and Mitterrand.

All of these essential names in the history of European construction 
coincided in a 1980s. And we should not forget that Spinelli was already 
working on his report. We could say that he was literally drafting the legal 
and political foundations of the European Union the way we understand 
it today, even though Spinelli would have liked to take it even further. That 
was the time when the European summits were striving to draft different 
texts to establish the single market and the European free movement area, 
with the famous Single European Act, which entered into force in 1987.

All of this is the prelude to the drafting of the Maastricht Treaty, the 
Treaty on European Union, an unprecedented historical milestone in 
an extraordinarily tumultuous international context that brought about 
a paradigm shift. In the early 1990s, the Soviet Union fell, Germany 
was reunified and the conditions for the outbreak of the conflicts in the 
Balkans were in place. All of this meant—or perhaps because of all of 
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this—the time had come for the European Union to be founded, or as the 
text of the treaty states:

RESOLVED to mark a new stage in the process of European integration 
undertaken with the establishment of the European Communities, 
RECALLING the historic importance of the ending of the division 
of the European continent and the need to create firm bases for the 
construction of the future Europe;... 10

 
The Maastricht Treaty is fundamental because it gave political clout to the 
European Communities that had previously been created. Even though it 
may be the least celebrated part of this historical milestone, this agreement 
signed in 1992, which entered into force in 1993, sought to rectify the 
democratic deficit of the EC project by giving the European Parliament 
more powers. However, the most important thing it did was lay the 
groundwork for the European Economic and Monetary Policy, the single 
currency and the EU’s common policies, such as the agricultural and trade 
polices (Farina, et al., 1995). It also introduced the concept of European 
citizenship, giving each citizen the right to travel freely and live in any EU 
country, and to vote and run as a candidate in European elections. It is 
also worth noting that the European Union set five important objectives 
with the signing of this treaty, including respect for human rights and 
fundamental freedoms and the development and consolidation of 
democracy and the rule of law.

In short, the Maastricht Treaty transformed the existing institutions 
and decision-making policies, while also generating new political needs 
both nationally and across the EU (Baun, 1995). Politicians had to 
clarify their positions regarding the European Union and all its priorities, 
processes and goals from the national vantage point. At the same time, 
new common challenges arose, many of which have yet to be resolved, 
such as the common migration and asylum policies, foreign and defence 
policy, taxation and industrial policy.

10 Maastricht Treaty on European Union (1992). Eur-Lex. English version. Retrieved 15 May 2023 
from https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:11992M/TXT  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:11992M/TXT
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The launch of the single market
But if this treaty solidified a political project, one of the first ways that 
citizens could experience firsthand what Maastricht and the creation of the 
European Union meant was the launch of the single market of services, 
capital and people. Maastricht laid out the roadmap for launching an 
unprecedented economic union in Europe, regarded as one of the most 
important achievements of the European Union, which celebrates its 
thirtieth anniversary this year (Godby & Anderson, 2016). It guarantees 
that services, people and capital can move freely throughout the entire 
European Union, establishing what is known as the EU’s four freedoms.

The importance of this moment in economics and European citizens’ 
rights is clear. Citizens, who until then were Spaniards, French or Germans, 
came to have two legally recognised citizenships, with new rights and 
new freedoms. And this is the framework surrounding the birth of the 
major pan-European organisations that seek to participate and influence 
European institutional creation and debates, such as the harmonisation 
of the labour regulations around Europe, how deep social Europe should 
go, the competences of the European parliament, the capacities of the 
European Commission and others, like the role of Europe in aid for 
development. This point is particularly salient in this study, given that the 
European Women’s Lobby (EWL) was officially founded in 1991. The 
European Union began to have a direct impact on citizens’ lives; that is, it 
generated a new sphere of public space in Europe,11 with new interaction 
between citizens and policies that organised citizens wanted to take part 
in.

With the creation of the single market, the enlargement of the 
European Union also continued. In 1995, Sweden, Austria and Finland 
joined, while other countries like Norway and Switzerland were in the 
midst of an intense political debate on accession to the EU. Middle 
ways were also found, like the countries that are part of the European 
Economic Area but not the EU, including Norway and Iceland. The 
inequality among European countries was heightened with the entry of 

11 European Women’s Lobby (2015) 30 Years of European Women’s Lobby. Herstory. Retrieved on 
20 May 2023 from https://www.womenlobby.org/25-years-of-European-Women-s-Lobby?lang=en. 

https://www.womenlobby.org/25-years-of-European-Women-s-Lobby?lang=en
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these Nordic countries, which had the high standards of welfare states 
that were more advanced than the southern countries. Yet at the same 
time, they also had a different political tradition that brought these high 
standards into the nascent politics of the European Union, especially in 
areas like environmental protection and gender equality.

Always honouring the idea that European construction is constant, 
the Maastricht Treaty in no way put an end to the political debate; in 
fact, quite the opposite. Reflection initiatives quickly emerged that found 
areas of improvement and the need to prepare the European Union for a 
future enlargement. It is important to bear in mind that the USSR had 
just fallen, and Eastern Europe was looking towards the European Union 
expectantly. Thus, the 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam stressed respect for the 
fundamental rights and freedoms, principles which should be common 
in all the member states. It also emphasised social rights, social protection 
and the right to decent living conditions. It was once again a time of 
economic crisis in which citizens were worried about social rights that the 
European Union, which was distant from people’s real problems, had yet 
to address. The goal again became to increase democratic legitimacy, and 
the European Parliament was given the power to vote on certain policies 
and reject the person chosen by the heads of state and government to 
preside over the European Commission.

This reform on the verge of the new millennium is also fundamental 
for this study because with the Maastricht Treaty the commitment to 
‘eliminate inequalities between men and women and promote equality’ 
gained a foothold as one of the EU’s principles. Furthermore, in article 
13, the EU pledges to take appropriate actions to fight discrimination on 
the grounds of sex, racial or ethnic background, religion or conviction, 
disability, age or sexual orientation. Article 141 also explicitly recognises 
the principle of equal pay between male and female workers for the same 
job or a job of equal value (Folguera, C., in Pereira coord., 2009, 680).

Achieving these milestones was not gratuitous for European women. 
Equality between men and women is recognised as one of the European 
Union’s fundamental principles and commitments, even though it is 
seldom considered as important as the recognition of other rights and 
freedoms. Some of the women we will examine in this study, such as the 
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Belgian jurist Eliane Vogel-Polsky (1926-2015), were crucial in securing 
this recognition in writing in the European Union’s founding treaties, 
along with the second wave of European feminism and the importance of 
women’s participation in European politics.

2.2 THE SECOND WAVE OF FEMINISM IN EUROPE

‘Tiempos revueltos’ [Troubled Times] is the title of the tenth chapter of the 
classic El siglo de la revolución, the  history of the world since 1914 by Jo-
sep Fontana. As the Catalan historian reminds readers, the second half of 
the twentieth century was a time of dissatisfaction (Fontana, 2017, 245), 
especially in Western Europe. It was the era of the May ’68 unrest at the 
universities in France and the hippies in the United States. Ultimately, 
despite the claim that the system was supposed to lead to social prosperity 
after the Second World War, it was still far from doing so.

For women, there were even more reasons for indignation. If they did 
not autonomously articulate their demands, they were not taken into ac-
count by parties and movements on either the left or the right. After the 
suffragists’ claims, inequality did not seem to have decreased in practice. 
In fact, the new capitalist model exploited them in the workplace even 
more, leaving them only the most unstable and poorest paid jobs. But as 
Lois Graessle, a US feminist living in the United Kingdom, said, it was 
also a time ‘of innocence, enthusiasm and creativity’12 known as the sec-
ond wave of feminism, which reached Europe on the wings of the claims 
in the United States, which were initially associated with economic and 
salary gender inequalities in a struggle that was also for cultural and social 
‘liberation’ (Gubin et al., 2004).

Women had begun to attend university at a time when women’s and 
feminist publications were on the rise, along with seminars on the status 
of women and such important milestones as the legalisation of abortion. 

12 Cochrane, K. (2010). Forty years of women’s liberation. The Guardian. Retrieved on 20 May 
2023 from https://web.archive.org/web/20180202052156/https://www.theguardian.com/lifeand-
style/2010/feb/26/forty-years-womens-liberation 

https://web.archive.org/web/20180202052156/https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2010/feb/26/forty-years-womens-liberation
https://web.archive.org/web/20180202052156/https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2010/feb/26/forty-years-womens-liberation
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One example is the famous Le Manifeste de les 343 salopes (1971)13 in 
France, where hundreds of women intellectuals, actresses and film 
directors, among others, stated that they had had abortions and called 
for free access to abortion and contraception. In 1970, Germaine Greer 
published The Female Eunuch and Kate Millet published Sexual Politics.

Institutional feminism and rights conquered
In the 1970s, feminism in Europe sought to directly influence policies 
and promote legislative reforms that would actually make gender equality 
a reality. As reported in the particularly informative first issue of Femmes 
d’Europe (FdE),14 the newsletter of the information service for women’s 
organisations and press in the European Commission that was sent to 
all women’s organisations in the member states, many of the European 
Community countries enacted different laws related to salary and labour 
equality between men and women in the first half of the 1970s.

In the United Kingdom, the Equal Pay Act was approved in 1970 and 
was immediately followed by others like the Sex Discrimination Act and 
the Employment Protection Act to protect women from being dismissed if 
they became pregnant. This legislation reached France in 1972, Ireland in 
1974 and Belgium and the Netherlands in 1975, and it was incorporated 
into the constitutions of Italy and Germany. But steps were also made 
in other fields. In Italy, the law on divorce was passed in 1970. And we 
cannot forget that France, the country at the intellectual forefront at that 
time—in the feminist movement as well—also eliminated men’s legal 

13 The complete manifesto with all its signatures, including Simone de Beauvoir’s, can be seen 
online on the website of the newspaper where it was originally published, Le Nouvel Observateur. 
Le ‘Manifeste des 343 salopes’ (1971) Le Nouvel Observateur. Retrieved on 20 May 2023 from 
https://www.nouvelobs.com/societe/20071127.OBS7018/le-manifeste-des-343-salopes-paru-dans-
le-nouvel-obs-en-1971.html. 
14 Femmes d’Europe (FdE) or Women of Europe is the magazine and newsletter that the information 
service of the European Commission for women’s media and organisations created under the over-
sight and on the initiative of Fausta Deshormes La Valle. It was launched in 1977 and continued 
until 1992. Published in French and English, it reported information considered of interest to Eu-
ropean women, ranging from new EC debates or initiatives to appointments, rulings or new organ-
isations, and it was sent to all the feminist or women’s organisations that Deshormes La Valle had 
located in her previous search, in addition to those that later requested it. All the documentation and 
publications can be found in the Archives of the European Commission in Brussels, and fortunately 
the newsletter issues have been digitalised.

https://www.nouvelobs.com/societe/20071127.OBS7018/le-manifeste-des-343-salopes-paru-dans-le-nouvel-obs-en-1971.html
https://www.nouvelobs.com/societe/20071127.OBS7018/le-manifeste-des-343-salopes-paru-dans-le-nouvel-obs-en-1971.html
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authority over family members in 1970.
This was also when we once again encounter the names we found while 

strolling through the European neighbourhood in Brussels. Before being 
the first president of the European Parliament, Simone Weil had pushed 
for the law demanded by the 343 salopes in 1970. Then the Minister of 
Health, she promoted the law that legalised abortion in France, which she 
called the Loi Veil15 in French.

That is, women were beginning to enter not only universities but also 
ministries, albeit as a significant minority. They no longer only engaged 
in politics in the streets, in newspapers and in the shadows. They did 
so in the institutions. Therefore, it is also natural that they wanted to 
influence European policies. However, the women had reached the 
European institutions in subordinate positions. For example, as Mauve 
Carbonell recalls in her chapter ‘Les femmes dans les premières années 
de la construction européenne’ in the book L’Europe, une chance pour les 
femmes? (Briatte et al., 2019, 81), between 1952 and 1967, it is difficult to 
quantify how many women worked in the ESCE, but they were primarily 
interpreters, secretaries or telephone operators, ‘women’s’ jobs that were 
far from important positions like director-general. Nor did they have 
much institutional clout.

According to figures from the European Parliament, before the 
European Parliament elections were direct and universal, the number of 
women representatives was utterly marginal.16 In 1952, there was only 
one female MEP among the 78, the Dutch Christian Democrat Marga 
Klompé. In 1972, only five of the 148 MEPs were women, most of them 
from the same conservative political family as Klompé. The percentage 
shot up with the first direct European Parliament elections, when 68 of 
the 410 seats went to women. They occupied 15% of the parliament, 
quite a significant percentage if we consider that today women account 

15 Legifrance. (1975) Loi no. 75-17 du 17 janvier 1975 relative à l’interruption volontaire 
de la grossesse. Retrieved on 20 May 2023 from legifrance.gouv.fr/loda/article_lc/LEGIAR-
TI000006695557/1975-01-18
16 Historical Archives (2014). Europe’s First Women. Retrieved on 28 May 2023 from https://ep-
thinktank.eu/2014/03/05/europes-first-women/

https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/loda/article_lc/LEGIARTI000006695557/1975-01-18
https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/loda/article_lc/LEGIARTI000006695557/1975-01-18
https://epthinktank.eu/2014/03/05/europes-first-women/
https://epthinktank.eu/2014/03/05/europes-first-women/
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for 39.4%.17

Thus, though a minority, women were beginning to enter the 
institutions, both national and European. They struggled to carve a space 
for themselves, which they were naturally never given, and they earned 
the nickname of ‘femocrats’ (Briatte, 2020) from some of the more radical 
feminist groups. The Europe that was becoming institutionalised and 
gradually constructed became yet another political arena where equality 
could be demanded. In February 1966, 3,000 women workers from the 
national war weapons factory in Herstal (Belgium) decided to go on strike 
to demand the salary equality they were promised in article 119 of the 
Treaty of Rome (1957) (Zancarini, 2020).  This victory, achieved thanks 
not only to the hundreds of women who went on strike but also to the 
Belgian jurist Eliane Vogel-Polsky, led her to bring the case to the European 
justice system to force the European Economic Community to take steps 
in the same direction. The EU’s policy agenda was pushed by not only 
the national agendas but also the claims of the women’s associations that 
decided to tackle the issue at the EC level.

Advances in equal working conditions were actually one of the main 
concerns of feminist associations and European institutions in the 1970s, 
to such an extent that in 1976 the European Commission created a 
Bureau for Problems Concerning Women’s Work under the direction 
of Jacqueline Nonon. An extensive part of the first issue of the Femmes 
d’Europe (FdE) newsletter from 1977 discussed such achievements in both 
Europe and nationally. There is also a series of informative documents from 
the information service of the Commission and the European Movement 
that outline what Europe had done for women, with a heavy emphasis on 
the workplace and salaries.

In Article 119, the Court recognises an imperative and considers 
that banning discrimination between male and female works entails 
discrimination, direct or indirect. Not only is it imposed on the 
action of public authorities but it also extends to all the collective 

17 Women in the European Parliament (2019). European Parliament. Retrieved on 28 May 2023 
from https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20190226STO28804/women-in-
the-european-parliament-infographics .

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20190226STO28804/women-in-the-european-parliament-infographics
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20190226STO28804/women-in-the-european-parliament-infographics
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bargaining agreements as well as all contracts among private parties. 
If successful, all the trials that workers win in the future could give rise 
to retroactive compensation up to the date of the Court of Justice of 
the European Community ruling (April 1976). To implement article 
119 and comply with the directive, the member states have introduced 
provisions in their legislation on legal remuneration: United Kingdom 
(1970), France (1972), Ireland (1974), Belgium (1975), Denmark 
(1976). Equality is written into the Constitution in Germany and 
Italy. However, compensation differences still persist in the different EC 
countries owing to causes that are both broad and deep, particularly 
associated with the structure of the labour market.18

International Women’s Year and the institutional agenda
All of this makes it clear that the 1970s was a particularly important time 
for feminist claims, legislative victories leading to actual equality and 
the arrival of women in institutional politics. It was also an important 
time because of the policies enacted and for women. Further proof is the 
United Nations’ declaration of 1975 as International Women’s Year. This 
proved to be an impetus for women and feminist associations organised 
around institutional agendas with the goal of exerting political influence, 
but it also pushed institutions. It encouraged events and debates to be 
held, as well as research and the drive for policies. Below we shall see 
how the organisation Femmes pour l’Europe held a colloquium in Brussels 
with the goal preparing for the conference in Mexico that was the core 
international event in this United Nations commemoration.

It was precisely under the impetus of this agenda that in 1976 the 
European Commission created a Bureau for Problems Concerning 
Women’s Work within the Social Affairs service under the direction of 
Jacqueline Nonon. It also created the information service of women’s 
organisations and press under the leadership of Fausta Deshormes. 
Both divisions sought to contribute actively to this commemoration’s 
institutional agenda. Among Fausta Deshormes’s documents at the 
European Commission in Brussels, one can browse through hundreds of 

18 La Communauté Européenne pour le travail des femmes. Archives of the European Union in Flor-
ence. European Movement collection. Reference: ME-2576, 72.
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pages of preparations of activities, surveys and press clippings related to 
that commemoration.

As part of International Women’s Year, the European Commission also 
conducted a far-reaching survey on the social difficulties European women 
were facing, especially at work, which bore in mind such pioneering 
aspects as the desire to be paid for what are mistakenly called ‘housework’ 
and the difficulties finding full-time work. The research is an impressive 
undertaking seen from today, because it is somewhat similar to the 
Eurobarometer, the yearly survey conducted by the European institutions 
to ascertain the health of European sentiment and European citizens’ 
current concerns. But just to get an idea, it was a kind of Eurobarometer 
which only asked the questions to women from all the countries that were 
members of the European Economic Community at the time. After that, 
the Information Service compared the results country by country.19

In short, it was a time when, from the department directed by Fausta 
Deshormes, the European Commission strove to understand the concerns, 
needs and wishes of the women of Europe not only to promote European 
policies in this direction but also to encourage women to get involved 
with the European project so that they would begin to see the European 
institutions and the idea of the European Community as a useful arena for 
both their claims and their everyday lives in practice.

In short, it was a busy time in Europe’s feminist organisations, 
movements and groups with the arrival of women in European institutions 
in crisis, which had to become democratic and begin to listen to European 
citizens if they wanted to survive. The European Community also became 
a new political arena where these women could fight for their interests. 
The group Femmes pour l’Europe, the subject of this study, was founded in 
1975within this context.

The first pro-European women’s organisations
There is little historiography of feminisms from a transnational European 
dimension. The US historian Karen Offen has made a substantial 

19 Synthèse des résultats de la campagne d’information lancée dans la presse féminine en 1977-1978 en 
vue des élections du Parlement européen et à l’initiative de la DGX - Information - Action en faveur des 
femmes. Archives of the European Commission in Brussels. Reference: BAC 196/1991, 3. 
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contribution to painting a more comprehensive picture from this 
perspective in her book European Feminisms, 1700-1950. A Political 
History (2020), but her exhaustive study leads us to the eve of the period 
we are examining in this study. Nonetheless, it is useful in sketching out 
the background.

The International Council of Women (ICW) had been founded in 
1888 and the International Women’s Suffrage Alliance (IWSA) in 1904. 
After that, with the two World Wars, women’s organisations were primarily 
focused on pacifism, with major milestones like The Hague gathering and 
the creation of global organisations like the Women’s International League 
for Peace and Freedom (WILPF), founded in 1919 with 16 national 
chapters. International feminist movements were slow to react to the rise 
of fascisms, while socialist and communist movements relegated feminist 
claims to the background.

These organisations marched forward within what we have already 
situated as the second wave of feminism, but many new ones also cropped 
up, especially around the idea of women’s ‘liberation’, directly inspired by 
the movement founded in the United States. For example, the Mouvement 
de Libération des Femmes was founded in France in the early 1970s, and the 
British Women’s Liberation Movement in the United Kingdom and the 
Frente de Liberación de la Mujer in Madrid in 1976. Many feminist groups 
associated with certain political leanings, like socialism and communism, 
were also founded. In the countries emerging from dictatorial regimes, 
some of the associations that were founded chose to highlight democratic 
values, like the Asociación Democrática de Mujeres a España in Spain (De 
Wolf, 2020).

In Europe, after intense pressure and insistence from women’s 
organisations, in the 1970s the European Commission got actively 
involved in what it called ‘women’s affairs’. As noted above, the office for 
women’s employment problems was created in 1976 as part of the Social 
Affairs service directed by the French functionary, Jacqueline Nonon. An 
information and women’s organisation division led by Fausta Deshormes 
was also created, which actively sought to collect and disseminate the 
initiatives and victories of women’s organisations in the EC countries, 
regardless of their ideology. The newsletters analysed for this study 
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include references to both associations of Christian women and the 
creation of a new division of union leaders in the European Trade Union 
Confederation.20

Thus, the European institutions contributed to creating a common 
‘European agenda’ in the existing national women’s organisations. Yet 
the fact is that women had been organising internationally, and across 
Europe, to fight for gender equality for some time. In fact, one of Fausta 
Deshormes’s unfulfilled goals at the Commission’s information service was 
for feminist organisations she called ‘traditional’ to group together under 
an umbrella organisation to promote a more active role for women in 
European policies and the process of European construction. What she did 
manage to do was contact all the known formal organisations to establish 
relations with them, find out their demands and exchange experiences.

Feminist associations’ desire to be recognised by the Commission and, 
in general, by the EC institutions as partners dates back to the mid-
1960s. At that time, women’s associations were demanding (not very 
adeptly, but resolutely) that the Commission take measures to join 
the Economic and Social Committee. Obviously, they were not very 
familiar with the institutional game and had set the wrong goal. 
But they still expressed this aim. In the 1960s, relations between 
the European Commission and women’s associations were irregular, 
frequent, but not very systematic or exhaustive. Only after early 
1977, when this small unit charged with information for women 
was founded, did the relations become more systematic, detailed and 
ongoing. At first, the EC’s services believed they had to know more 
about the universe they were addressing: we did this via a form-based 
survey which we sent to all the leading women’s organisations we were 
aware of. Naturally, the goal at that time was to almost exclusively 
cover traditional women’s associations. I will not now revisit the 
debate we initiated the other day; I believe we should also explore 
less structured movements, movements we could call ‘neo-feminist’, 

20 Femmes d’Europe no. 0.77 – July 77- p.13. Vie Militante. Europe. Confederation européenne des 
Syndicats. Archives of the European Union in Florence. Reference: ME-2576, 52.
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although it would be very difficult to reach them via this type of survey.21 

Likewise, organisations specifically geared at European construction 
were founded. Some of them were chapters of pro-European organisations 
like the European Movement, but most of them were national pro-
European organisations which served as umbrellas for a representative 
group of feminist national organisations to interact with the European 
Commission. This is why it is particularly interesting to analyse Femmes 
pour l’Europe, which turned to this logic: Ursula Hirschmann and Fausta 
Deshormes wanted to build a women’s organisation that went from 
Europe to the nations.

For example, many of Fausta Deshormes’s dossiers include interactions 
with organisations like the Union Féminine des Femmes Françaises and the 
Conseil National des Femmes, both from France, and the National Council 
of Danish Women. Likewise, many diverse international organisations 
were located by the division that Fausta Deshormes directed, including 
the University Women of Europe headquartered in Geneva, the Centre 
for Research on European Women (CREW) in Brussels and even the 
Confédération Européenne des Syndicats.

In fact, the 1976 summary by one of the civil servants from the 
Directorate General of Information of the Commission of the European 
Communities on the preparatory work for the ‘women’s cell’ that 
Deshormes would later direct is particularly useful. For example, the 
Commission contacted the National Council of Danish Women, which 
had 50,000 women members, but it also sought engage in dialogue with 
the most active associations in Belgium, where there was no large umbrella 
bringing together all the groups in the country. It also had the United 
Kingdom’s Women’s National Commission, with four million members, 
and Ireland’s Council for the Status of Women on its radar, among others.22

It is important to understand that the majority of the more traditional 
feminist groups viewed the European framework as a space that delimited 

21 Speech by Fausta Deshormes La Valle. Enquête sur la situation de la femme, 30 November 1981, 
Brussels. Archives of the European Commission in Brussels. Reference: BAC 196/199113
22 Document signed by A. Sidet addressed to Fausta Deshormes and dated 3 November 1976 in 
Brussels. Archives of the European Commission in Brussels. Reference: BAC 196/1991, 15.
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their claims and their reach, but their priorities did not include advancing 
in integration, and this is precisely one of Hirschmann’s frustrations, as 
Boccanfuso outlines via Alitero Spinelli’s journal (Boccanfuso, 2021, 196).
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3. Femmes pour l’Europe
The group Femmes pour l’Europe […] is made up of women from the 
nine countries in the European Community who are convinced of the 
need for women to be heard and who accept their responsibilities at all 
levels, European as well. We know that there is a Europe that already 
exists and another under construction. We do not want to be left out of 
either its conception or its development.23

This is how Femmes pour l’Europe presented itself in its most valuable 
written contribution as a lobby, a 200-page book published by the Belgian 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs that served as a prelude to the 1979 European 
elections. It is an extensive compilation of reflections by different group 
members and independent experts on such far-ranging issues as salary 
equality, article 119 of the Treaty of Rome, women workers in European 
trade unions, immigrant women and women as consumers. The thematic 
scope, depth and intentions to distribute the analyses contained in this 
book, which was translated into English, Dutch, Spanish, Italian and 
German, show not only the extent of this group’s aspirations but also its 
success.

Femmes pour l’Europe was barely four years old in 1979, when this 
book was published. It had been spearheaded by Ursula Hirschmann, who 
was also one of the founders of the Union of European Federalists along 
with Alitero Spinelli. Femmes pour l’Europe was not officially established 
until 24 April 1975, as proven by the founding documents available in the 
Historical Archives of the European Union in Florence, but Hirschmann 
had been conceiving and gestating it since 1973.24  

Spinelli said that Hirschmann also worked on the conception and 
communication of the book, even though she was unable to write 

23 European Women about Europe. Views and Ideas Amassed by the ‘Women for Europe’ Group. (1979). 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, External Trade and Cooperation in Development. Brussels, 7. 
24 Spinelli, A. (1979) Women for Europe. In European Women about Europe. Views and Ideas 
Amassed by the ‘Women for Europe’ Group. (1979). Ministry of Foreign Affairs, External Trade and 
Cooperation in Development. Brussels, 11. 
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anything for it. By that time she had had the stroke which sidelined her 
from political activism for a few years and ended up keeping her away 
from the project.

According to its founding manifesto, Femmes pour l’Europe was an 
‘initiative group’ that issued a ‘call to the women of Europe’ to participate in 
constructing a more democratic, socially committed and social European 
Union, and especially one where women had the representation, presence 
and power they deserved:

At a crucial moment for the future of all of us, the time has come 
for women to let their own voices be heard and to shoulder their 
own responsibilities. Let us not fool ourselves: our conquests are not 
irreversible. With inflation and unemployment battering us in many 
ways, but always powerfully, the different countries have stepped up the 
tendency to go back to economic and cultural compartmentalisation. 
If this narrow-minded particularism wins, all the promises of a fairer 
and more socially just European society will be threatened, and women 
will once again be among the first to be harmed, because the increasing 
difficulties will soon be used as a pretext to question their recent 
conquests on all fronts.25

This is a paragraph from the part of the manifesto devoted to 
answering the question, ‘Why women?’ It is interesting to see how this 
working group’s founding mission was not to influence the European 
political agenda, or not only that, but also to support the European 
project, federalism, because it was viewed as a guarantee that the rights 
that women had conquered until then would be kept. We should recall 
that Ursula Hirschmann, a figure we shall examine more in-depth below, 
was an antifascist and a European federalist who saw the European project 
as the way to avoid repeating the errors of the Second World War, that is, 
of fascism. We can see her personal mark on the project in this perspective, 
which also viewed the European project as a guarantee that women would 
continue to conquer more rights.

25 Appel aux Femmes d’Europe. (1975). Archives of the European Union in Florence. European 
Movement collection. Reference: ME-2274, 2.
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Therefore, women must take an active role in the battle for true 
European unification. In both this sector and many others, they have to 
achieve an influence more in line with their numerical weight and with 
the role they wish to play in a society that aims to be both democratic 
and egalitarian.26

The women who signed this manifesto clearly understood that sending 
letters to the European institutions from Brussels was not enough, and 
they were issuing a call for the institutions to work towards ‘the European 
Union’; for ‘political organisations and trade unions’ to mobilise in favour 
of a ‘federal Europe’; and for citizens to express their ‘European will’ 
strongly enough that governments would be ‘forced to take action’.

Finally, they said the following, in upper-case letters for emphasis:

MORE PARTICULARLY TO EUROPEAN WOMEN, TO EXERT 
PRESSURE IN FAVOUR OF A UNITED EUROPE WHEREVER 
THEY CAN, EITHER INDIVIDUALLY OR WITHIN THEIR 
ASSOCIATIONS.27

  
As Silvana Boccanfuso highlighted several times in an interview 

with the author of this study, and as we can also glean from Spinelli’s 
words cited above, Hirschmann was a ‘woman of action’, and therefore 
Femmes pour l’Europe was a group of action. It directly addressed the EC 
institutions from the very start, and in fact some of its initial members 
were functionaries in those same institutions, like Fausta Deshormes la 
Valle. However, this did not stop them from being highly critical of the 
process of European construction underway. This was 1975, in the midst 
of another economic crisis and a dire crisis of democratic legitimacy for 
the European Economic Community. Everything was leading to the 
1979 elections, and we should also view this group as the outcome of the 
momentum created around this electoral milestone, which was going to 

26 Appel aux Femmes d’Europe. (1975). Archives of the European Union in Florence. European 
Movement collection. Reference: ME-2274, 2. 
27 Ibid.
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be a massive new exercise in democracy never before seen in Europe.
From inside and outside the institutions, Femmes pour l’Europe believed 

that the European Economic Community had been ‘poorly’ constructed, 
and from the very beginning they were willing to funnel all their efforts 
on improving it. They found the lack of women in the institutions 
‘indefensible’ and were certain that Europe’s structural problems had to be 
addressed in order to rectify this.28

So who were these women who joined forces around Ursula 
Hirschmann in this ambitious group? We have been unable to find any 
official record of the group members either initially or in its last year, but 
we can deduce that more than fifty women were involved, around twenty 
of them the most active. The group’s first official colloquium gathering was 
held on 8 November 1975 and brought together ‘eight women from all 
the countries in the EC’, according to one of the documents summarising 
it. The unanimous desire of the group members, the text says, was to ‘raise 
women’s awareness of current political, economic and social problems’, 
and they asserted that it was ‘inadmissible’ for women to be relegated to 
the sidelines of society.29

Of these eighty women, some of them were highly qualified and 
familiar with the EC institutions and the way the game was played, and 
they were intellectually involved in gender equality. These profiles explain 
the group’s capacity for influence and the scope of its actions in such a 
short period of time. Some of them were already political activists, such as 
Jacqueline de Groote, who had been writing about feminism and Europe 
in the magazine Les Cahiers du Grif for some time.30 Fausta Deshormes 
la Valle also came with a long career as a journalist, an EC service under 
her oversight and good connections in the highest echelons of the 
Commission. And obviously we should also mention Ursula Hirschmann, 
who, as Boccanfuso proves in her biography, had thirty years of experience 

28 Letter summarising the first meeting of Femmes pour l’Europe dated 8 November 1975. Archives 
of the European Union in Florence. European Movement collection. Reference: ME-2418, 94.
29 Ibid.
30 Les Cahiers du Grif was a French feminist magazine founded in 1973 by the philosopher Françoise 
Collin and by Jacqueline de Groote as part of the Groupe de recherche et d’information féministes 
(GRIF) in Brussels. 
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in political activism and had already founded the European Movement 
with Altiero Spinelli. Another prominent member was Jacqueline Nonon, 
who would be put in charge of the Commission’s Bureau for Problems 
Concerning Women’s Work, among many others.31

‘They are national and European MPs, civil servants—some with 
senior positions—professors, university researchers, teachers, heads of 
trade unions and women’s and mixed organisations, company executives, 
journalists’, the introductory article in the book published by the Belgian 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs says about its authors. Not all the authors of 
the articles in the book were members of Femmes pour l’Europe, but the 
majority were, so this summary provides a good snapshot of the group.

The profile and expertise of the members of Femmes pour l’Europe also 
explains why one of its first documented lobbying efforts was a letter sent 
to the prime minister of Belgium, Leo Tindemans, who at that time was 
drafting the report named after him which sought to lay out a roadmap 
for the construction of the European Union. Femmes pour l’Europe 
sent him a letter with their vision of Europe in order to exert a direct 
influence on the report. Their vision was clearly not merely federalist but 
also progressive, if not socialist,32 anti-fascist and profoundly democratic 
with a particular emphasis on solidarity and the need to go ‘beyond the 
institutional technocratic framework’. Read today, it is surprising language 
if we once again bear in mind that some of the group members, like Fausta 
Deshormes La Valle and Jacqueline Nonon, were EC functionaries. But 
we should also recall that European federalism, the bedrock of this group, 
was very closely associated with antifascism and socialism at that time.

To get a sense of their ideas, according to the document they sent 
Tindemans, Femmes pour l’Europe said that the ‘European Union’ should 
be characterised by ‘the democratic participation of the citizens of Europe 

31 The book Femmes Européennes parlent de l’Europe. Réflexions rassemblées par le groupe ‘Femmes 
pour l’Europe’ (1979), its original title in French which was later translated into different languages 
(including the English edition cited in previous references), enables us to ascertain some of the 
names through articles by 23 groups members, including Ursula Hirschmann, Monique Rifflet, 
Nicole Loeb-Mayer, Anne-Marie Lizin, Jacqueline de Groote, Fausta Deshormes La Valle, Anne 
Choisez, Cecilia Andersen, Jacqueline Wigny, Bernadette Antoine, Sibylle Pino, Florence Morgan, 
Camille Pichault, Marie-Christine Lefebvre, Emilienne Brunfaut, Jacqueline Nonon, Jane Vital, Lily 
Boeykens, Fanny Fuks, Anne-Marie Rabier, Evelyn Eckhardt and Karen Moller. 
32 The text refers to the need for a ‘democratically planned’ economy.
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in all the decisions that affect their lives; a society in which production 
and growth serve people, not the opposite; political and economic 
independence from the Great Powers; and active solidarity with the 
poorest regions of the Community, those European countries that are 
trying to establish democratic structures after fascist dictatorships under 
complicated conditions and developing countries’.33

Therefore, it is undeniable that it was a group with initiative and a 
clear idea of what the political articulation of the project of European 
integration should look like, with a political culture linked to European 
federalism. The fact that their first act was to send a letter to the Belgian 
prime minister makes it clear that not only did they want to strike high in 
the political ranks but they also knew exactly where to exert influence and 
how to reach it. They had a cross-cutting conception of feminism which 
encompassed the main areas in European politics.

However, Tindemans profoundly disappointed them. The 
announcement of the organisation’s second colloquium reveals that 
Femmes pour l’Europe harshly criticised the report:

The institutions of the current Community, a mediocre trade technocracy 
in its neoliberal inspiration, without initiative, without imagination, 
without planning, without authority and without perspective, no longer 
interests us. […] How can the huge shortcomings in the TINDEMANS 
report be explained? […] In fact, Mr TINDEMANS conscientiously 
fulfilled the mission entrusted to him. He did not want to and was 
unable to go further to give it a true political dimension. We are not 
questioning the Belgian prime minister’s convictions but the narrow 
leeway he was given to formulate proposals, given the nationalistic 
rigidity of some, the systematic boycott of any common initiative by 
others, the doubts, vacillations, egoism, hypocrisies of new governments 
and all their leaders who preach a European vocation far and wide, 
even though all their acts contradict it.34

33 Views on European Union. For Prime Minister Mr Leo Tindemans. (1975). Archives of the Euro-
pean Union in Florence. European Movement collection. Reference: ME-2274, 13
34  Ibid.
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The goals of Femmes pour l’Europe went much further than achieving 
gender equality in Europe or simply ‘influencing’ European policies; 
they wanted to upend the logic that had shaped the Community and 
were visibly disappointed with the European leaders at the time. The text 
continues by lashing out against ‘much of the European political class, 
both left and right, and even certain trade unionists bullheadedly stuck in 
an outdated national compartmentalisation, busy resolving the problems 
of another century.35

Their vision of feminism was cutting-edge. They believed that they 
could bring perspectives to European policies that had been ignored, 
marginalised and silenced until then. The goal was not to get women to 
participate in European construction via quotas but to transform it, to 
improve a process they considered deeply flawed. Women were an asset, 
almost a phenomenon that, according to Femmes pour l’Europe, had the 
potential to transform the EC project. That is why the European elections 
were an opportunity to which they ferociously clung. It was the ideal time 
for European women’s voices to be heard and for them to conquer the 
places, discourses and policies that they deserved.

We believe that women, along with everyone who suffers from 
discrimination, are an immense reserve of creative power. Europe is 
being straitjacketed in stagnant structures. Now is the time to demand 
the opinion of everyone who hasn’t had the chance to share theirs, and 
who should bring their contributions and dynamism to the definition 
of Europe given the need to fight to defend their own rights. With this 
perspective, we believe that the European Parliament elections are very 
important. It is the time to mobilise women around the problems that 
affect them. In order for universal suffrage to be an effective instrument 
for establishing a democratic Europe, women—who are half the 
electorate—must also be aware of the fundamental options which their 
representatives are facing.36

35 Views on European Union. For Prime Minister Mr Leo Tindemans. (1975). Archives of the Euro-
pean Union in Florence. European Movement collection. Reference: ME-2274, 13
36 L’Europe pour les Femmes? Archives of the European Union in Florence. European Movement 
collection. Reference: ME-2418, 18. 
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The group’s opening event was a two-day conference in Brussels with 
simultaneous translation in French, English and Italian, with a keynote 
speech by the British diplomat Karen Fogg entitled ‘Ou en sommes-
nous, les femmes?’37  She was followed by the functionary, Enrica Varese, 
who presented the status of women within the European Economic 
Community. Fausta Deshormes was then charged with spurring and 
moderating a debate among the participants. On the last day, Jacqueline 
de Groote and Ursula Hirschmann delivered a speech entitled ‘La 
participacion des femmes dans la construction européenne’.38

The list of participants in this event takes up three pages and includes 
everything from institutional functionaries to jurists, journalists, students, 
writers, activists and members of different organisations. Many of them 
were members of Femmes pour l’Europe, like Ursula Hirschmann Spinelli, 
along with independent names that were closely connected to the group’s 
claims, such as Eliane Vogel Polsky, who we also introduce in this study. 
Observers from the institutions were also invited, like the Belgian federalist 
and European Commission employee, Raymond Rifflet.

Fogg’s keynote is a feminist manifesto that calls for a profound 
change in economic and social structures, not only in Europe. While 
Ursula Hirschmann was reluctant to declare Femmes pour l’Europe a 
feminist movement when she first envisioned it, this speech does the 
complete opposite. In fact, Boccanfuso explains that feminism came to 
Hirschmann’s life almost as a necessity and a revelation which she ended up 
fully embracing (Boccanfuso, 2021). Regardless, Fogg’s speech is critical, 
and some may even call it ‘radical’, because it runs directly counter to the 
status quo at the time, even though she came from within the institutions.

This first Femmes pour l’Europe colloquium continued with Enrica 
Varese’s explanation of the status of women in the European Commission, 
which, it should be said, has little to do with this topic. Varese expounded 

37 Ibid, 114. 
38 La participation des femmes à la construction européenne. Speech by Ursula Hirschmann and Jac-
queline de Groote. Archives of the European Union in Florence. European Movement collection. 
Reference: ME-2418, p. 141. (Available in the annexe to this study, 102)
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at length39 about the feminist claims precisely from a feminist perspective. 
She stressed the need for a European directive that protected equal 
conditions, opportunities and remuneration between men and women, 
ESCE but she also asked Europe to address the  structural causes of 
inequality like educating girls and boys in different values and the need 
for a maternity leave that covers 100% of the salary.

Therefore, the first Femmes pour l’Europe colloquium was not modest in 
its critiques of the European institutions at the time. In fact, it actually spoke 
about the European Community as an ‘old, dusty, sluggish’ institution. It 
was clear that the Femmes pour l’Europe members were already fed up with 
how the process of European construction had ensued, and they were 
convinced that an in-depth reform, a complete democratisation of the 
institutions, was needed.

The event concluded with the speech that is the most germane to 
this study. It was delivered jointly by Jacqueline de Groote and Ursula 
Hirschmann Spinelli to close the two-day conference. The speech was a 
statement of intentions, an outline of their strategy and priorities. They 
started by noting that women were already mobilised nationally, but that 
this mobilisation also had to be encouraged on the European level, because 
from then on Europe would be the new political arena where essential 
decisions—including those affecting women—would be taken. They 
answered the questions ‘Where do we want to be present?’ and ‘Where do 
we want to focus our efforts?’ as follows:

 
In order for women to actively participate in the construction of Europe, 
they have to be present in all areas promoting it and in all of its decision-
making bodies. At the same time, we have to continue our reflection 
and investigation so that the women who reach decision-making posts 
can work effectively. Nonetheless, for the past thirty years European 
policy has been made in Community institutions, in the professional 
organisations and trade unions that lobby it and internationally in the 
political movements that struggle for European unification. With only 
a handful of exceptions, women have been excluded from this decision-

39 La situation des femmes dans la CES; bilan et perspectives. Archives of the European Union in Flor-
ence. European Movement collection. Reference: ME-2418, 120.
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making. To determine our work, in order to act effectively, we have to 
understand the mechanisms of all these different bodies and decide on 
the most useful strategy to achieve our objectives.40

 
After that, Hirschmann and de Groote began to outline how it would 

be apposite for women to try to influence all the EC’s institutions, from 
the European Council to the Commission, the Parliament, the Economic 
and Social Committee and the European Court of Justice. ‘Nothing but 
custom is keeping women from being commissioners’, they stated, calling 
for the start of a campaign to combat this discrimination, with their sights 
set on the formation of the upcoming 1977 Commission. ‘We still have a 
year and half ’, they said. Nor did they forget the call to create an office in 
the European Commission of ‘information, documentation and studies’ 
that dealt with ‘female aspects’ of all the European Community’s relevant 
problems. This clarifies the connection between this claim and Fausta 
Deshormes’s subsequent work at the helm of the Commission’s Women’s 
Information Service, as well as Jaqueline Nonon at the helm of the Bureau 
for Problems Concerning Women’s Work.

They were particularly harsh about the European Parliament. The 
presence of women was ‘ridiculously insignificant’, they said:

 
We have already expressed our position in favour of a Parliament elected 
by direct universal suffrage. Nonetheless, our demand is not enough; we 
have to present our contribution to the preparations for these elections, 
which will obviously not be easy to organise. We propose creating an ad-
hoc group which can perform a variety of tasks regarding the upcoming 
electoral campaigns: primarily ensuring that the preparations for these 
elections are not hindered and that the practical obstacles do not serve 
as a pretext for aborting the project; drawing women’s attention to the 
importance of these elections; and encouraging women to participate 
as both voters and candidates. To do so, the ad-hoc group should serve 
as a lobby and logistical support. The group could support women 

40 La participation des femmes à la construction européenne. Speech by Ursula Hirschmann and Jac-
queline de Groote. Archives of the European Union in Florence. European Movement collection. 
Reference: ME-2418, 141. (Available in the annexe to this study, 101)
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candidates in the different national parties and provide them with the 
information they are often lacking. In fact, male candidates are usually 
presented by groups, which usually then prepare and organise the work 
for them. The majority of women are more isolated.41

They even proposed studying the different national election laws in 
order to provide practical tips to the women who wanted to run in the 
European elections in each country. In fact, Hirschmann and de Groote’s 
analysis of the needs of the European institutions of their day and the 
project of European construction from the gender perspective is truly 
profound, cross-cutting and impressive. They next invited the association 
of European women jurists to adopt the claim for women to join the 
European Court of Justice so that it would be taken into account the next 
time the judges were renewed. They also asked for a quota for women in 
European administrations: ‘We prefer to ask that the Commission set a 
quota of women for each level. Fifty percent would be expected, because 
women are 50% of the population. However, at first we would be willing 
to accept 20%’,42 they said, admitting that this demand was ‘not very 
ambitious’.

To achieve this goal, Femmes pour l’Europe offered itself as ‘support’ 
to the women employees of the EC institutions. ‘We want to become 
a lobby that sways public opinion, women’s movements, trade unions, 
political parties and the authorities in charge of the EC institutions’, 
they declared. Immediately thereafter, they addressed one of the most 
important topics: the relationship between Femmes pour l’Europe and the 
European movements, as well as the women’s divisions of the European 
political parties:

 
The group aims to maintain an attitude of open collaboration: we 
will support European organisations and join them every time their 

41 La participation des femmes à la construction européenne. Speech by Ursula Hirschmann and Jac-
queline de Groote. Archives of the European Union in Florence. European Movement collection. 
Reference: ME-2418, 141. (Available in the annexe to this study, 102).
42 La participation des femmes à la construction européenne. Speech by Ursula Hirschmann and Jac-
queline de Groote. Archives of the European Union in Florence. European Movement collection. 
Reference: ME-2418, 141. (Available in the Annexe to this study, 101).



| 47 |

positions and proposals seek to accelerate and democratise European 
construction. We will reserve the right to criticise them vocally if they 
are overly timid or lack dynamic imagination.43

There is yet another final reflection that closed the speech and shows 
that the group was starting off with fears and what we would call ‘impostor 
syndrome’ today. Ursula Hirschmann had first and foremost been an 
activist; she had helped to distribute, inform about and disseminate the 
Ventotene Manifesto and had made a major contribution to creating 
the Union of European Federalists. Jacqueline de Groote was a powerful 
intellectual with dozens of published articles under her belt. Yet not only 
did they have fears, but they also questioned their worth: ‘We are more 
than prepared to take on these tasks, but taking the positions we are 
asserting? Should we begin by informing and training ourselves? Isn’t it 
better to start with what we know, house-to-house, our neighbourhood, 
our community, before embarking for the unknown lands of Europe?’44

But they answered this question themselves: ‘The information can be 
found and learned’, and this was not sufficient reason to not act. It could 
not be the ‘pretext for those who want us eternally in an inferior state, nor 
those who want to avoid confronting political problems’.45

 
We are somewhat late compared to the men who have be in charge of 
Europe for 25 years, but we cannot let ourselves be carried away by fear. 
We will only achieve it if we have the courage to fight on all fronts at 
the same time. Women will be capable of being commissioners, MEPs 
and senior functionaries when they have conquered the possibility of 
being them.46

They also knew that not only were their fears their own worst enemy 

43 Ibid, 101. 
44 La participation des femmes à la construction européenne. Speech by Ursula Hirschmann and Jac-
queline de Groote. Archives of the European Union in Florence. European Movement collection. 
Reference: ME-2418, 141. (Available in the Annexe to this study, 102).
45 Ibid.
46 Ibid. 
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but that men would put up resistance from their situation of power and 
control. Femmes pour l’Europe was determined to ‘act in European politics’ 
despite the ‘more or less overtly stated male resistance’ and their ‘own 
timorousness’.

 
It is time we understand that we cannot wait for our emancipation 
from men. The different feminist actions are beginning to shake up 
their power and force them to be increasingly heedful of our demands.47

The contemporary relevance of that manifesto is striking and shows 
that Femmes pour l’Europe was keenly aware of the long road that feminism 
and gender equality had ahead of it in Europe. Until that time, women 
had been kept outside the project of European construction, and they 
had every intention of changing that and influencing it from both the 
inside and the outside. Hirschmann and de Groote’s speech seems like 
the first of many of the initiatives that came later, driven from within 
the Commission, like Fausta Deshormes’s newsletter and the initiatives 
that Jacqueline Nonon promoted from her committee. But among their 
intentions, we can also glimpse the desire to take the European Women’s 
Lobby to all the areas concerning women within the EC’s structures, 
politics and decision-making.

3.1 FROM TALK TO ACTION

After the first colloquium and the letter to Tindemans, the group 
undertook another protest on 18 December 1975, when it called a 
demonstration along with trade unions in front of the meeting of the 
Council of Ministers of Social Affairs. Therefore, they were willing not 
only to lobby for institutional policy but also to take to the streets and cry 
out and make themselves heard, even if their interlocutors were not fully 
receptive. The demonstration also showed their ability to coordinate with 
other organisations, both trade unions and women’s or men’s organisations:

47 Ibid. 
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The group managed to bring together many movements and associations, 
which joined—with many male colleagues—with banners and 
signs  greet the ministers when they entered the room. The president 
welcomed a delegation of five of us, and we were able to tell him our 
general demands. It was the first time European women’s opinions on 
a directive on equal treatment for all workers could finally be heard 
at the highest level of the EC. The delegation stressed the urgent need 
to organise the effective implementation of the right and guarantees of 
appeal. It advocated the adoption of additional provisions on equality 
in social security and education.48

They were thus congratulating themselves for having achieved their 
‘first goal’: ‘to be recognised as interlocutors’. Now all they needed was ‘to 
be taken into account’.

This testimony is particularly interesting because viewed in retrospect, 
it is surprising that a group of intellectual women, including European 
functionaries, would demonstrate before a meeting of European 
Community ministers. But as stated above, the testimony makes it clear 
that Femmes pour l’Europe did not only want to be a group of women 
who met periodically to talk politics; instead, they intended to take their 
place, to ‘publicly’ demonstrate that women participated in EC policy just 
like men, said the announcement of the demonstration, quoted below. 
As Boccanfuso confessed to the author of this study, sometimes the lack 
of an in-depth analysis of Femmes pour l’Europe has led it to be defined 
as a group of ‘women, of European functionaries’, and this testimony 
contributes to redefining it beyond that framework, showing that they 
openly confronted the institutions on different fronts.

The success of this demonstration was not a spontaneous coincidence. 
Femmes pour l’Europe had previously called it and raised awareness, 
which can also be documented in the Archives of the European Union in 
Florence, which directly refers to the importance of mobilising around this 

48 La participation des femmes à la construction européenne. Speech by Ursula Hirschmann and Jac-
queline de Groote. Archives of the European Union in Florence. European Movement collection. 
Reference: ME-2418, 141.
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European directive for actual equality between male and female workers, 
which had to be negotiated in the European Council:

On 18 December, the Council of Ministers of the European Community 
will issue its opinion on an issue of prime importance for the social 
progress of our society—the principle of equal treatment for male and 
female workers. We believe that both you and the organisation to which 
you belong are interested, as we are, in ensuring that this event does 
not occur in silence, especially because several essential points of the 
directive have been left to be resolved at the meeting on 18 December.49

With this introduction, the group wrote a missive to all the organisations 
and individuals that might support their cause, inviting them to sign 
the press release they were going to issue on 17 December prior to the 
meeting, which they would later send to the permanent representations of 
all the ministries involved. It also invited them to join the 18 December 
demonstration in front of the Charlemagne building at number 170 
Rue de la Loi in Brussels. ‘Posters should be made in the EC’s different 
languages. We can provide the materials needed. Copies of the signed 
declaration in the six languages will be distributed’, the missive concludes.

The communique they published for the meeting also demonstrates 
a clearly political assessment of the directive being debated, the desire 
to point to those in charge of it and in-depth knowledge of the case in 
Europe and the member states. They knew the practical impact of the 
policies being forged in Brussels, and one of their objectives was for 
women around Europe to also become aware of it. But they also refused to 
settle for what was on the table. The fact that the EEC had the intention of 
creating a European law to guarantee equal treatment between male and 
female workers ‘should be the point of departure, not the culmination, 
within a democratic society worthy of this name’, the call for participation 
said. In the text, they also mentioned the individual countries that were 
not enacting policies coherent with this European initiative, like Denmark 
and the Netherlands, and they deemed it ‘inconceivable’ that ‘recognition 

49 Appel au personnel. Archives of the European Union in Florence. European Movement collection. 
Reference: ME-2418, 101.
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of the right to non-discrimination’ is still being debated.

Beyond a general directive, we must also call for the elimination of 
all discrimination, especially the most serious kinds in employment 
matters, such as:
■ in education, where girls and boys are conditioned to accept inequality 
in their adult lives;
■ in social security, where equal obligations do not correspond to equal 
rights; it is the claim for everyone’s right to work, both men and women, 
the right to be treated as a human being, not as a factor of production 
or reproduction, the right to exercise a professional activity that is not 
hindered in any way because one is a man or woman, father or mother. 
Here is where the real problems of the directive on the principle of equal 
treatment lie, if it is approved. It is only a point of departure.50

As a whole, they framed it within a time when the European Economic 
Community was ‘about to add its contribution to the set of resolutions 
and ideas meant to celebrate International Women’s Year’. This is why they 
demanded that it ‘signal the end of the subordination of the elementary 
principles of social justice to what are called economic contingencies’.

This communique was signed by 31 different groups, from the Italian 
Social-Democratic party (PSDI) and its counterparts in Denmark, 
France and Greece to groups like Women Overseas for Equality and the 
Mouvement contre le racisme, l’antisémitisme et la Xénophobie. The people 
who signed it individually include Ursula Hirschmann Spinelli, followed 
by the Belgian socialist politician Piet Vermeylen, senator Cécile Goor and 
Jacqueline de Groote.

We can thus get an idea of the group’s scope, impact and aspirations. 
Their aim was clear and their demands firm. Their autonomy, ultimately 
because they were a lobby and not part of any political party, kept them 
from fear of criticising the individual positions of European governments 
or demanding more. Femmes pour l’Europe did not settle for a minimal 
directive to make Europe look good for International Women’s Year but 

50 Appel au personnel. Archives of the European Union in Florence. European Movement collection. 
Reference: ME-2418, 101.
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instead demanded real change.
These first two lobbying initiatives served as the impetus for the second 

colloquium called for 11 February 1976, where they addressed the group’s 
line of action regarding the European Parliament elections, ‘the actions 
to take in the short and middle term’ and ways to collaborate with other 
women and other women’s groups in other countries.

But only a few members participated in the second meeting. Ursula 
Hirschmann had fallen ill, and the group had not managed to carve 
a role for itself as an interlocutor with the European institutions, as it 
had meant to. The outcome of that second gathering was the creation 
of a coordination group with Jacqueline de Groote at the helm that was 
charged with defining the group’s ‘identity and mission’ and creating a 
basic programme of action.

Despite de Groote’s attempts to launch it, Femmes pour l’Europe ended 
up having a very brief life, at least under this name. Ursula Hirschmann’s 
sudden illness also signalled the death knell of the group (Boccanfuso, 
2021), which was unable to forge ahead under the impetus of Jacqueline 
de Groote or Fausta Deshormes. Femmes pour l’Europe disappeared. There 
are no further documents of the group’s meetings or activities after 1977, 
nor does it appear as a participant in the meetings of the women’s chapter 
of the European Movement after then. However, its last contribution was 
the book cited at the beginning of this chapter, published in 1979 in the 
main European languages of the time.

This book was a huge research undertaking; it fortunately left written 
proof of all the group’s political concerns and gives us an idea of the depth 
of its political and intellectual activity until the end. It also corroborates 
Femmes pour l’Europe’s success. It managed to get a Foreign Ministry 
(of Belgium) to publish a 200-page book, with an introduction by the 
minister no less, a major milestone if we bear in mind that one of this 
group’s first protests had been vociferous criticism of the Belgian prime 
minister. Furthermore, its introduction was by none other than Altiero 
Spinelli.
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3.2 THE SEED THAT SURVIVED URSULA HIRSCHMANN 

Nonetheless, it is hard to believe that a group would die just like that, 
once the European elections were held. Actually, though, it seems that 
the idea of Femmes pour l’Europe transformed. The desire to organise a 
women’s pro-European group to influence the EC institutions remained 
alive and well among its members. From her role within the European 
Commission, Fausta Deshormes la Valle clearly understood that some 
type of ‘umbrella’51 women’s organisation had to be created in order to 
maintain a coherent dialogue with the EC’s executive branch. Among her 
documents in the European Commission, this intention could clearly 
be seen back in 1975, when she was laying the groundwork for her 
newsletter, Femmes d’Europe. Even though this was not achieved at that 
time, her efforts lasted years and the network of contacts she wove with 
this newsletter, coupled with the research conducted by her department 
in the European Commission, ended up culminating in the European 
Women’s Lobby (EWL), whose driving forces included Jacqueline de 
Groote and Jacqueline Nonon. This is where Silvana Boccanfuso finds the 
thread connecting the two organisations.

Silvana Boccanfuso introduces the idea that Femmes pour l’Europe 
was the embryo of the EWL as a hypothesis in her book about Ursula 
Hirschmann, but she found no written proof of this during her research 
(Boccanfuso, 2021, 215). However, this is clearly acknowledged by the 
EWL’s first coordinator, Jacqueline de Groote, in the lobby’s founding 
documents conserved in the Ursula Hirschmann collection in the archive 
in Florence:

The other origin of the project dates back to 1974: the group Femmes 
pour l’Europe created by Ursula Hirschmann-Spinelli. We should 
remember the role played by Ursula Spinelli, who died in Rome on 
8 January 1991 after a life wholly devoted to the construction of a 

51 Information des femmes: Correspondance entre la DG X - Information et les bureaux de presse et d’in-
formation de Bonn, Berlin, Bruxelles, Copenhague et Paris concernant les actions en faveur des femmes et 
des rencontres avec des organisations/associations féminines. Archives of the European Commission in 
Brussels. Reference: BAC 196/199113. 
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European federation and to the cause of women. The illness that had 
been besieging her since 1975 prevented her from bringing her project 
to complete fruition, but we can consider the European Women’s Lobby 
the contemporary version of Femmes pour l’Europe.52

Therefore, the desire to maintain an ‘umbrella’ organisation, using 
the word Deshormes often used, so that the women of Europe could 
influence European policies came from the group of women that Ursula 
Hirschmann had managed to mobilise in the 1970s. However, the 
political intensity and the antifascist, profoundly federalist and progressive 
drive gleaned from the manifestos and texts that survive from Femmes 
pour l’Europe were lost in the transition. Hirschmann was pro-European, 
antifascist and a diehard leftist who saw Europe as the political arena where 
all these ideals could be fulfilled. As she herself acknowledged, feminism 
was a concern—if it could be described in that way—that she discovered 
in the last stage of her life. And if she spearheaded it in her last years of 
political activism, it was always a part—a necessary one, but ultimately 
just a part—of her political efforts as a European federalist and antifascist. 
Once Ursula Hirschmann disassociated from Femmes pour l’Europe and 
the women around it and the women who had coalesced around the desire 
to organise to influence European institutions continued without her, the 
meaning of the organisation was somehow stripped of that pro-European 
and intensely politicised soul that was so crucial in Ventotene.

Once Hirschmann removed herself from this struggle, the ones left at 
the helm shared goals but seemed to have different priorities. Jacqueline 
de Groote was primarily a feminist activist, who would continue her work 
through writing, but her personal agenda was always primarily feminism 
and the desire for women to influence the new EC institutions. Fausta 
Deshormes la Valle and Jacqueline Nonon were functionaries in the EC 
institutions and did not have such an ideologically profound and critical 
view of the EC architecture that was being built, but their agendas also 
prioritised women’s participation and equality. Therefore, as we work 
forward in time towards the creation of the European Women’s Lobby 
and leave Femmes pour l’Europe behind, that critical discourse of the EC 

52 Documents on the creation of the European Women’s Lobby and the first minutes from meetings 
signed by Jacqueline de Groote. Fausta Deshormes La Valle collection. Reference: FDLV 0024, 324. 
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project, that reference to a European Community that was already ‘ill’ 
that we found in the first public written manifestations from the group led 
by Ursula Hirschmann, disappears.
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4. The European Women’s Lobby
 

Women now have yet another instrument to ensure that their voices are 
heard in Europe. The Constituent Assembly of the European Women’s 
Lobby was held on 21 and 22 September, marking an essential 
milestone in the work carried out by many European women and 
women’s associations over the last few years.53

This is how the newsletter Women of Europe (or Femmes d’Europe 
in its French version) announced the official creation of the European 
Women’s Lobby (EWL) in its twelfth issue. Fausta Deshormes la Valle, 
the author of this newsletter from the European Commission, and of the 
magazine associated with it, had been trying to set up this organisation 
for years, but she did not manage to do so until the 1990s, as proven 
by the preparatory documents for the creation of the first issue of this 
newsletter and the magazine. The creation of this organisation was 
‘pursued tenaciously’ not only by her but also by other women who 
had been associated with Femmes pour l’Europe and other women’s 
organisations in Brussels and around Europe. However, thanks to 
Deshormes La Valle, the European Commission played an essential role 
in creating the European Women’s Lobby. Ultimately, the European 
Commission’s Women’s Information Service had provided the project 
with ‘constant support and encouragement’. It was the perfect time. As 
we shall see below,54 Deshormes had been working for years to make 
connections with women’s organisations around Europe and promote the 
creation of umbrella organisations in each European country to facilitate 
communication. Furthermore, it was a time when there was a resurgence 
of NGOs. ‘On the eve of the major changes occurring with the 1992 
deadline, the more responsible and dynamic NGOs are wondering about 
the role they can play in achieving the 1992 objective of ensuring that the 

53 Women of Europe. Newsletter. September/October 90 N/12. European Women’s Lobby. Archives 
of European Integration. University of Pittsburgh. Retrieved on 15 May 2023 from  http://aei.pitt.
edu/id/eprint/34627 
54 See the chapter on Fausta Deshormes La Valle, 55.  

http://aei.pitt.edu/id/eprint/34627
http://aei.pitt.edu/id/eprint/34627
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European citizens they represent can deal with the challenges and take 
advantage of the opportunities,’55 Deshormes la Valle said.

Obviously, this 1992 deadline she mentioned was the signing of the 
Maastricht Treaty, a fundamental milestone in the history of European 
construction and integration, given that it laid the groundwork for 
the European Union as we know it today, paved the way for the single 
currency and set the roadmap for the biggest European enlargement in 
history. Of course, citizens organised themselves around this historical 
milestone in order to influence it and ensure that their interests were taken 
into account, and women were there with them, or at least this is what 
Fausta Deshormes emphasised in her personal column in the newsletter 
she edited.

Of course, the women’s organisations (I am in a good position to know 
this) did not wait until now to act as intermediaries for the citizens of 
Europe, offering the institutions a dialogue with the aim of informing 
them of the needs and aspirations of the people they represent. Without 
this constant, stimulating presence, the equal opportunity policy would 
not be what it is today, and we would not have the same number of 
women in the European Parliament, nor the progress in the debate in 
our societies that we have now. I am convinced of this.56

Thus, the Italian journalist was claiming that the founding of the 
European Women’s Lobby did not mean that women had not played a 
role in influencing European policies until then. Quite the opposite. As 
we have seen with Femmes pour l’Europe and the 1979 European elections, 
women had already lobbied intensely before the 1990s, but there had 
not been an association this size in terms of the number of associations 
and members involved that the lobby would have from now on. It is also 
interesting to see how she cites herself as proof of her claims, that is, how 
she claims her role in this undertaking.

55 Women of Europe. Newsletter. September/October 90 N/12. European Women’s Lobby. Archives 
of European Integration. University of Pittsburgh. Retrieved on 15 May 2023 from  http://aei.pitt.
edu/id/eprint/34627  
56 Ibid. 

http://aei.pitt.edu/id/eprint/34627
http://aei.pitt.edu/id/eprint/34627
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In short, she makes it clear that the European Women’s Lobby was 
founded not so much bottom-up, from society as a way to reach the 
European institutions, but top-down, the outcome of both Fausta 
Deshormes La Valle’s individual interest and that of other women 
associated with European institutions or politics. The women who were 
part of the EC ‘bubble’, like Fausta Deshormes La Valle, Jacqueline de 
Groote and Jacqueline Nonon, had spent years pushing the existing 
women’s organisations to band together into a larger organisation with the 
goal of influencing the European institutions. De Groote took over the 
group’s organisational reins, but Nonon brought invaluable knowledge of 
how and why to lobby in Brussels. Jacqueline Nonon, a senior functionary 
in the EC whose profile is discussed in further detail below, was the author 
of a handbook or guide on how to lobby published the same year the 
EWL was founded, which is still thoroughly up-to-date and sketches 
a comprehensive picture of lobbying in Brussels parallel to European 
construction.

Lobbying is a technique based on institutional mechanisms. It has to be 
used judiciously. Everyone adapts their purpose to their objectives and 
own culture. Hence the first obligation: to know how it works. […]
The main players are the Community institutions. Lobbying consists 
of playing a game with three partners: the European Commission, 
Council and Parliament. (Nonon & Clamen, 1991, 31)

Following this logic, we can state that the European Commission itself 
pushed to create the European Women’s Lobby. In fact, it was its prime 
funder and still is today. This is at the very least an unusual process that is 
not very common in the dynamics of social organisations and should be 
taken into account in order to understand its tasks and priorities. ‘Women’s 
organisations have to be convinced to work together’, Jacqueline de Groote 
said in an interview for a special issue commemorating the organisation’s 
tenth anniversary (European Women’s Lobby, 2001, 9).

On the one hand, this can be interpreted as proof that the European 
Union, its impacts, debates and political aspirations had not yet permeated 
the societies in the majority of European Community member countries 
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enough to naturally spark the drive to create an organisation of this type. 
On the other hand, it could be argued that ultimately the European 
Community was a relatively new project for an organisation of this type 
to have been founded. Yet at the same time, it is important to recall that 
it was not a priority of the European ‘powers’. That is, creating a women’s 
organisation to empower them before the institutions and give them a 
channel for communicating was not an initiative of the president of the 
European Commission, the European Parliament or the ministers of 
Social Affairs. Instead, the women within this bubble, most of them in 
the lower echelons of an extensive hierarchy, were the ones who wielded 
all the tools available to them to build it. The European Commission 
did indeed provide the resources, but ultimately it was because Fausta 
Deshormes La Valle was there, because she led a tiny team that aimed to 
inform European women and work towards gender equality in Europe.

At the same time, understanding and highlighting that its founding 
was directly promoted by women who were already somehow part of the 
EC dynamics also helps us to grasp a fundamental issue: Femmes pour 
l’Europe was an organisation of white, upper-class women with privileged 
educations, just like the people in the institutions at that time.

4.1 THE REASON FOR A LOBBY

The idea of organising women around the European Community to 
influence it and to use this powerful institutional structure to work towards 
gender equality had germinated in Femmes pour l’Europe. However, Femmes 
pour l’Europe had not managed to develop fully, perhaps because it had 
not forged the connections among national associations that had proven 
indispensable the lobby’s formation, or perhaps because it never actually 
became a lobby itself. But some of its members, like Fausta Deshormes 
and Jacqueline de Groote, decided to revisit the project and take the steps 
needed to find an effective way for women to have an influential voice 
in the European Community’s political processes. ‘We identified forty 
women from different countries and activity sectors and we met three 
times’, Jacqueline de Groote said in the issue commemorating the lobby’s 
tenth anniversary (European Women’s Lobby, 2001, 9).
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Jacqueline de Groote herself wrote an article in 1992 about the founding 
and characteristics of the European Women’s Lobby in the journal Women’s 
Studies International Forum (De Groote, 1992). In it, she explains that 
the organisation was wholly funded by the European Commission and 
that they received an annual subsidy in order to ‘make women’s voices 
heard in Europe and ensure its democratic functioning’. In that same 
article, De Groote, the Belgian activist, concurs with Fausta Deshormes 
in highlighting that the founding of the EWL is ‘the culmination of 
many years of work by many individual women and organisations’. She 
further states that the decision to create the lobby was taken in 1987 at a 
conference in London spearheaded by Fausta Deshormes La Valle, but that 
it was not actually created until three years later because the organisations 
in the twelve member states had to be brought into alignment. De Groote 
also stresses the momentum for volunteer organisations and the fact that 
‘the European Community is a new society in process. It is essential for 
women to be able to have a say in how they want this democratic society 
to protect individual rights and stress solidarity’.

In 2000, this organisation celebrated its tenth anniversary with the 
publication of a special commemorative report which took stock of it 
one decade on. This document contains testimonials of the women they 
call the ‘founding sisters’ of the lobby, including Fausta Deshormes la 
Valle and Jacqueline de Groote. Here, the Italian journalist acknowledges 
that after creating the Women’s Information Service, she saw that it was 
‘necessary’ to create a group to ‘coordinate women’s associations across 
Europe’ (Ibid, 8).

Deshormes talks about the creation of this ‘forum’ as a ‘dream’ that 
she first shared with Jaqueline Nonon and Janine Lansier, president of 
the Comitè Francès del Treball Femení. The next step, she says, was to 
enlist Helga Thieme, president of the Deutscher Frauenrat, who suggested 
organising the first ‘European conference of women’s associations’ in 
Bonn, after which colloquia started to be held regularly, first in Turin 
(1984) and later in The Hague (1985). Yet it was not until the 1987 
London conference, when 120 women, the members of 85 organisations 
representing 50 million people, adopted the resolution to create a ‘lobby 
open to all women’s organisations interested in pressurising the European 
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and national institutions to ensure a better defence of the representation 
of women’s interests’ (ibid). Deshormes la Valle did not fail to mention the 
European Commission, which immediately lent its support.

One interesting point in this entire process is understanding why they 
had the courage to call themselves a ‘lobby’, bearing in mind the word’s 
negative connotations both then and now. They could have chosen the 
terms ‘forum’, ‘federation’ or even ‘confederation’, but they chose ‘lobby’. 
Jacqueline de Groote explains this choice with a particularly illustrative 
anecdote:

The choice of lobby as a name was met with some mistrust both inside 
and outside European institutions and by the women’s organisations 
themselves. I recall a comment at a meeting in the office of president 
Delors: ‘A lobby? That doesn’t sound very good.’ But paradoxically, 
we were pleased. Our interlocutor had understood that it was a 
new structure with the goal of being active and exerting influence. 

(European Women’s Lobby, 2001, 9)

‘The word “lobby” surprised many members of the European 
parliament’s budget committee’, explains Marie-Claude Vayssade, another 
founder of the organisation, the coordinator of the French chapter and 
former MEP. The choice of this name shows that its founders were fully 
aware of and had in-depth knowledge of how the institutions worked, 
but it also illustrates the nature of the organisation. Once again, it was an 
organisation built top-down, not bottom-up. Its connection with what is 
traditionally called ‘civil society’ is inverse. Its founders were people who 
were part of the institutions, that is, of the power that they ultimately 
wanted to influence. In other words, Fausta Deshormes did not strive to 
create a trade union of women workers in the institutions to claim their 
rights; what she wanted to do was influence the policies that the European 
institutions made for women. This is why is it not a forum or a federation 
but a lobby. It is a powerful statement of intentions.

We should not lose sight of the fact that Femmes pour l’Europe, 
spearheaded by Ursula Hirschmann, was also a lobby. They were women 
linked to the highest echelons of the European project who wanted to 
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create a women’s association to influence the European institutions. The 
points in common between the two organisations are obvious, as Jacqueline 
de Groote later acknowledged, even though no written document or 
interview has been found in which Fausta Deshormes La Valle recognises 
the connection between the two.

4.2 OBJECTIVES AND LINES OF ACTION

The European Women’s Lobby was extremely ambitious. It aimed very 
high, had high hopes for the capacities that the European Union taking 
shape would have and set objectives we can place on the left side of the 
political ideological spectrum. Jacqueline de Groote summarised it as 
follows in the Women Studies International Forum magazine article cited 
above:

The fight against poverty and social exclusion, violence against women, 
the problems of rural women, the specific problems of Black women and 
women from ethnic minorities, relations with women from Central 
and Eastern Europe, women and the media, women and development, 
women and the environment, and women and consumer matters (De 
Groote, 1992,  49-50).

In practice, this translated into initiatives that sought to directly 
influence the EC institutions. For example, one of their first actions was 
to ask that social affairs be voted on by qualified majority in the European 
Council to prevent the vote from being blocked by a single country. They 
also asked the president of the European Commission, Ruud Lubbers, 
in writing to establish a Council of Ministers for Equal Opportunities 
to meet every six months. And they had their sights set on different 
European directives, especially those that affected employment, just like 
Femmes pour l’Europe before them. To achieve all of this, de Groote says, 
their strategies included holding transnational campaigns, writing to the 
institutions involved and exerting direct pressure on politicians.

One of their main priorities as an organisation was to influence 
the drafting of the Treaty of Amsterdam. The accession of Sweden and 
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Finland in 1995 brought the organisation an infusion of new experience 
that helped them to influence the preparation of this treaty, which ended 
up including gender transversality in the EU’s principles (Lafon, 2020).

As seen in the report commemorating one decade of the European 
Women’s Lobby, the European Union enlargement was also one of 
their main concerns and an internal challenge for the organisation, 
given that it meant that it also had to expand eastward and include new 
women’s organisations with a different political culture. Even though the 
organisation was funded by the European Commission and was supposed 
to represent the sensibilities of countries with very different cultures, since 
1998 the European Women’s Lobby had stood in favour of abolishing 
prostitution, despite the reluctance of the Netherlands and Germany. It 
was also vociferously in favour of abortion and control over fertility.

Today the European Women’s Lobby is recognised as the leader of 
the women’s NGOS in the European Union. Relations have been 
strengthened with the associations from the candidate countries. The 
members of the 1997 Intergovernmental Conference spoke about 
‘political harassment’ from the lobby, which resulted in articles 2 and 
3 on equality between men and women being included in the treaties. 
The European Women’s Lobby fights to effectively defend women’s rights 
and is taking an ever clearer stance in institutional affairs. I believe 
that its future lies in that direction. We women were excluded from 
direct democracy and had to struggle for our rights in representative 
democracy. In my opinion, civil dialogue is the best way to fight for 
equality. Gender equality entails an end to stereotypes and recognition 
of different personalities. It entails not uniformity but each man and 
each woman’s right to fully develop their own personality. (EWL, 
2001, 9)

With these words, and always in a much more activist and radical 
tone, Jacqueline de Groote clarified her vision for the organisation and 
claimed that including diversity was part of it. As the organisation explains 
in its brief summary available on its website, the creation of the European 
Women’s Lobby was ‘linked to the creation of a new kind of public space 
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at European level’ and a new form of interaction between citizens and 
politicians. Even today, one of the organisation’s main objectives is to act 
as a ‘link’ between women’s organisations and the institutions.

One of the main milestones it achieved was securing the status 
of consultative body to the United Nations and the Social Council of 
the Council of Europe. Internally, the European Women’s Lobby was 
organised around a general assembly made up of the delegates from the 
member organisations. Voting rights were established according to each 
organisation’s representativeness (different branches in different member 
states, for example). Each European Union member state had the right to 
four delegates. The first president was Ana Vale from Portugal. And they 
made it possible for any organisation, ‘local, national or European’, that 
agreed with the lobby’s objectives to request membership.

Today, the European Women’s Lobby is still active and funded by the 
European Commission. It works on issues like violence against women, 
women’s leadership and support for migrant women and women refugees. 
It also serves as an umbrella for other organisations and a source of 
resources for organisations seeking funding or opportunities in Europe. An 
analysis of the current role and impact of the European Women’s Lobby 
in EU politics is not relevant to the topic and objective of this study, but 
it is interesting to note its scope today. While it began with more than 
85 organisations, according to the testimonies of the authors and players 
cited above, the European Women’s Lobby currently has 48 member 
associations, 31 national coordinating organisations and 17 European 
organisations which are also members. However, according to its website, 
it represents more than 2,000 organisations, given that its 48 members are 
all umbrellas for other organisations. Therefore, it remains a very broad, 
representative lobby whose members include the most prominent experts 
on gender matters from civil society and trade unions.

Tracing the history of these organisations has enabled us to repeatedly 
encounter the names of women who looked for a way to influence 
European construction in the second half of the twentieth century so 
that women would also play the role they deserved in it. Beginning with 
Ursula Hirschmann, after her we have often come upon the names of 
Fausta Deshormes la Valle, Jacqueline Nonon, Eliane Vogel-Polsky and 
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Jacqueline de Groote. All five of these women played a prominent if not 
essential role in the construction of the European Union as we know it 
today, but they have remained in the shadows of the more public, widely 
disseminated, better-known history.

It is worth noting that omitting women the likes of Simone Veil, 
Louise Weiss and Ada Rossi from this study, who are fairly well known 
today, was intentional. This study aims to trace the profiles that are still 
in the shadows and have not been recognised in the history of European 
construction. Therefore, the aim is not to detract from the importance of 
these personalities but to bring others to the fore. It is also important to 
note that there are other women not discussed in this study for reasons of 
space who are also clearly worth studying and at least mentioning. For this 
reason, we shall devote a small section to mentioning these other possible 
founding mothers of Europe who are also in the shadows still.
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5. The founders in the shadows
5.1 URSULA HIRSCHMANN AND FEMMES POUR 
L’EUROPE

Ursula Hirschmann is one of the women we have spoken about the most 
thus far, not only because she is one of the five chosen for this study 
as a ‘founding mother of Europe’ but also because she was the driving 
force behind the founding of Femmes pour l’Europe, the group that has 
served as the thread we have traced to reach this point in the research. 
Her figure was inevitably more public because she was the ‘wife of ’, first 
of the socialist philosopher Eugenio Colorni and after that of one of the 
founding fathers of Europe, Altiero Spinelli. But Ursula Hirschmann 
herself was one of the founding mothers of Europe, regardless of who her 
husbands may have been.

She was born into a Jewish intellectual family in Berlin in 1913. Her 
brother was the renowned economist Albert Otto Hirschmann. The 
European Commission website now recognises her as one of the ‘women 
pioneers’ of Europe and briefly describes her as one of the authors of 
the Ventotene Manifesto, a text regarded as the forerunner of European 
federalism that she and Ernesto Rossi, Eugenio Colorni and Altiero 
Spinelli drafted in 1941.

So why does Boccanfuso call Hirschmann the ‘European soul’ of 
the Manifesto? ‘Colorni was the philosopher, Spinelli the politician and 
Rossi the activist, but Hirschmann was the true European soul’, the 
Italian historian explained in a conversation with the author of this study. 
Boccanfuso studied the figure of Hirschmann for years, curiously on the 
suggestion of Altiero Spinelli’s biographer, Piero S.Graglia, who after 
studying the life and contribution of this founding father of Europe and 
forerunner of European federalism clearly understood that Hirschmann 
also deserved to be studied in depth and, more importantly, recognised.

Over time, Ursula has suffered from this kind of marginalisation by 
a male-leaning historiography that has only viewed her as the wife of 
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two of the most brilliant and profound minds that emerged from the 
antifascist struggle—Eugenio Colorni and Altiero Spinelli—without 
examining her own specificities, characteristics and originality.57

Hirschmann began studying philology in Berlin, and in 1932 she 
joined the youth chapter of the democratic socialist party to fight Nazism. 
During her university years, she met Eugenio Colorni, at that time an 
Italian lecturer at the University of Marburg. But soon thereafter, in 1933, 
she had to go into exile in Paris with her brother, which forced her to 
abandon her studies and start working as a translator or secretary to earn a 
living. In Paris, she contacted and mingled with groups of exiled Germans 
and discovered the ideas of European federalism in the underground 
publications issued by the Neu Beginnen group, which had begun to talk 
about the idea of a European federation to resolve the conflicts on the 
Old Continent. As Boccanfuso writes, Hirschmann also briefly dabbled 
in communist thinking in that early period after becoming disillusioned 
with the young socialists, but she soon removed herself from those circles. 
In Paris, her brother Albert Otto Hirschmann increasingly disassociated 
himself with politics to instead focus on his academic career. Ursula tried 
to resume her studies in Paris.

During that period, Ursula Hirschmann was still very young and 
searching for her political identity. She had become disenchanted with 
both communism and socialism and felt disillusioned in general. Searching 
for a guide, she had begun to exchange letters with Eugenio Colorni, who 
had been working as a philosophy professor at the University of Trieste 
since 1933. He finally invited her to the city in 1935, a key visit that 
ended with them marrying at the end of the year. ‘The conversations with 
him were a liberation for me at that moment of cultural decrepitude of 
base socialism and dialectical materiality, which had filled my needs for 
culture and political action until then’, Hirschmann describes in her book 
Noi senzapatria, which Boccanfuso cites in her biography (Boccanfuso, 
2021, 79).

She moved to Trieste, where she soon enrolled at the university to 

57 Introduction by Piero S. Graglia, professor of the History of European Integration at the Univer-
sity of Milan and biographer of Altiero Spinelli. (Boccanfuso, 2019, 17)
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complete her German philology studies that had been thwarted by her 
exile. In her biography of Hirschmann, Boccanfuso stresses how the 
young German woman did not want to conform to the role of housewife, 
bearing in mind Colorni’s bourgeois, wealthy background, so she quickly 
resumed her studies and looked for a job to make a living.

Therefore, even during her period as a married woman in Trieste, 
Ursula Hirschmann put neither her political activism nor her intellectual 
vitality on hold. But problems soon arose. Both she and her husband were 
Jews and antifascists, and Colorni was detained in 1938, sent to prison 
in Varese and later transferred to Ventotene island in 1939. Hirschmann 
moved to the island and conceived two more daughters. However, their 
personal relationship suffered and Colorni and Hirschmann began to 
become emotionally distant.

Taking a brief hiatus in the chronological account of Ursula 
Hirschmann’s life, it is important to stress here that at just 25 years old, 
the young woman from Berlin had already lived in Berlin, Paris, Trieste, 
and Milan, all before she became the wife of a political prisoner. The 
young Ursula Hirschmann had firsthand experience of anti-Semitic and 
political persecution in different parts of Europe, including Germany and 
Italy, where Nazism and fascism were threatening a peace that the Old 
Continent had only just secured. Hence, she was quite clear about the 
idea of Europe she wanted to promote and decided to fight for a federal, 
antifascist Europe as the antidote to her own personal experiences.

But now let us go back to Ventotene island, where Colorni encountered 
his fellow detainees Ernesto Rossi and Altiero Spinelli. Ursula Hirschmann, 
who also began her intellectual friendship with Spinelli on Ventotene, was 
not detained and could come and go from the island. This is also one of 
her crucial contributions: the dissemination of the Manifesto. ‘Ursula was 
the one who carried the text of the manifesto off the island, transcribed on 
cigarette paper and hidden inside her coat’, says Boccanfuso. We should 
recall that beyond the symbolism that has arisen around Ventotene, the 
text that Hirschmann carried away and disseminated is in some ways 
considered the first political scheme of the European federation project. 
However, even though there are no documents proving her intellectual 
contribution to the document, Hirschmann was much more than just a 
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courier. She had a very clear idea of Europe and knew that organisation 
was needed to begin working towards it.

Ursula was the one who ‘wove’, using Boccanfuso’s word, the first 
key connections that enabled the Union of European Federalists to be 
organised. The article that Spinelli wrote in the book Femmes pour l’Europe 
published by the Belgian Foreign Ministry tells about his wife’s ‘political 
life’ after she had suffered from the stroke58 that would truncate her 
Femmes pour l’Europe project. When he had met her, Hirschmann was 
still married to Colorni, was ‘only 26 years old’ but ‘had already lived and 
matured an intense personal and political life’.

Altiero Spinelli wrote that ‘there are only a handful of us’ who recall the 
events on Ventotene, when Rossi and Colorni proposed writing that first 
draft of the federal Europe. ‘Ursula was in this small group that agreed to 
be considered visionary. Her tendency to translate any ideal commitment 
into practical action immediately led her to perceive the originality of our 
position’, states Spinelli, who always included Ursula Hirschmann as part 
of this group.

In our little group, Ursula was the only one who could go to Italy. She 
was this Italian conspiracy group’s first courier. She carried what thus 
far has been called the Ventotene Manifesto. She generated a debate 
around this manifesto, sought and found affiliates, wrote it, printed it, 
distributed it. […] Thanks to her work, after Mussolini’s fall, a dozen 
days after the political prisoners were released on 27 August 1943, the 
underground conference was able to be held in Milan, which allowed 
the Union of European Federalists to be founded.59

 
Milan was the last time that Ursula Hirschmann saw Eugenio Colorni, 
the father of her children, in person. Colorni had been transferred from 
Ventotene to Melfi and then decided to stay in Rome to continue his 

58 Spinelli, A. (1979) Women for Europe. In European Women About Europe. Views and Ideas 
Amassed by the ‘Women for Europe’ Group (1979). Ministry of Foreign Affairs, External Trade and 
Cooperation in Development, 7. 
59 Spinelli, A. (1979) Women for Europe. In European Women About Europe. Views and Ideas 
Amassed by the ‘Women for Europe’ Group (1979). Ministry of Foreign Affairs, External Trade and 
Cooperation in Development, 7. 
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struggle in the resistance. He was ultimately murdered in Rome in 1944. 
After this meeting, Hirschmann and Spinelli left for Geneva, where the 
leaders of the federalist movement decided to move their political action. 
Spinelli also acknowledges Hirschmann’s role in making contacts in 
Switzerland, even though she stood out more in Paris, where they went 
in 1945 after getting married. In the second half of the 1940s, European 
federalist ideas were gaining momentum in France, so they decided to 
move there under the pseudonym of Mr and Mrs Antonelli.

Spinelli recounts how when they arrived in Paris, nobody really seemed 
willing to answer the call of the Union of European Federalists, but the 
secretary of the French Committee of National Liberation lent them a 
hand, and Ursula took over, convinced that they could be successful in 
that call. ‘Ursula was calm, confident of her ability to gather people and 
organise, of her tenacity and old familiarity with Paris’, Spinelli said, after 
stressing how the meeting was ‘a resounding success’ after Hirschmann 
took over the reins, made all the contacts and wrote the invitations. It 
became the first international federalist conference, with participants the 
stature of Albert Camus, George Orwell, Emmanuel Mounier, Henry 
Mumford and André Philippe.

Hirschmann had assigned herself a mission: to achieve a united, 
federal Europe. Her goal was not to be Spinelli’s secretary or assistant. In 
her obituary published in El País  newspaper on 11 January 1991,60 when 
she died after a long illness, Ursula Hirschmann was called ‘the missionary 
of united Europe’. And she did this while also fulfilling the duties she was 
traditionally assigned as a woman, that is, caring for her home and family. 
Spinelli himself acknowledges this heavy onus: ‘Back in Italy, Ursula had 
to spend two or three years on the burdensome job of setting up the home 
and family life from scratch in miserable post-war Rome, while I tried to 
carve a place for myself in Italian politics that would enable me to lead the 
European battle’. Spinelli describes Hirschmann in that stage as his ‘main 
assistant’, not personally but politically.

With the end of the war, the driving forces behind European federalism 
stepped back and focused on reshaping their ideas, but it was a period when 

60 Ursula Hirschmann, pionera del Movimiento Federalista europeo. (1991) El País. Retrieved on 
15 April 2023 from https://elpais.com/diario/1991/01/11/agenda/663548401_850215.html 

https://elpais.com/diario/1991/01/11/agenda/663548401_850215.html
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European and pro-European movements were blossoming and these ideas 
were beginning to take on different political guises. Nonetheless, there is 
silence about Ursula Hirschmann’s political activity throughout the entire 
period when Spinelli was actively involved in politics in Italy. According 
to Boccanfuso, Hirschmann was a ‘constant’ in Spinelli’s political work 
during those years, but she undertook no initiative beyond carrying out 
the organisational tasks in the Rome chapter of the Union of European 
Federalists.

In his article, Spinelli also laments that when he was appointed 
commissioner of the European Economic Community in 1970, it was 
the first time that ‘I did not have her efficient collaboration’. But this gave 
Hirschmann room to explore her own more individual political concerns 
and embrace feminism as part of her federalist and antifascist ideals. This is 
how she began to ponder the need to create a movement of pro-European 
women. Ursula Hirschmann was sixty years old at the time.

Her intellectual and political curiosity was suspended, and she felt 
attracted by the explosion of the feminist movement, whose importance 
in the development of democracy she understood. She believed that by 
getting deeply involved in politics, this movement could prompt and 
promote in-depth reforms of society. She wanted to take advantage of 
the opportunity to be part of the great political creation of European 
construction that was underway. She poured her usual energy into 
persuading and gathering women around her. And this is how Femmes 
pour l’Europe was born.61

But Spinelli said no more, nor can we find more information 
about this group in the aforementioned obituary in El País newspaper. 
Curiously, the obituary says that Hirschmann founded the ‘Women for 
Europe’ movement in Brussels in 1975, but it provides no further details. 
It is important to recall that Femmes pour l’Europe had an extremely brief 
existence because its driving force, Hirschmann, had a stroke that kept her 

61 Spinelli, A. (1979) Women for Europe. In European Women About Europe. Views and Ideas Amassed 
by the ‘Women for Europe’ Group (1979). Ministry of Foreign Affairs, External Trade and Cooperation 
in Development, 10.
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away from the group. Nonetheless, as we have examined in this study, the 
handful of activities it did engage in and the profiles it managed to attract 
had enough of an impact for an obituary in a non-Italian newspaper like 
El País to mention her.

According to Silvana Boccanfuso, Femmes pour l’Europe was the 
pinnacle of Ursula Hirschmann’s career as a political activist and intellectual 
(Boccanfuso, 2021, 40):

Femmes pour l’Europe was founded in response to a period of 
individual and collective crisis. From the beginning, it was the attempt 
by a woman committed to European federalism to give a new shape 
and renew the operative vigour of an idea—a united Europe—that 
had not only lost momentum and credibility over the years but also ran 
the risk of disappearing entirely under the weight of the dire events that 
had occurred during that period. 

In fact, Spinelli’s article, which we have examined in depth in this 
section, describes the political life of the ‘founder of Femmes pour l’Europe’ 
and explains her entire background as an activist, as well as the importance 
of the role Hirschmann played in the founding of the Union of European 
Federalists, with Femmes pour l’Europe as its logical evolution. Ursula 
Hirschmann had spent much of her life as a political activist surrounded 
by men who earned plenty of recognition, but she also shared struggles 
and political concerns with women like Ada Rossi, another founder of 
the Union of European Federalists who is regarded by some as another 
‘founding mother’ of Europe. Ursula Hirschmann also shared political 
concerns with the Italian writer and politician Natalia Ginzburg and 
exchanged letters with her.

In a 1975 letter to Ginzburg that Boccanfuso cites in her biography, 
Hirschmann acknowledges that feminism was a ‘recent discovery’ for 
her. Indeed, in the Femmes pour l’Europe documents we can get a clearer 
sense of Hirschmann’s ideas about both the role of women in society and 
politics and her vision of Europe. As we have seen in the texts cited above 
from this women’s lobby, the idea of Europe they promoted was a social 
Europe with a strong democratic, socially committed component. It was 
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a much more ambitious idea of European Union than what had been 
accomplished thus far, yet it can be considered modern in many regards.

Nonetheless, Hirschmann was a pioneer when she created a women’s 
lobby around the European institutions, and who knows how far she 
would have gone if her stroke had not cut short this personal project. After 
that episode, she remained in the background of politics for some time, 
but she never completely extricated herself from it. She always remained 
associated with the Union of European Federalists and was the secretary of 
this movement’s Rome chapter until the day she died. In 1986, she joined 
the Transnational Radical Party led by the MEP Marco Pannella. Ursula 
Hirschmann died on 8 January 1991 at the age of 78.

It is at the very least curious that we know so little about such an essential 
figure, whom Spinelli talks about with such admiration. Proof of this is the 
difficulty Silvana Boccanfuso encountered finding documentation. As this 
historian says, it was not until she found Hirschmann’s sister that she was 
able to access a huge trove of Hirschmann’s personal documents, which 
enabled her to grasp the intellectual depth of the woman she was profiling. 
Until then, only Altiero Spinelli’s journals referred not only to the bond 
between them but also to Hirschmann’s importance in the founding of 
both the Union of European Federalists (1943) and Femmes pour l’Europe .

5.2  FAUSTA DESHORMES LA VALLE AND THE WOMEN’S 
INFORMATION SERVICE

Another woman we have continuously run into throughout this story 
since the organisation Femmes pour l’Europe is Fausta Deshormes La 
Valle. Fortunately, there is a great deal of information on her as one of 
the women with the most traceable feminist activity both inside and 
outside European institutions. Nonetheless, she is, of course, little known 
outside a small academic circle interested in issues related to women and 
European integration. She is called ‘the lobbyist within the network’ by 
a study promoted by the Italian Senate entitled Donne que hanno fatto 
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l’Europa [The Women Who Have Made Europe].62

Deshormes in some ways took over from Ursula Hirschmann when 
the latter’s stroke kept her away from the Femmes pour l’Europe project. 
However, Deshormes had already been tirelessly working from inside the 
institutions to ensure that women played a role in the process of European 
construction and that this process took women into account. In fact, 
much of the documentation from this study was obtained thanks to the 
indefatigable efforts of this Italian journalist originally from Naples who 
promoted the creation of the European Documentation Centres and left 
an extensive archive that the Archives of the European Union in Florence 
is digitalising on their own initiative and on demand.

Fausta Deshormes La Valle was born in Naples in 1927. Her father, 
Renato La Valle, was a journalist, and so was her brother, Raniero La Valle, 
who was the director of the newspaper in the Catholic tradition, Avvenire. 
Her mother was also a writer. Fausta studied law, but she soon began to 
contribute to magazines while at the university. She was the newsroom 
secretary of the monthly medical publication Avvenire between 1964 
and 1951, and after that she was a writer at the newspaper Federació dels 
Universitats Catòlics d’Itàlia (1951-1954). When she finished, she became 
affiliated with the European Youth Campaign, a youth organisation 
associated with the European Movement that promoted young people’s 
awareness of European issues (Di Nonno, 2019-2021, 7).

In 1958, she became the editor-in-chief of this organisation’s magazine, 
Giovane Europa. There she met Philippe Deshormes, secretary of the 
movement for Belgium, whom she married. She then left Italy, first for 
France and later for Brussels. Deshormes gained Belgian citizenship after 
she married.

Her association with pro-European ideals was clear even before 
she began her career. Once she arrived in Brussels, Jean Moreau, who 
had formerly been associated with the European Movement and was 
then responsible for the Information Service of the Commission of the 
European Economic Community, hired her as an expert in 1961, after 

62 Donne que hanno fatto l’Europa (2017) Senatto de la Republica. Retrieved on 25 MY 2023 from 
https://www.senato.it/application/xmanager/projects/leg19/file/repository/relazioni/libreria/novita/
XVII/Volume_Donne_Europa_REV9_web.pdf 

https://www.senato.it/application/xmanager/projects/leg19/file/repository/relazioni/libreria/novita/XVII/Volume_Donne_Europa_REV9_web.pdf
https://www.senato.it/application/xmanager/projects/leg19/file/repository/relazioni/libreria/novita/XVII/Volume_Donne_Europa_REV9_web.pdf
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working with her sporadically for some time. There, she promoted 
education and university research in Europe. This was the period when 
she spearheaded the creation of European Union research dissemination 
centres at different universities in the EC member countries. She also 
created the European Communities Prize to reward the most significant 
doctoral theses in Europe, and she forged connections between university 
organisations and European authorities. She is also recognised as one of 
the founders of the European Youth Forum, which was founded after the 
European Youth conference held in 1970.

All of these steps are essential in understanding her subsequent role 
at the Women’s Information Service. Later, the vice-president of the 
European Commission, Varlo Scarascia Mugnozza, who was ultimately 
in charge of the EC executive’s information policies, tapped her to create 
the Women’s Information Service, where she effected a turning point in 
the European Economic Community’s work around women’s rights. It 
was a moment of excitement in European feminism, with the second 
wave of the movement, which not only led to an increase in organised 
women’s groups but also began to exert pressure on European institutions. 
Ultimately, Fausta Deshormes La Valle was a journalist who began her 
career in civil society organisations and showed a special awareness of the 
importance of information and the role that these organisations could 
play.

Providing information in women’s public opinion circles meets 
an increasing demand inasmuch as it increases women’s degree of 
participation in our countries’ political, economic and social life.63

She was obsessed with information in both directions: she wanted women 
to be informed of what was happening in Europe and what was of interest 
to them, and she wanted the European institutions to be informed of what 
women in the Community were doing. This is why she replicated the work 

63 Deshormes La Valle, F. (1979) The ‘Women’s Press and Organisations’ department of the EEC Com-
mission. In: European Women about European Europe. Views and ideas Amassed by the ‘Women for 
Europe’ Group (1979). Ministry of Foreign Affairs, External Trade and Cooperation in Development. 
Brussels, 46. 
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she had done at the Youth Service at the Women’s Information Service.
This can clearly be seen when she managed to create and lead what she 

calls in her documents a small ‘cell’, that is, an office, within the Information 
Service of the European Economic Community whose goal was to inform 
women and make connections with European women’s associations in 
the 1970s. According to the documents available for consultation in the 
Archives of the European Commission in Brussels, Deshormes promoted, 
organised and disseminated the survey that the Commission carried 
out with European women, a very in-depth undertaking that yielded a 
fairly revealing picture of women’s concerns, worries and problems in the 
European Economic Community’s different member states. After this 
survey, prompted in part by the United Nations’s commemoration of 
International Women’s Year, two units within the Community executive 
devoted to women were created: the Women’s Information Service under 
the reins of Deshormes and the Bureau for Problems Concerning Women’s 
Work that Jacqueline Nonon led.

But the data from the survey were not kept cloistered within the walls 
of the European Commission. Fausta Deshormes La Valle spearheaded a 
conference-colloquium with women from the new European Community 
countries to assess the results and set a new road map.

The goal of the ‘Women and the European Community’ colloquium 
was to assess the results of the opinion survey conducted among the 
Community’s new countries in 1975 on the occasion of International 
Women’s Year. Since the debate, the Commission has adopted specific 
proposals, one of which was the creation of a unit within the Directorate 
General of Information aimed at maintaining constant dialogue with 
women’s organisations, informing them and providing them with 
documentation chiefly on all these aspects of European integration and 
assisting them in exchanges of information between organisations and 
countries.64

64 Deshormes La Valle, F. (1979) The ‘Women’s Press and Organisations’ department of the EEC Com-
mission. In: European Women about European Europe. Views and ideas Amassed by the ‘Women for 
Europe’ Group (1979). Ministry of Foreign Affairs, External Trade and Cooperation in Development. 
Brussels, 46. 
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Why did Fausta Deshormes consider information so important? She 
herself answered this question in the article cited above. Deshormes 
considered information ‘an institutional duty’ and believed that the 
European Community’s founding treaties stated this. For this reason, she 
believed it was fundamental and necessary to have ‘a European information 
action aimed at raising Europeans’ awareness ‘the establishment of a 
broader and deeper community among peoples’.65

Therefore, we could say that Fausta Deshormes La Valle’s pro-European 
vocation was as deep and unswerving as her professional vocation. This 
is one of the points that connects her with Ursula Hirschmann. They 
were both diehard pro-Europeans with a clear desire to influence the 
process of European integration, not individually but by guaranteeing 
that women had a collective voice and that they literally had a vote. 
Deshormes recognised that everything changed after the 1970s thanks 
to the explosion of what she called the ‘neo-feminist movement’ and the 
‘obligatory’ commemoration of International Women’s Year.

Within this reality in motion, the creation of this service aimed at 
European information for women was an innovation and was perceived 
as such within the circles it targeted: it was an innovation because the 
Commission had recognised the specificity of women’s public opinion 
and considered them partners within a collaborative information 
policy.66

How did all these intentions translate into practice? Fausta Deshormes 
La Valle worked intensely to make connections. She got in touch with the 
leading feminist organisations in the new countries that had joined the 
European Economic Community and asked them in writing if they would 
be interested in making connections with the European Commission. She 
first asked them if they wanted to create an umbrella organisation across 

65 Deshormes La Valle, F. (1979) The ‘Women’s Press and Organisations’ department of the EEC Com-
mission. In: European Women about European Europe. Views and ideas Amassed by the ‘Women for 
Europe’ Group (1979). Ministry of Foreign Affairs, External Trade and Cooperation in Development. 
Brussels, 46.
66 Ibid, 48.  
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Europe to maintain this centralised dialogue, and later whether they 
would be interested in receiving and contributing to a periodic newsletter 
that would contain information that was important to the women of 
the European Economic Community. In reality, it would be ‘reciprocal’ 
information: the newsletter letter would offer information on European 
policies related to women, and the organisations could also provide 
information on their country or the creation of new organisations.

This newsletter, just like the magazine of the same name, was created 
in 1977 and survived until 1992, shortly after Fausta Deshormes La Valle 
retired. And this is another point she shares with Ursula Hirschmann: 
neither of their personal projects managed to survive after they were no 
longer directly associated with them. The annexe to this study contains 
several issues of the newsletter, which have been digitalised.67

Beyond the work entailed in writing, translating and distributing this 
newsletter around Europe with the scant resources available in de Fausta 
Deshormes’s small ‘cell’, this department also managed to organise different 
colloquia, talks and conferences. It spearheaded the creation of two prizes, 
the Nike Prize for European women in television, and the Femmes d’Europe 
(FdE) Prize, which chose a woman with a European vocation from each 
of the countries in the Community. Ursula Hirschmann, for example, 
was nominated for it. Special thematic contents were also published from 
the cell that Fausta Deshormes led, especially with a view to the 1979 
European elections. As explained in the article we have cited several times, 
these magazines had a total print run of five million copies, which was 
equivalent to around 20 million readers.

The direct European Parliament elections will be a very important 
moment within the life of the Community because they are bringing a 
qualitative change: women, as European citizens, will have the right to 
say what type of Europe they want; women, who represent 52% of the 
electorate, should participate as they see fit, as electors, as candidates, 
as promoters of electoral campaigns. That is, as main players, main 
players in a historical event in which they should participate from the 

67 Examples of the newsletter and magazine are available on page 113 of the annexe. 
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very beginning.68

Described in this way, Fausta Deshormes La Valle’s career in the 
European institutions seems like a progressive, relatively linear career 
earned through her effort and personal skills, as well as her personal 
connections. But the fact is that Deshormes La Valle was given very few 
resources, had precarious contracts and even had to battle for recognition 
that she had the right to earn a pension:

When Moreau asked me to work with him, I did not have a salaried 
job. I had a contract as an expert that paid peanuts. But at first I had 
two afternoons free because I had very small children, so this became 
the beginning of the administrative invention of this division. I joined 
in early January 1961 but was not part of the organisational chart 
until 1973. That is, in the meantime, I had 21 contracts as an expert, 
auxiliary, interim and later an auxiliary again.69

We know that Deshormes La Valle was a combative woman convinced 
about fighting for her rights because in the same interview she explains 
that after she managed to be officially hired in 1973, the European 
Commission refused to recognise her right to a pension for the years 
she had previously worked for the institution. Deshormes submitted 
an appeal to the Court of Justice, even though she already knew about 
another appeal that had failed, setting a precedent for workers in the same 
situation: ‘After me, I think there were other experts or auxiliaries who 
got involved in this story, but I don’t know if more appeals were filed. I 
actually think that for many people […] it was automatic after my parada’. 
And she was ‘proud’ not only of this battle but of many others that she 
fought in the Commission.70

From this story, not only can we infer her combative, determined 

68 Ibid, 50.  
69 Histoire interne de la Commission européenne 1958-1973. Entretien avec Fausta Deshormes La 
Valle. Par Michel Dumoulin et Julie Cailleau à Bruxelles le 2 février 2004. Archives of the European 
Union in Florence. Reference: INT726, 7. 
70 Ibid, 8. 
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character, but we also have proof that even though the European 
Commission had a division to address women’s affairs, any work done 
was achieved thanks to Fausta Deshormes La Valle’s effort, insistence and 
vocation, not because this agenda was the institutions’ political priority. 
Despite her role at the head of the small women’s cell in the information 
service, she did her job with only a few other helpers, scraping together 
funds wherever she could without any stability or many guarantees, which 
also explains why the newsletter and the magazine FdE did not last far 
beyond her retirement:

We had lots of young women—Jacqueline [Lastenouse] was the first—
with expert contracts renewed longer than was possible who were paid 
with activity budgets. I also did this when I later directed the Women’s 
Information Service. I only had a secretary in the organisation and an 
increasing volume of work and demands. So I paid a typist from my 
business budget who worked secretly. I called her my submarine. How 
were we going to get anything done otherwise?71

It was not that Deshormes agreed with this; she asked for more and was 
aware of the discrimination entailed in working under these conditions. 
A secretary and a ‘submarine’ is the ‘status’ that the Commission gave to 
women’s affairs at the time. ‘I clearly felt the difference in the way I was 
treated compared to my male colleagues’, she confessed. ‘I was looked 
upon positively when I dealt with universities and even better when I dealt 
with the cabinet [of commissioner Mugnozza], but I was looked upon 
with much less interest and consideration when I discussed women. They 
saw it as a silly hobby.’72

71Ibid. 
72 Histoire interne de la Commission européenne 1958-1973. Entretien avec Fausta Deshormes La 
Valle. Par Michel Dumoulin et Julie Cailleau à Bruxelles le 2 février 2004. Archives of the European 
Union in Florence, Reference: INT726, 8.
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The Women’s Information Service
But this ‘silly’ hobby created a lot of work and left a legacy that is both 
prolific and invaluable. The goal of the bimonthly magazine and monthly 
newsletter Femmes d’Europe (FdE) was to contribute to shaping women’s 
opinion. However, it wanted to do so not via opinion articles but via 
news related to ‘Community policies, initiatives, projects, achievements 
and programmes’ about the issues that concerned women the most: equal 
opportunity, employment, health, European citizenship, the environment, 
consumer affairs, development, the jurisprudence of the Court of Justice 
of the European Union and news about the countries that belonged to the 
European Economic Community. It also focused on ‘women’s activities and 
movements in favour of European construction and equal opportunities, 
[and] the names of women who achieved exceptional positions in political, 
economic and social life’. According to Fausta Deshormes La Valle, that 
was ‘the originality of FdE’.73

In fact, both the magazine and the newsletter involved extensive 
information research and dissemination. It had a bibliography, literary 
recommendations, analyses and a section on international organisations. 
Initially, its target audience was primarily the heads of women’s associations 
and editors in the women’s press, but the demand kept increasing with 
subscriptions from national parliaments, ministries, journalists from the 
written and oral press, professors, trade unions, universities, libraries, 
and local organisations. It is difficult to get an idea of the real reach of 
this newsletter. Upon publication of the fiftieth issue, Fausta Deshormes 
La Valle calculated that in its first ten years from 1977 to 1987, it had 
published around 9,000 news stories on around forty different topics 
and had been sent to 6,000 different addresses. It was around a four-page 
newsletter published in English and French.

‘It’s important to stress that the materials published seemed to be a trove 
for university researchers, who kept coming back to us; bibliographies 
often cite FdE,’ Fausta Deshormes La Valle celebrated in the report cited 
above. In the same document, the head of this service criticised the 
fact that the director general of the Commission imposed inconvenient 

73 Deshormes La Valle, F. Memòria de Femmes d’Europe. University of Florence Archive. Fausta 
Deshormes La Valle collection. Reference: FDLV-0064. 
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publication deadlines on them so it was often printed late, and that the 
directorate general did not defray the costs of the versions in different 
languages.

Femmes d’Europe [...] is designed for a limited but increasingly varied 
audience, and its contents are multiplied because they are often leaders 
(in the broadest sense, such as the parliamentarians and many professors 
that are part of it). It provides a human image of the Community, a 
likeable image of the Commission which becomes a calling card in 
interested circles.74

While this bimonthly magazine seemed like a huge undertaking for just 
three people, that is not all that the service that Fausta Deshormes La Valle 
directed did. It also maintained constant contacts with the press, organised 
events, screened films, held colloquia and published supplements. All told, 
issues of the bimonthly magazine Femmes d’Europe and 29 monographs 
under the title Cahiers à Femmes d’Europe on the topics cited above were 
published in one decade. The monographic topics included ‘Community 
law and women’, ‘Women and research’ and ‘Women and music’. As 
mentioned above, the office also organised two prizes, the Nike Prize for 
TV programmes that addressed issues related to equal opportunities, and 
the Femme d’Europe (FdE) Prize for a woman who had made a unique 
contribution on behalf of Europe.

All these endeavours petered out shortly after Fausta Deshormes La 
Valle retired in 1992, yet the proof of her success and positive impact 
is when different associations contacted Deshormes after the magazine 
disappeared to express their disappointment or even to offer to continue 
the project on private initiative.

‘It was really sad news to find out that Women in Europe will not be 
published anymore and that you have decided to cease your cooperation 
with the Communities of Brussels. On behalf of hundreds of our members 
who were also interested in receiving the magazine and being informed, 
we wanted to express our xxx for the wonderful work done thus far, as well 

74 Deshormes La Valle, F. Memòria de Femmes d’Europe. University of Florence Archive. Fausta 
Deshormes La Valle collection. Reference: FDLV-0064. 
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as the hope that Women in Europe can be published once again with your 
support. Do the authorities think that women have now been informed 
and motivated? We do not think so,’75 she was told in a letter written by 
the Hellenic Federation of Business and Professional Women in 1985.

In fact, even though she had announced her intention to retire before 
1990, she remained at the helm of the service until 1992, when the 
Commission led by Jacques Delors finally decided to close the department. 
Fausta Deshormes La Valle herself wrote a letter to the president of the 
Commission as a last-ditch attempt to stop it:

For fifteen years, Femmes d’Europe has been one of the instruments 
of the Women’s Information Service, the channel that has enabled it 
to disseminate not only information on Community policies in equal 
opportunity matters but also all Community policies that could affect 
citizens, and women in particular. On these issues, ‘Women of Europe’ 
and the Women’s Information Service have managed to mobilise 
women’s associations and conduct real promotion and awareness-
raising campaigns.76

Deshormes also claimed that halting that undertaking would ‘seriously 
harm’ citizens’ ‘awareness’ and ‘would be perceived by women as a sign 
of the European institutions’ abandonment of this important part of the 
European electorate’.77 But Fausta Deshormes La Valle did not manage to 
stop it, and all the work her service did with its scant resources ground to 
a halt.

Beyond this huge task from the tiny Women’s Information Service 
of the European Commission, Fausta Deshormes La Valle had already 
proven her initiative in the Department of Youth and Universities, where 
she promoted what would later become the European Documentation 

75 Letter from the Hellenic Federation of Business and Professional Women to Fausta Deshormes La 
Valle. (1985). Archives of the European Union in Florence. Fausta Deshormes La Valle Collection. 
Reference: FDLV 0012, 64. 
76 Letter from Fausta Deshormes La Valle to Jacques Delors. (1992). Archives of the European 
Union in Florence. Fausta Deshormes La Valle Collection. Reference FDLV 0012, 20.
77 Ibid.
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Centres, which began to operate in 1963, back when she was working 
with Jean Moreau. These centres collected information on Europe and 
were designed not only to stimulate academic research into European 
integration and European affairs but also to facilitate research for an 
academic demand that was just beginning to take off. Her ties with Italy 
enabled her to begin the first pilot project with the Sapienza Università di 
Roma, but it rapidly spread to the other European Economic Community 
member countries.

Yet her legacy does not end with the European Commission. Fausta 
Deshormes La Valle was fundamental in the subsequent creation of the 
European Women’s Lobby (EWL), as discussed above. Not only her efforts 
as a weaver of alliances among women’s organisations around Europe but 
also the colloquia and conferences that she herself organised led to the 
birth of this organisation, which was ultimately the continuation of her 
friend Ursula Hirschmann’s group Femmes pour l’Europe.

This tireless worker on behalf of women’s equality in Europe died 
in Rome in 2013 at the age of 86. This means that she worked for the 
European Commission until she was 65 years old. As Maria Pia di Nonno 
noted, at the farewell ceremony held for her in Brussels on 14 April 2013 
on the occasion of her passing, Jacqueline de Groote recalled: ‘Fausta 
changed the life of women in Europe, and she certainly changed mine’ 
(Di Nonno, 2019-2021, 53).

In fact, Deshormes La Valle is one of the keys to this study and the 
entryway for anyone interested in researching women and European 
construction. It has been possible to trace other essential figures via the 
hundreds of documents she collected thanks to her keen awareness of 
the importance of information. The Historical Archives of the European 
Union in Florence held a small homage for her in 202178 that recognised 
her as one of the ‘founding mothers of Europe’, because all the documents 
that the European Commission’s information service that she led generated 
and compiled have been conserved thanks to the collection of Femmes 
d’Europe archives. ‘These collections have enabled us to study the role 

78 Women of Europe: In memory of Fausta Deshormes La Valle. (2021) European University Institute. 
Retrieved on 10 June 2023 from 
https://www.eui.eu/news-hub?id=women-of-europe-in-memory-of-fausta-deshormes-la-valle 
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of women in the development of European cooperation and integration 
since the end of the Second World War’, said the announcement of the 
seminar held to commemorate the figure of Fausta Deshormes.

5.3 JACQUELINE NONON AND THE OFFICE FOR 
WOMEN’S EMPLOYMENT 

There is another name that has come up repeatedly and has unfortunately 
received even less attention and historical recognition that the two 
previous women have. It is Jacqueline Nonon, who was in charge of the 
European Commission’s Office for Women’s Employment, or the ‘Bureau 
for Problems Concerning Women’s Work’ if we translate the name more 
literally, parallel to when Fausta Deshormes La Valle was in charge of the 
Women’s Information Service.

Jacqueline Nonon was born in Laval (Mayenne, France) in 1927, the 
daughter of a family that came from the border region of Lorraine next 
to Germany, Belgium and Luxembourg. She studied languages (Spanish 
and English) and literature, but her first professional experience was in 
business and trade. Even though she had a good job in the private sector in 
France, her pro-European vocation soon led her to seek work in Brussels. 
‘I worked with engineers, but I was in the sales department. I basically 
reached Brussels without knowing quite what I could do there. What I 
wanted to do was help build Europe and—as a native of eastern France— 
get away from the wars and build a Europe of our dreams’, she confessed.79

Nonon knew that she wanted to work in the European institutions, 
and at first she was willing to do anything. Thanks to a brief experience 
at the Sorbonne library, she found her first job in 1958 in the Directorate 
General of Social Affairs in Brussels, where she was put in charge of 
organising the department’s documentation. After two years, she landed 
her first administrative job, which would become the first rung in her 
35-year career as a European functionary. She retired the same year that 
the magazine Femmes d’Europe published its last issue, shortly after the 

79 Histoire interne de la Commission européenne 1973-1986. Entretien avec Jacqueline Nonon par 
Sylvain Schirmann à Paris le 25 octobre 2010. Archives of the European Union in Florence. Refer-
ence: INT226, 2. 



| 86 | 

WOMEN IN THE SHADOWS OF EUROPEAN CONSTRUCTION

European Women’s Lobby was founded in 1992.
After that, she was moved to a department of what were called ‘difficult 

jobs’, which was in charge of sectors like agriculture, as well as women’s 
employment. She found her place there, because ‘nobody wanted to be in 
charge’ of women’s employment, although she was particularly interested 
in it.

I had gained experience in the company CSF, where I had had issues 
with human resources; I was told that if I joined a union I could just go 
home. I complained because the typists and secretaries in the technical 
departments had university degrees in physics and chemistry, because 
obviously they had to know what they were writing about and they 
hired women who were university graduates. But I told them, ‘Listen, 
you can’t accept this. You should be executives, you have a university 
degree!’ I had successfully fought for myself, and we women had to fight 
for equality.80

In this interview, Nonon mentioned how before she reached the 
European Commission, before the rise of feminism in the late 1960s, the 
European institutions had paid no attention to women’s problems or to 
working towards gender equality. She described herself as a woman of 
‘contacts and networks’ who had interacted with trade unions and women’s 
associations, so she ultimately ended up running an office within the 
European Commission created exclusively to work towards employment 
equality between men and women.

As explained above, in 1976 the European directive on professional 
equality was adopted, and Jacqueline Nonon played an extremely active 
role in it. Not only did she instigate and pressurise the institutions to 
promote this directive, she also launched an expert group to advise the 
EC executive on what the directive should be like and how it should be 
implemented, and she did extensive internal lobbying until she achieved 
it. To get data supporting the need for the European Union to have this 
law, she managed to spearhead a survey on women’s equality by seeking 

80 Ibid, 6.
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funding outside the Commission, because the EC executive would not 
give her a budget for it.  The survey was launched by five magazines in five 
different countries in their respective languages: Amica (Italy), Margriet 
(Netherlands), Brigitte (Germany), Het Rijk der Vrouw (Belgium) and 
Femmes d’aujourd’hui (France and Belgium). It reached a total of 11 
million readers and therefore had a considerable impact. The survey was 
used to expose gender inequality in the labour market and revealed the 
need for a law that would guarantee an end to this inequality (Gubin, 
2007, 116).

Just like Fausta Deshormes La Valle, Nonon worked with very few 
resources, ‘a documentalist, a secretary and interns’. Nonetheless, she 
lobbied extensively within the institutions to ensure that this directive and 
others that came later were duly implemented.

I had to create networks. I’m a woman of contacts so I had to create 
networks with the trade unions and women’s associations, and I soon 
found myself at the head of group that we called ad-hoc ‘for women’s 
equality’, and this is how this law began, particularly the basic directive 
of 1975.81

She had been so active in promoting this agenda in Brussels that in 
1978 the Prime Minister of France, Raymond Barre, offered her the post 
of National Delegate for the Status of Women. Nonon accepted, but it 
was not a good fit. ‘Barre was not a feminist in any way; he had no idea 
what feminism was about’, Nonon bemoaned. Barre had not earmarked 
resources for the department, and Nonon soon got frustrated. It closed 
after six months, and after another stint in Brussels she was appointed 
European Union delegate in France, where she would end her career.

Thus, she had a somewhat traditional life as a European functionary, 
but it was exceptional because very few women secured these posts at that 
time. In the interview with Nonon conserved in audio in the Archives of 
the European Union in Florence, she gives off an energy and a steadfast 

81 Histoire interne de la Commission européenne 1973-1986 Entretien avec Jacqueline Nonon par 
Sylvain Schirmann à Paris le 25 octobre 2010. Archives of the European Union in Florence. Refer-
ence: INT226,  16. 
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conviction that Europe had to be constructed and that feminism had to 
be part of this process.

I can unabashedly say that I was the driving force behind it [the Office 
for Women’s Employment]. I had the idea and later I was in charge of 
implementing it because I’m an active person and I don’t stop at the 
paperwork. I wrote some articles about lobbying because that was what 
it was about.82

Indeed, Jacqueline Nonon spent her whole life lobbying within the 
institutions to promote equality between men and women, a complicated 
task, which explains why later she wrote a book on lobbying in the 
European Union (Nonon et al., 1991). She recounts the birth of the 
European Women’s Lobby in that book. The objective, she said, ‘was to 
exert effective pressure over European and national institutions to defend 
women’s interests’.

The winds of feminism have been blowing over Berlaymont [the name 
of the European Commission headquarters in Brussels] since the 1960s. 
It became the goal of trade union pressure so the Commission would 
resume the battle for salary equality and, more generally, employment 
equality. [...] After 1975, we ended up achieving a battery of European 
laws aimed at promoting women. Obviously it was not enough, but 
we tried to further them over the years. [...]Women have to remain 
watchful and never be complacent. Therefore, we have created a 
European lobby. After having dangled in limbo for ten years, this 
organisation was founded in 1990 (Nonon et al., 1991, 60-61).

But achieving this was not an individual accomplishment, as Nonon 
herself explained in her article in the book Femmes pour l’Europe.83 
Women in trade unions had been asking for a permanent interlocutor in 

82 Ibid, 25.
83 Nonon, J. (1979) The ‘Bureau for Problems Concerning Women’s Work’. In: A European Women 
about Europe. Views and Ideas Amassed by the ‘Women for Europe’ Group. Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
External Trade and Cooperation in Development. Brussels, 134. 
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Brussels for years. Likewise, the European Parliament, and specifically the 
parliamentarian from Luxembourg Astrid Lulling, called for the creation 
of a Women’s Office like the one in the United States. The commissioner 
for Social Affairs, the Irishman Patrick Hillery, heeded those demands. 
Even though it was not a Women’s Office on par with its US role model, 
a ‘specialised service’ was created, Nonon wrote critically. ‘For those who 
are not familiar with it, this is a type of administrative structure a level 
beneath the division, which is not statutory in nature and therefore can 
disappear from one day to the next if that’s what the authorities wish’, 
Nonon bemoaned.

But just like Fausta Deshormes La Valle’s situation, despite its few 
resources or even guarantees of survival, the small office managed to forge 
ahead and do important work thanks to the conviction and vocation 
of the woman in charge of it. Jacqueline Nonon’s real goal was for this 
office to ‘cease having a reason to exist’, that is, for equality between 
men and women to be achieved. ‘In the middle and long term, the office 
was supposed to be an instrument that was a tangible expression of the 
commitments taken on by the member states in 1974 with the social 
action programme, which upheld equal opportunities for men and women 
in job hiring, professional training, promotion and working conditions, 
including salary’, Nonon explained.

Once approval of the directive was assured, even though the member 
states trimmed it back to make it less ambitious than she wished, her 
fundamental job was to ensure the proper and complete implementation 
of the new European law, which was supposed to work towards achieving 
workplace equality between men and women. ‘A directive does not mean 
victory’, she reflected. The European Community member states had to 
implement the directive correctly, and to do so the necessary advice and 
legal and financial resources had to be guaranteed. This was one of the 
main remits of Jacqueline Nonon and her small office. But women also 
had to be aware and properly informed of their ‘new rights’ recognised 
by the European law. For that reason, another of Nonon’s core jobs was 
to inform; hence she made the film The Same Outlook, the Same Life, 
‘which not only informed European women of the different means of 
action available to them, but also tried to combat preconceived ideas and 
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judgments about their options at work’.84

Jacqueline Nonon’s character and conviction in this job can be seen 
in the 1979 European elections, when she called for women to vote in 
favour of achieving equality and guaranteeing that they have the place 
they deserve. 

Direct elections for the European Parliament will be held in less than 
one year, and it is impossible to over-emphasise the imperative that 
European women take the place they deserve in society, especially at 
a time when the economic situation and rising unemployment are 
beginning to yield a discourse which claims that women are stealing 
jobs. Here once again, the office that the European Commission has 
launched can play a fundamental role. It should have the ability to track 
everything that is happening in the member countries and sound the 
alarm signal at the right time. This mini-department should conduct 
indispensable oversight for the women of Europe because the struggle 
will be long and fraught. Today more than ever, solidarity among 
women—whether or not they work—should be on the agenda.85

Jacqueline Nonon died on 21 February 2020. The French coordinator 
of the European Women’s Lobby86 remembers her as ‘one of the figures of 
Europe’, a woman who ‘mattered a lot and was very active in European 
feminist and associative networks in the second half of the twentieth 
century’. This is certainly because not only was she part of Femmes pour 
l’Europe, the group spearheaded by Ursula Hirschmann, but she was also 
later associated with the European Women’s Lobby from the very start. 
‘The first conversation about my dream of creating a European Women’s 
Forum, as I tentatively called it, was with Jacqueline Nonon’, Fausta 
Deshormes La Valle said (European Women’s Lobby (EWL), 2001, 8).

84 Nonon, J. (1979) The ‘Bureau for Problems Concerning Women’s Work’. In: European Women About 
Europe. Views and Ideas Amassed by the ‘Women for Europe’ Group. Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Exter-
nal Trade and Cooperation in Development. Brussels, 134. , 140. 
85  Ibid, 142. 
86 Fouché, N. Femmage a Jacqueline Nonon. CLEF. Retrieved on 10 June 2023 from https://www.
clef-femmes.fr/2020/06/02/femmage-a-jacqueline-nonon-1927-2020/ 
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The fact that the European Union has a salary equality directive 
today is in part thanks to Jacqueline Nonon, who was heavily involved 
in negotiating, drafting, disseminating and implementing it around the 
European Union. But her job was both inside and outside the institutions. 
It is important to recall that one of the first activities promoted by the 
group founded by Ursula Hirschmann, Femmes pour l’Europe, to which 
Nonon belonged, was a demonstration before the gathering of ministers 
who were there to decide on the directive that Nonon had helped to draft. 
She was also one of the founders of the European Women’s Lobby along 
with Fausta Deshormes La Valle. This demonstrates that the European 
institutions were not sufficient, because just like the French government, 
they did not let her do enough to advance towards effective equality 
between men and women.

The principle of equal pay between men and women is enshrined in 
article 119 of the Treaty of Rome. In the past 20 years, different EC 
directives have been adopted and the rulings of the Court of Justice of the 
EU have had a decisive influence on the fight against discrimination on 
the basis of sex. Progress in this area has benefited from the association 
with other European institutions, experts, associations and lobbies, such 
as the European Women’s Lobby. Nonetheless, inequalities persist. The 
European governments’ lack of political will has particularly translated 
into their reluctance to introduce the obligation of equality into the 
preamble and body of the Treaty of Amsterdam.87

Jacqueline Nonon wrote this in 1998 in a magazine on training and 
work as a representative of the European Women’s Lobby. Nonon never 
stopped fighting for salary equality between men and women both inside 
and outside the European institutions, and regardless of whether or not a 
directive on salary equality had been approved in Europe.

87 Nonon et al., (1998) L’Europe, un atout pour les femmes? In: European Commission. Pro-
blèmes politiques et sociaux, no. 804. Retrieved on 15 May 2023 from www.persee.fr/doc/
forem_0759-6340_1998_num_64_1_2693_t1_0084_0000_12 
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5.4 ELIANE VOGEL-POLSKY AND ARTICLE 119

None of the women discussed in this study acted alone. They were all 
interlinked, and their contributions to the construction of the European 
Union should be viewed almost as a collective undertaking.

I contacted Jacqueline Nonon, who was in charge of what was called 
the ‘Women’s Office’ at that time. But she made it very clear that she 
had no money and that the Commission was not willing to earmarked 
even a penny to women… Still, she put me in touch with Huguette 
Defosse, who was the president of the International Women’s Press 
Association and owner (with her husband) of the Belgian and French 
editions of Femmes d’Aujourd’hui.88

Thus arose the idea of conducting a survey on the employment 
situation89 of women to exert pressure to create a salary equality directive in 
the European Union. Eliane Vogel-Polsky, who was a scholar specialising 
in social law at the time, proposed this to Jacqueline Nonon, and the 
idea gelled so much that the European Commission supported it and the 
survey was published in five magazines around Europe.

In fact, the name Eliane Vogel-Polsky appears several times in Fausta 
Deshormes La Valle’s many papers, not in direct exchanges but as an expert 
in the European laws needed to achieve salary equality between men 
and women. We could say that this survey on employment inequalities 
between men and women is the least of her contributions to European 
construction, and especially what is called the social Europe. Vogel-Polsky 
spent the core of her life seeking ways to guarantee that article 119 of the 
Treaty of Rome was actually fulfilled and that the member states were 
made to comply with it.

88 Direct testimonial by Eliane Vogel-Polsky to Eliane Gubin. In: Gubin, E. (2007) Éliane Vogel-
Polsky, Une femme de conviction. Institute for the Equality of Women and Men, 46. 
89 Some of the results of the survey published in magazines can be found in archive ME-2418 of 
the European Movement collection in the Archive of the European Union in Florence starting on 
page 12. 
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Each Member State shall during the first stage ensure and subsequently 
maintain the application of the principle that men and women should 
receive equal pay for equal work. For the purpose of this Article, ‘pay’ 
means the ordinary basic minimum wage or salary and any other 
consideration, whether in cash or in kind, which the worker receives, 
directly or indirectly, in respect of his employment from his employer.90

This had been European law since 1958, but it was not yet even close 
to being a reality in the 1970s and is still not today. Eliane Vogel Polsky 
poured all her expertise into finding legal ways to obligate the member 
states to fulfil this principle and put an end to salary discrimination on the 
basis of gender once and for all.

Eliane Vogel Polsky was born in Ghent (Belgium) in 1926, the daughter 
of a Jewish family of Russian extraction who had moved to Belgium 
after the First World War. The family moved to Brussels in 1934, and 
Eliane Polsky (her name at the time) continued primary and secondary 
school there. Just like Ursula Hirschmann, she suffered from anti-Jewish 
persecution in the 1940s and had to hide in Liège with her family under 
a false identity. But after that episode was over, enrolled at the Université 
Libre de Bruxelles and joined the minority of women pursuing university 
degrees. She soon stood out in academia, graduated with honours and 
managed to gain admission into the Brussels Bar Association in 1950, a 
requirement to work as a lawyer. During this period, she met the fellow 
jurist Marie-Thérèse Cuvelliez, with whom she later shared the legal battle 
to ensure compliance with article 119. Both had been writing articles and 
texts for law journals since their university days.

We cannot forget that all of this was happening parallel to the 
negotiations and final approval of the Treaty of Rome, which was signed 
in 1957 and states in writing that women and men have the right to equal 
pay for equal work. Bearing this context and Vogel-Polsky’s entire academic 

90 Excerpt from article 119 of the Treaty of Rome. Retrieved on 14 May 2023 from http://www.
ub.edu/ciudadania/hipertexto/europa/introduccion/art117.htm#:~:text=Art%C3%ADculo%20
119&text=Cada%20Estado%20miembro%20garantizar%C3%A1%20durante,femeninos%20
para%20un%20mismo%20trabajo. 
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background in mind, it is easy to see her invaluable contribution to the 
struggle for salary equality among the women and men of Europe. As 
recounted by Eliane Gudin, the author of the biography of this prestigious 
scholar sponsored by the government of Belgium, Eliane Vogel-Polsky 
began to focus on feminism in the late 1960s, dovetailing with the second 
wave of feminism in France and associated with the May ’68 protests. 
The Feminist Information Reflection Group (GRIF) was founded at that 
time, and Vogel-Polsky soon got involved in it as a member of the editorial 
board, although at that time she was convinced that her contribution to 
the feminist cause should be through law (Gubin, 2007, 65).

In 1952, she married André Vogel, another lawyer, and they had 
three children: Jean (1953), Laurent (1955) and Alain (1956). Becoming 
mother came very early in her career as a lawyer even further complicated 
things, bearing in mind that a woman lawyer faced a hard road at a time 
when there were very few of them. Nonetheless, Eliane Vogel-Polsky never 
stopped trying and never abandoned her scholarly interests. In 1955, 
the Université Libre de Bruxelles opened the Institut du Travail under the 
leadership of the jurist Madeleine Gevers-Dwelshauvers,91 and the young 
lawyer decided to further her academic training. She earned her doctorate 
in the sociology of work in 1958 with top honours and then entered the 
world of social law and the employment problems. After that, she began 
social law and graduated in 1963 with a specialisation in international 
social legislation. Finally, she was also in the first graduating class of 
the Institut d’Études Européennes (Institute for European Studies) at the 
University of Brussels, where she was able to specialise in European law 
and graduated, again with honours, in 1965. Thus, her academic career 
was extensive and impeccable, yet it is also essential to understand her 
subsequent essential contribution to what has been called social Europe. 
It is no coincidence that that Université Libre de Bruxelles remembers her 
as ‘a mother of social Europe’.92

91 Madeleine Dwelshauvers-Gevers (Ixelles 1897-1994) was a Belgian jurist and the first woman 
to occupy a university chair in Belgium. She was the first dean of the faculty and the first woman 
member of the administrative board of the Université Libre de Bruxelles.
92 Éliane Vogel-Polsky. Une mère de l’Europe sociale. Université Libre de Bruxelles. Retrieved on 15 
May 2023 from  
https://bib.ulb.be/fr/documents/digitheque/personalia/eliane-vogel-polsky 

https://bib.ulb.be/fr/documents/digitheque/personalia/eliane-vogel-polsky
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As stated above, this entire body of expertise is essential in 
understanding her contribution to the struggle for salary equality between 
men and women in Europe. She was a lawyer, an expert in social law and 
a convinced feminist, the necessary combination that led her to focus on 
compliance with article 119 of the Treaty of Rome, even if the governments 
of the European Economic Community did not seem willing to do so.

One of the key junctures was the famous women’s strike at the National 
Weapons Factory in Herstal in 1966. Vogel-Polsky held workshops for the 
country’s trade unions and had suggested spreading the word about the 
importance of article 119 among women workers. One of the workers 
in the Herstal factory, Charlotte Hauglustaine, attended one of these 
seminars and pushed for the first major women’s strike to protest for 
compliance with article 119, which halted the factory’s production for 
three months.93 The young Belgian lawyer was fascinated by the impact 
of the strike, which managed to raise women workers’ salaries, although 
they did not achieve parity with their male colleagues. From then on, she 
became convinced that article 119 had to be brought before the European 
justice system to ensure compliance.

The young Eliane Vogel-Polsky began to search for cases to submit to 
the European Court of Justice, but it was not easy because the trade unions 
were afraid that it would hinder the negotiations that had started thanks to 
the protests that came in the wake of Herstal. Finally, she managed to find 
the first case, which involved a 19-year-old worker, Christiane Mertens, 
who had lost her job and was earning unemployment benefits far lower 
than any young man her age. Vogel-Polsky took the case to court in 1967, 
arguing that unemployment benefits were associated with salary and that 
they should therefore be protected under article 119. The young lawyer’s 
goal was for the Belgian justice system to decide to refer a prejudicial 
question to the European justice system, but it did not happen, but she 
did manage to get the Belgian judge to state that there was no reason why 
Mertens should earn lower unemployment benefits than a man who had 

93 Charlotte Hauglustaine’s testimonial can be seen in this documentary about Eliane Vogel-
Polsky: Hubert, A. (2019) Eliane Vogel-Polsky. Retrieved on 15 May 2023 from https://vimeo.
com/297136091 

https://vimeo.com/297136091
https://vimeo.com/297136091
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performed the same job. After that, the Belgian government reformed the 
law so that unemployment benefits were proportional to the salary earned, 
which ultimately harmed women, who earned less. The case ended up 
becoming a bitter victory for the young lawyer’s aspirations.

But she did not stop there. Vogel-Polsky soon found another case, 
which is now studied in European social law, the famous ‘Defrenne vs 
Sabena’.94 Gabrielle Defrenne was a stewardess with Belgium’s flagship 
airline, Sabena, now Brussels Airlines. According to company policy, 
women were dismissed once they turned forty. However, their male 
colleagues could work until the age of 55. Sabena dismissed Defrenne in 
1968, when she turned forty, and she decided to take the case to court, 
where Eliane Vogel-Polsky and Marie-Thérèse Cuvelliez defended her. The 
first attempt failed, and the second one almost did, but before the case 
was dismissed, the court decided to refer the prejudicial question to the 
European Court of Justice. Eight years after the first attempt, the ECJ 
ended up ruling in favour of the two women lawyers:

In fact, since Article 119 is mandatory in nature, the prohibition on 
discrimination between men and women applies not only to the action of 
public authorities but also extends to all agreements which are intended 
to regulate paid labour collectively, as well as to contracts between 
individuals. [...] The reply to the first question must therefore be that 
the principle of equal pay contained in Article 119 may be relied upon 
before the national courts and that these courts have a duty to ensure 
the protection of the rights which this provision vests in individuals, in 
particular as regards those types of discrimination arising directly from 
legislative provisions or collective labour agreements, as well as in cases 
in which men and women receive unequal pay for equal work which 
is carried out in the same establishment or service, whether private or 

94 Court of Justice of the European Union (1976) Judgment of the Court of 8 April 1976. Gabrielle 
Defrenne v Société anonyme belge de navigation aérienne Sabena. Reference for a preliminary ruling: 
Cour du travail de Bruxelles - Belgium. The principle that men and women should receive equal pay for 
equal work. Case 43-75. Retrieved on 15 June 2023 from https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/
EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A61975CJ0043 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A61975CJ0043
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A61975CJ0043
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public.95

That case signalled a turning point in Europe. Its impact was such that 
the governments of Ireland and the United Kingdom attended the trial 
in person to note down the ‘possible economic implications’ the decision 
may have. The court decided to set a date when the jurisprudence would 
become applicable. It was not retroactive but would only be applied to 
cases filed after the decision. Therefore, while this decision did not feel like 
a total victory, it can be considered the first stone laid in women’s struggle 
for employment equality in Europe.

But as mentioned above, this tireless lawyer and scholar did not stop 
there. She was aware that the fact that laws guaranteed salary equality 
in writing did not mean that this automatically translated into practice. 
That is why she lined up with Jacqueline Nonon in the European 
Commission to fight for a European directive on salary parity and ensure 
was implemented. To do so, she worked on disseminating scholarship and 
advised the Belgian government and the EC institutions.

Eliane Vogel-Polsky appears on the list of participants96 of the first 
Femmes pour l’Europe colloquium held in November 1975, cited as a 
professor at the Université Libre de Bruxelles and an expert on women’s 
labour law. After the Defrenne vs Sabena case, Vogel-Polsky fought 
actively from both the legal front and academia to bring this women’s 
right to fruition. She focused on inequality in education, unequal 
opportunities, social roles dictated for women and the dearth of women in 
politics. She conducted a meticulous analysis of salary gaps and social law 
among European countries and left an extensive bibliography97 on issues 

95 Court of Justice of the European Union (1976) Judgment of the Court of 8 April 1976. Gabrielle 
Defrenne v Société anonyme belge de navigation aérienne Sabena. Reference for a preliminary ruling: 
Cour du travail de Bruxelles - Belgium. The principle that men and women should receive equal pay for 
equal work. Case 43-75, 181. Retrieved 15 June 2023 from https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/
EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A61975CJ0043. 
96 Agenda of the colloquium La participació de les dones a la construcció europea organised by Femmes 
pour l’Europe. ME Archives in the Archives of the European Union in Florence. Reference: ME-
2418, 110. 
97 List of Eliane Vogel-Polsky’s bibliography published by the ULB on the occasion of its tribute to 
her. Retrieved on 15 June 2021 from https://e-legal.ulb.be/volume-n03/hommage-a-eliane-vogel-
polsky/bibliographie-publications-d-eliane-vogel-polsky 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A61975CJ0043
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A61975CJ0043
https://e-legal.ulb.be/volume-n03/hommage-a-eliane-vogel-polsky/bibliographie-publications-d-eliane-vogel-polsky
https://e-legal.ulb.be/volume-n03/hommage-a-eliane-vogel-polsky/bibliographie-publications-d-eliane-vogel-polsky
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ranging from philosophical studies on salary inequalities to challenges for 
salary equality in Belgian legislation and gender inequality in professional 
training. She also conducted studies for the European Commission and 
the Council of Europe. But after years of commitment to this research, she 
realised that mindsets had to be changed and positive actions had to be 
undertaken in order to implement the solutions she proposed.

In the early 1980s, Vogel-Polsky got involved in the research group 
that studied how television presented women in society. The results of 
the sociological study were published in one of the monographs of the 
Femmes d’Europe (FdE)98 magazine led by Fausta Deshormes La Valle. The 
conclusions were the seed of the Nike Prize for the European television 
programme that contributed to presenting a complete picture of women 
in society, one of the initiatives promoted from the small cell in the 
European Commission led by Deshormes La Valle.

Therefore, we can see how Vogel-Polsky’s interests and feminist 
struggles expanded over the years as she detected new structural problems 
and new opportunities for action. In the 1980s, she began to take an 
interest in women’s participation in power structures and took part in 
initiatives to promote it in both Belgium and Europe. In the 1990s, 
she got involved in the European expert group on Women in Decision-
making as a representative of Belgium.99 This group was briefly in the 
limelight at the Athens 1992 summit, where the former president of the 
European Parliament, Simone Weil, delivered a speech in favour of quotas 
in politics and critiqued the ‘male chauvinism’ she had suffered from while 
she served as the president of the Parliament.100

Under this role as a ‘national expert’, Eliane Vogel-Polsky promoted 
and disseminated the need to achieve parity in representation and 

98  L’Europe pour les Femmes (1974). Annexe of the monograph of Europe en brief. Archives of the 
European Union in Florence. European Movement collection. Reference: ME-2418, 19. 
99 Les femmes dans la prise de décision.. Panorama d’activités dans le cadre du troisième programme d’ac-
tion communautaire à moyen terme pour l’égalité des chances entre les femmes et les hommes (1991-1995) 
Le réseau européen d ’expertes ‘Les femmes dans la prise de décision’. Archives of the European Union in 
Florence. Fausta Deshormes La Valle collection. Reference: FDLV 56, 498.
100 Weil. S. (1992). Intervention de Mme Simone Veil: Athènes - 2 novembre 1992. In Projets 
féministes, no. 2, April 1993. Les violences contre les femmes: Un droit des hommes, 185-189. 
Retrieved on 16 June 2023 from https://femenrev.persee.fr/doc/pfem_1019-5610_1993_
num_2_1_894#pfem_1019-5610_1993_num_2_1_T1_0189_0000 
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powerful positions. She created the ‘Seminar on Equal Democracy’ at 
the Université Libre de Bruxelles and conducted a study on the legality of 
quotas on electoral lists for the Ministry of Equality and another study 
for the European Commission on the impact of the EC’s gender equality 
policy on women. She also proposed the creation of a ‘European Parity 
Observatory’ and a ‘European Institute of Political and Civil Education’ to 
‘forge the culture of parity’ among European citizens.101

Vogel-Polsky was deeply involved in the struggle not only for equality 
but also for ‘parity’ between men and women. In the fields of law and 
social law, she undertook a debate on the limits and interpretations of 
the principle of equality in the European Union, such as with the issue of 
quotas and positive discrimination in job promotion cases.102 This debate 
was also part of the Treaty of Amsterdam, for which institutional feminism 
had lobbied intensely because it was supposed to advance social Europe.

‘A civic Europe without its women citizens?’ Vogel-Polsky asked in a 
1996 opinion article in the French newspaper Le Monde103 conserved in 
the Fausta Deshormes La Valle collection. Two decades after starting her 
struggle to get article 119 of the treaty of Rome implemented, it was still 
her obsession, the backbone of her struggle for gender equality, although 
it had become much more complex: she had begun to take a much more 
holistic vision. ‘Strange as it may seem, the Treaty of European Union 
does not guarantee the right to equality between women and men. Only 
salary equality appears, interpreted restrictively’, Vogel-Polsky criticised in 
Le Monde. This Belgian scholar clearly understood that it was no longer 
enough to fight for equal pay if the European Community was going to 
take ‘almost 80%’ of the legislative decisions that were going to affect 
European citizens, and if women only participated in this decision-

101 Ibid, 551-552.
102 In 1995, the Kalanke ruling from the Court of Justice of the European Union 
found in favour of a man who sued the German state of Bremen for discrimination 
when his candidacy was rejected after Bremen approved a law prioritising the promo-
tion of women in public services when they have the same qualifications as men. Court 
of Justice Ruling dated 17 October 1995. Eckhard Kalanke vs Freie Hansestadt Bremen.  
Retrieved on 16 June 2023 from https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/ES/
TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A61993CJ0450 
103 Une Europe citoyenne sans les citoyennes? Par Gisèle Halimi et Eliane Vogel Polsky. 1996. Archive of 
the European Union in Florence. Fausta Deshormes La Valle collection. Reference: FDLV 56,  398.  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/ES/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A61993CJ0450
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/ES/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A61993CJ0450
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making process in ‘homeopathic doses’. Vogel-Polsky and her co-author 
of the article, Gisèle Halimi, criticised the lack of will and even the 
hypocrisy of European leaders, whose speeches upheld gender quality as 
a cornerstone of democracy, but who later refused to legally support it in 
the EC’s treaties and laws. ‘The fragmentary nature of gender equality in 
EU law is harmful because it is constantly questioned and subject to the 
vicissitudes of the political and economic situation, given that it is not one 
of the foundations of the EC’, they claimed.

‘It is a fundamental right, a general right, and equality between men 
and women should be recognised in the treaties, because it should be 
compulsory to take it into account in all EU policies and institutions’, 
Vogel-Polsky said at a conference of the Association of Women from 
Southern Europe held in France in 1996, organised by the French 
government and the European Commission.104

Therefore, this lawyer, who also specialised in European law and was 
by then an expert on gender equality and parity matters, suggested that 
the Intergovernmental Conference scheduled for Turin in March 1996105 
‘urgently’ include equality between men and women as a ‘specific duty’, 
and that it determine ‘the means needed to achieve the objectives’. If not, 
equality would continue to be a ‘fiction’. Her proposal entailed establishing 
an ‘equal European citizenry’.

Thus, we can understand how an initiative to make a European 
Charter for Equality between Men and Women106 in the local sphere also 
sprang from Eliane Vogel-Polsky’s debate and academic reflections, as well 

104 Conferences of 12/1996 and 06/1997 for women’s access to decision-making in Southern Eu-
rope presented by the Association of Southern European Women (AFEM) and organised with the 
support of the Commission (DG V) and the French government (1996). Fausta Deshormes la Valle 
collection. Reference: FDLV-86-V.1. Archives of the European Union in Florence. Available online 
at https://archives.eui.eu/en/audio_visual/search/details/237460?search-terms%5Btext%5D=jacque
line+nonon&start=0 
105 The European Council had pledged to call an Intergovernmental Conference before the end of 
the century to review the Treaties of European Union. The 1997 Maastricht Treaty was one outcome 
of the Intergovernmental Conference in Turin. European Parliament. Conclusions of the Span-
ish presidency on the 1996 Intergovernmental Conference of Turin. Retrieved 25 May 2034 from 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/summits/tor1_es.htm#igc1
106 Ceriani, S. (2006) La Charte Européenne pour l’égalité des femmes et des hommes. Conseil des 
Communes et Régions d’Europe. Retrieved 25 May 2034 from https://www.ccre.org/docs/charte_
egalite_fr.pdf 

https://archives.eui.eu/en/audio_visual/search/details/237460?search-terms%5Btext%5D=jacqueline+nonon&start=0
https://archives.eui.eu/en/audio_visual/search/details/237460?search-terms%5Btext%5D=jacqueline+nonon&start=0
https://www.ccre.org/docs/charte_egalite_fr.pdf
https://www.ccre.org/docs/charte_egalite_fr.pdf
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as her obsession with putting it into practice. Indeed, this instrument 
was adopted by the Council of European Municipalities and Regions 
(CEMR), an organisation that is still active and has brought together 60 
associations from 40 countries since 1951. Vogel-Polsky contributed to 
drafting this document along with Françoise Gaspard, then the mayor of 
Dreux, under the coordination of Sandra Cerciani.107

Thus, Vogel-Polsky threw herself into the struggle for gender equality 
and non-discrimination against women in Europe from different angles of 
the multifaceted prism comprised of the expertise and knowledge through 
which she viewed the world. This is why it is logical that her career to 
culminated with her name on the lists of the 1994 European elections, 
where she ran with the United Left (Gubin, 2007, 123). After that, her 
work at disseminating information as an expert scholar in gender equality 
spread as she gained recognition within the world of academia. She was 
appointed chair at the Université Libre de Bruxelles in 1978 and emeritus 
professor in 1991, and in 1999 the University of Lleida recognised her by 
granting her an honorary doctoral degree.108

In her acceptance speech, she brilliantly summarised the evolution in 
her thinking and the reasons it was essential to fight for salary equality in 
the European courts, why after that we must fight for parity and quotas 
and why governments or public institutions are not the only ones that can 
guarantee these social rights and new rights:

The public authorities no longer have a monopoly on defining the 
solutions applicable to the problems in our communities, nor on the 
means needed to solve them. To guarantee a new generation of economic, 
social and cultural rights, we have to find new formulas for collective 
participation, coordination and integration of different objectives. We 
have to find new formulas that bring together the viewpoints, interests 

107 De Vos, D.  (2019) Activisme juridique - La Charte européenne pour l’égalité entre les hommes 
et les femmes au niveau local. A la recherche d’une ville femmes admises. In e-legal, Revue de droit et 
de criminologie de l’ULB, Volume 3. Retrieved 25 May 2034 from https://e-legal.ulb.be/volume-n03/
hommage-a-eliane-vogel-polsky/axe-3-activisme-juridique-la-charte-europeenne-pour-l-egalite-en-
tre-les-hommes-et-les-femmes-au-niveau-local-a-la-recherche-d-une-ville-femmes-admises 
108 Honoris Causa UdL. (199) Retrieved on 14 May 2023 from 14 https://www.udl.cat/ca/organs/
secretaria/honoris/vogel/ 

https://e-legal.ulb.be/volume-n03/hommage-a-eliane-vogel-polsky/axe-3-activisme-juridique-la-charte-europeenne-pour-l-egalite-entre-les-hommes-et-les-femmes-au-niveau-local-a-la-recherche-d-une-ville-femmes-admises
https://e-legal.ulb.be/volume-n03/hommage-a-eliane-vogel-polsky/axe-3-activisme-juridique-la-charte-europeenne-pour-l-egalite-entre-les-hommes-et-les-femmes-au-niveau-local-a-la-recherche-d-une-ville-femmes-admises
https://e-legal.ulb.be/volume-n03/hommage-a-eliane-vogel-polsky/axe-3-activisme-juridique-la-charte-europeenne-pour-l-egalite-entre-les-hommes-et-les-femmes-au-niveau-local-a-la-recherche-d-une-ville-femmes-admises
https://www.udl.cat/ca/organs/secretaria/honoris/vogel/
https://www.udl.cat/ca/organs/secretaria/honoris/vogel/
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and values of different members of society.109

Eliane Vogel-Polsky died in Brussels in 2015, recognised by academia 
as an expert and held up by a few people as a founding mother of social 
Europe, even though many have never heard of her.

My choice may be a surprise to many, because most people are not 
aware of this woman. But I am convinced that with the appointment 
of our patron of the year, we have the power to shine a light on hidden 
histories and people who have made a crucial contribution to European 
integration in ways that have not always been recognised as they 
deserve.110

Those are the words of Federica Mogherini, the rector of the College 
of Europe and the European Union High Representative, as she named 
Eliane Vogel-Polsky the patron of the 2020-21 graduating class. The city 
of Brussels celebrated her by naming a street after her in 2019.

5.5 JACQUELINE DE GROOTE AND THE EUROPEAN 
WOMEN’S LOBBY 

Finally, we cannot forget Jacqueline de Groote, a connector among almost 
all the women mentioned thus far who was essential keeping alive the 
flame of Ursula Hirschmann’s project, Femmes pour l’Europe, and later 
turning it into the European Women’s Lobby. She was a woman of action, 
a feminist activist who never held a post in the institutions or academia 
but was an essential point of support to ensure that feminism and the fight 
for gender equality had the power that they did in the development of the 
European Union during the second half of the twentieth century.

Jacqueline de Groote was born in a small town in Wallonia (Belgium) 
on May 1931 and died in Brussels in October 2018. Her complete 

109 Ibid, 38-39. 
110 Eliane Vogel-Polsky chosen as ‘patronne de promotion’ 2021/2022. College of Europe. Re-
trieved on 14 May 2023 from 
 https://www.coleurope.eu/news/eliane-vogel-polsky-chosen-patronne-de-promotion-2021/2022 

https://www.coleurope.eu/news/eliane-vogel-polsky-chosen-patronne-de-promotion-2021/2022
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name was Jacqueline Wigny de Groote. She was the daughter of Pierre 
Wigny, a politician in the Belgian Christian Socialist Party, thrice minister 
between 1947 and 1968111 and a member of the Common Assembly of 
the European Coal and Steel Community. Her mother was the Belgian 
feminist Juliette Borbux, known later as Lily Wigny, who founded the 
Centre Féminin d’Éducation Permanent in 1956, a centre that organised 
courses, conferences and job placements for women where later her 
daughter Jacqueline also participated actively.112

Therefore, it is not surprising that Jacqueline de Groote was an 
extremely active, diehard left-wing feminist activist who was also closely 
associated with the European project and European institutions. There 
is much less research about her than the other women discussed above. 
She was active in the Permanent Forum of European Civil Society and 
president of the Centre Féminin d’Education Permanente, which her 
mother had founded, and of the International Women’s Commission of 
the European Movement. She was a member of Femmes pour l’Europe, 
the first coordinator of the European Women’s Lobby and vice-president 
after that. She made significant contributions to Cahiers du Grif, the 
francophone feminist magazine, where she co-authored articles with 
Eliane Vogel-Polsky, among others. In fact, she and Françoise Collin co-
founded it in 1973, according to posthumous homage113 paid to her by 
the Conseil des Femmes Francophones de Belgique.

Therefore, she was committed not only to intellectual and political 
activism based on her writings for the feminist magazine, but also to 
associationism and the need for the necessary information to reach women 
so they could achieve equality. To date, the women we have analysed share 
several qualities, including pro-Europeanism and feminism. This also 
holds true for Jacqueline de Groote, but her activism is what really made 
her stand out. Her writings deal with disparate issues, from household 

111 Wigny, Pierre. Africa Museum. Retrieved on 25 April 2023 from https://archives.africamuseum.
be/agents/people/403 
112 Fonds d’archives du Centre Féminin d’Education Permanente. Retrieved on 25 April 2023 from 
https://carhif.lescollections.be/Detail/objects/56693 
113 Lausberg, S. (2018) Hommage à Jacqueline Wigny de Groote 10/11/2018. Le Conseil des Femmes 
Francophones de Belgique (CFFB). Retrieved on 25 April 2023 from https://www.cffb.be/hom-
mage-a-jacqueline-wigny-de-groote-10-11-2018/ 

https://archives.africamuseum.be/agents/people/403
https://archives.africamuseum.be/agents/people/403
https://carhif.lescollections.be/Detail/objects/56693
https://www.cffb.be/hommage-a-jacqueline-wigny-de-groote-10-11-2018/
https://www.cffb.be/hommage-a-jacqueline-wigny-de-groote-10-11-2018/
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chores to electoral strategies for the 1979 European elections. Her priority 
was to act, make connections and provide the resources needed for women 
to organise and fight for their rights—all women, no exceptions. She did 
not focus just on a single issue like Vogel-Polsky or Jacqueline Nonon 
but instead continuously worked in feminism and associationism in the 
broadest sense.

For example, her contribution to the book Femmes pour l’Europe is 
virtually a political manifesto about the European elections. De Groote 
wanted women to participate massively in those elections and see women 
reach positions of decision-making, not for them to become a ‘hostage to 
male power’.114 That is why she upheld the need to raise awareness about 
European affairs and their importance. Women had to be ‘convinced’ that 
it was also their business. But one of the most interesting features of this 
article is that it exudes her spirit of associationism, her steadfast conviction 
that when organised into groups women could go much further than they 
could individually. In a demonstration of feminism, she showcased the 
work of her fellow group members: ‘We can convey information, teach 
each other, locate sources of information, find them for ourselves. In the 
European Commission, there is an Information Office for the press and 
women’s organisations. Many competent people work there, but there 
are just a handful of them’, she said about the department run by Fausta 
Deshormes La Valle. And a few lines down she said the same about the 
office where Jacqueline Nonon worked.

‘Gender mainstreaming has to come from below; women have to 
be where important things are happening, where decisions are being 
taken. […] We always have to be there,’ Jacqueline de Groote said in the 
conference of the Association of Women from Southern Europe held in 
France in 1996.115

114 De Groote. (1979). Electoral Strategy and Tactics. In European Women About Europe. Views and 
Ideas Amassed by the ‘Women for Europe’ Group. Ministry of Foreign Affairs and External Trade and 
Cooperation in Development, 42. 
115 Conferences of 12/1996 and 06/1997 for women’s access to decision-making in Southern Eu-
rope presented by the Association of Southern European Women (AFEM) and organised with the 
support of the Commission (DG V) and the French government. (1996). Fausta Deshormes la Valle 
collection. Reference: FDLV-86-V.1. Archives of the Europea Union in Florence. Available online 
at https://archives.eui.eu/en/audio_visual/search/details/237460?search-terms%5Btext%5D=jacque
line+nonon&start=0

https://archives.eui.eu/en/audio_visual/search/details/237460?search-terms%5Btext%5D=jacqueline+nonon&start=0
https://archives.eui.eu/en/audio_visual/search/details/237460?search-terms%5Btext%5D=jacqueline+nonon&start=0
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Nonetheless, it is important to acknowledge that the majority of her 
articles in Cahiers du Grif discussed economic issues, always from a highly 
critical social and feminist perspective but with a particular focus on 
employment, economic growth and social progress or the need for women 
to reach positions of power.116

If Hirschmann was the pro-European soul behind Femmes pour 
l’Europe, Jacqueline de Groote was the soul of idealism and action. She 
had huge aspirations for the group she belonged to, and for women in the 
broader sense.

Femmes d’Europe aims to become a centre of news and visions, a hub 
for European feminist organisations that share objectives. […] This 
booklet gives us a chance to clarify our positions in different areas and 
will be followed by more extensive research.117

We should recall that Jacqueline de Groote held the reins of the group 
in 1979 and was trying to rally it because Hirschmann had fallen ill. But 
as stated above, she also had high aspirations for women and believed that 
associationism and collective action were essential: ‘Women are still quite 
timid. Maybe they have not yet understood how their solidarity—with a 
minimum of organisation—can be effective in achieving their objectives.’ 
She went on to suggest, in a direct call for action, ‘Why not organise a 
snowball of telephone calls to spread news and information? Each woman 
would only have to make three calls, which takes very little time and 
money.’118

Yet she was also profoundly practical and realistic. In her text, she 
upheld the need for quotas to achieve parity in political representation, as 
well as the need to establish the mechanisms of ‘control needed’ so this was 
done properly. She also recognised that financing had to be found to hold 

116 Jacqueline de Groote’s articles in a Cahiers du Grif can be found online here: https://www.persee.
fr/doc/grif_0770-6081_1985_num_30_1_1655 
117 De Groote. (1979). Electoral Strategy and Tactics. In European Women about Europe. Views and 
Ideas Amassed by the ‘Women for Europe’ Group. Ministry of Foreign Affairs and External Trade and 
Cooperation in Development, 42. 
118 Ibid, 44. 

https://www.persee.fr/doc/grif_0770-6081_1985_num_30_1_1655
https://www.persee.fr/doc/grif_0770-6081_1985_num_30_1_1655
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electoral campaigns and to lobby. In short, her main goal was to get women 
engaged and make them aware that they should get involved in politics, 
both national and European. That is why she and Ursula Hirschmann 
were in charge of delivering the most ideological and essential speech 
entitled ‘Women’s Participation in European Construction’ at the first 
colloquium organised by Femmes pour l’Europe.119 The text is transcribed 
in its entirety, but while we do not know which part Ursula Hirschmann 
and which part Jacqueline de Groote delivered, it was certainly one of the 
most political and motivating speeches at that event:

However, our goal is not only to include women in the existing structures 
equally with men; we also believe that women have to participate in 
European construction to bring it new ideas and to influence policies 
towards more democratic solutions, more favourable to a certain quality 
of life.

Jacqueline de Groote remained faithful to this goal even after she 
herself had to announce the end of Femmes pour l’Europe to its members. 
Once the group halted its activities, she remained active in its circles and 
in Cahiers du Gif, and she also kept in touch with Fausta Deshormes, who 
after organising a meeting in London entrusted Jacqueline de Groote to 
create a coordination group to establish what would end up becoming the 
European Women’s Lobby (EWL) (European Women’s Lobby (EWL), 
2001,9).

I wrote a first draft of the organisation’s bylaws, stressing our objectives 
and working methods, and I sent it to the group of women that represent 
women’s associative life in Europe. We identified forty women from 
different countries and activity sectors and we met three times.

De Groote was the one who coordinated all the activities to create the 
lobby prior to 1991; she signed all the documents, compiled all the working 

119  Speech by Ursula Hirschmann and Jacqueline de Groote in the compilation of speeches from 
the first Femmes pour l’Europe colloquium. Archives of the European Union in Florence. European 
Movement collection. Reference: ME-2418,141. 
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minutes, wrote the strategy and made her contact information available 
to all organisations or individuals that had questions or were interested 
in joining the lobby. In 1998, she wrote an extensive report laying out all 
the organisation’s lines of action, its structure and its objectives and set 
the next steps for it to take. However, traces of her character and zeal for 
mobilising can even be found in a technical document like this one.

Before the meeting in Brussels, some delegates had consulted extensively 
among themselves. It is imperative that you all consult as many 
associations as possible to understand how they want to participate in 
the lobby or not, their objectives and their structure. We have to receive 
your answers by October. If we secure the funding we need from the 
European Community, the group of 40 from Brussels can meet again in 
December on the same day as the Council of Social Affairs. If everything 
goes well, we could announce the lobby project to the Council of Social 
Affairs. The lobby could have its first constituent assembly in 1989. 120

After the lobby was founded, Jacqueline de Groote remained 
associated with it in one way or another for many years. These are written 
testimonials about her from 2000, one of the last we can find in the report 
that the EWL issued to commemorate its first ten years of life. Jacqueline 
de Groote was 70 years old at the time.

The European Women’s Lobby fights to effectively defend women’s rights 
and is taking an ever clearer stance on institutional affairs. I believe 
that its future lies in that direction. We women were excluded from 
direct democracy and had to struggle for our rights in representative 
democracy. In my opinion, civil dialogue is the best way to fight for 
equality. Gender equality entails an end to stereotypes and recognition 
of different personalities. It entails not uniformity but each man and 
each woman’s right to fully develop their personality.

120 Instatement of a women’s lobby at the request of the European Community. Working Group 29/30 
April 1988 in Brussels. General Report by Jacqueline de Groote. Archives of the European Union in 
Florence. FDLV collection. Reference: FDLV-0024, 213.
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Thus, Jacqueline de Groote anticipated what would become later, and 
still is, the European Women’s Lobby, an organisation that encompasses 
the voice of different European organisations and not only lobbies with 
the institutions but also takes positions on a full range of political and 
legislative issues related to women. For example, we can find a quote 
from Jacqueline de Groote as the lobby’s coordinator in 1991 in an article 
published in the International Herald Tribune about the 1991 agreement 
within the European Community to guarantee pregnant women 14 
consecutive weeks of maternity leave paid at least the same amount as a 
leave for illness. ‘It is a very important measure to ensure that women can 
control their professional lives and have children at the same time’, she 
said.121

121 EC Standards for Pregnancy Leave agreed (1991) The New York Times. Retrieved in 25 April 
2023 from https://www.nytimes.com/1991/11/07/business/worldbusiness/IHT-ec-standards-for-
pregnancy-leave-agreed.html 

https://www.nytimes.com/1991/11/07/business/worldbusiness/IHT-ec-standards-for-pregnancy-leave-agreed.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1991/11/07/business/worldbusiness/IHT-ec-standards-for-pregnancy-leave-agreed.html
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6. Conclusions 
This study has enabled us to assert that there were indeed women involved 
in the process of European construction who fought tenaciously and 
tirelessly to play a role in it and to ensure that all women of Europe could 
play a role if they wanted to. They were women who belonged to the 
uppermost institutional, political, academic and social spheres within the 
bubble that was being created around the EC institutions. Yet they did 
not do it alone: they organised to reach their goals, first in Femmes pour 
l’Europe and later in the European Women’s Lobby.

Obviously, those were not the only women’s organisations created 
around the European agenda, but they are important based on the profile 
of their members, the impact of their struggles, their contribution to the 
process of European construction and integration and their drive from 
Brussels to ensure that women’s and other kinds of organisations around 
Europe took an interest and got involved in European affairs. From inside 
the EC institutions, a group of organised women understood, promoted 
and encouraged the participation of women and their organisations in the 
important and complex process of European construction. They found a 
way to maintain their autonomy by organising and creating a ‘political 
lobby’. This is how they managed to achieve unique, special and effective 
power to influence matters, which led them to participate either directly 
or indirectly in such fundamental issues as the legal recognition of salary 
equality in Europe, the implementation of European directives to achieve 
this equality and the introduction of the concept of gender parity, among 
others.

Thus, due to its members’ nature and expertise in European dynamics 
and the goals of Femmes pour l’Europe, it is logical that the idea would 
ultimately mutate into a lobby. And, in fact, this is one of the contributions 
of this study: we were able to establish and document a direct line 
connecting the group that Ursula Hirschmann instigated, Femmes pour 
l’Europe, and the European Women’s Lobby. Today the organisation itself 
does not even recognise this connection in its story, but the fact is that the 
lobby’s roots can be found in the organisation that Hirschmann promoted 
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with high expectations in the 1970s, as proven by this study based on 
one of the lobby’s documents signed by Jacqueline de Groote, and thanks 
to Silvana Boccanfuso’s hypothesis. Femmes pour l’Europe was the first 
embryonic phase of the European Women’s Lobby, and therefore Ursula 
Hirschmann also deserves its recognition.

It is equally important to observe and understand why they decided 
to organise as a lobby instead of choosing to be part of a political party 
or create a traditional civil organisation. In fact, we saw the work of 
lobby more than a civil organisation even in the stage prior to the EWL, 
which culminated, for example, with the book published by the Belgian 
government for the 1979 elections. It is a very comprehensive tome—
and with the introduction written by a minister—that brought together 
experts, activists and very powerful functionaries to put into writing what 
women had to say, what they knew and what they were asking for before 
voting. In short, it is pure lobbying.

And we are talking about lobbying because Femmes pour l’Europe and 
its members knew how to approach the European institutions. They did 
not achieve their objectives through traditional associationism. Ultimately, 
the EU institutions are (and at that time were even more) a bubble where 
the politicians from the uppermost echelons of the national hierarchy met 
to take decisions. Their relations with citizens were filtered through many 
intermediate layers, which somehow detached them from accountability 
to their voters. Indeed, the members of the European Commission had 
not been chosen by universal suffrage but, just like today, were appointed 
by the European governments. Nor had the MEPs been chosen by direct 
universal suffrage until 1979. That is why a lobby was needed, because 
interacting with this type of institution as a legitimate interlocutor 
required at least a similar structure. The European Women’s Lobby is 
nothing more than an organisation which is legitimised through other 
umbrella organisations, other smaller national organisations, and it has 
representatives in Brussels who are charged with engaging in dialogue 
with the European institutions.

The creation of this organisation also proves that there were a series 
of women in Brussels with such deep knowledge of how power, the 
institutions and politics operated that they knew that this was the right 



| 111 |

structure at a time when it might not have been so obvious. In fact, it is 
noteworthy that the European Commission itself promoted the creation 
of a European women’s organisation (via Fausta Deshormes La Valle and 
Jacqueline Nonon). As Jacqueline Nonon and Michel Clamen write in 
their comprehensive book on lobbying in Brussels (Clamen & Nonon, 
1991), business organisations, trade unions and other groups had been 
organising around the EU project for years. However, in this case, it was 
necessary for the handful of women who were familiar with the institutions 
to promote it from Brussels. National organised feminism did not head 
to Brussels to proactively lobby; instead, it was the women in the Belgian 
capital who detected the need (or opportunity) to do it and worked to 
contact as many interlocutors in the European countries as possible to 
create this umbrella organisation. They were familiar with the institutions 
and knew that it was important to speak with a single voice if they wanted 
their message to be driven home.

Therefore, it is logical and even essential that a certain kind of 
women were the driving forces behind these organisations, women who 
were familiar with and even experts in the inner workings of the EC. 
That’s why women like Ursula Hirschmann, Fausta Deshormes La Valle, 
Jacqueline Nonon, Eliane Vogel-Polsky, Jacqueline de Groote and many 
others pushed from both inside and outside the European institutions for 
women from all over European to be aware that European construction 
needed women’s presence, influence, contribution and names. Studying 
the individual profile of each of these women explains and enables us to 
understand the founding, clout and evolution of Femmes pour l’Europe.

However, this report also confirms the need to further explore the 
issue of women’s contribution to European construction from a European 
perspective, a need already noted by the French historian cited several 
times in this study, Françoise Thébaud.122 No matter how obvious it seems, 
the available bibliography on women’s contributions to the European 
Union has a national perspective that should be contextualised or situated 
within the European perspective. In other words, it was surprising to 

122 Thébaud, F. 2011. ‘Écrire l’histoire des femmes et du genre: Comparaisons et connexions européennes’. 
In Bellavitis, A., & Edelman, N. (Eds.), Genre, femmes, histoire en Europe: France, Italie, Espagne, 
Autriche. Presses universitaires de Paris Nanterre. doi:10.4000/books.pupo.2865  
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realise that this issue has been thoroughly explored in Italian academia, 
where books and even podcasts about the founding mothers of Europe 
have been made. The women historians who have laid the groundwork for 
spotlighting the importance of Ursula Hirschmann and Fausta Deshormes 
La Valle are Italian. Ultimately, Italy was a founding country that played 
an essential role in the theorisation and political implementation of the 
idea of European federalism, as mentioned above with the drafting and 
dissemination of the Ventotene Manifesto. In Belgium, too—which for 
obvious reasons has a special connection with the process of European 
construction—the figure of Eliane Vogel-Polsky has been researched and 
showcased as a mother of social Europe, but it has not extended far beyond 
that country. And the French contribution is similar: the book by Anne 
Laure Briatte, Éliane Gubin and Françoise Thébaud is deeply framed 
within France’s contribution, which keeps it from painting a complete 
picture of European women’s contribution to the European project.

That is why the topic of this research requires a European perspective, 
which brings us back to the start: the door is wide open and we are far 
from closing it. From the standpoint of historical research, we must dig 
much deeper to rigorously and exhaustively determine to what extent all 
these women, others and their organisations deserve their place in the 
history books on the European Union, which until now have focused on 
men. This study answers some of the questions but raises many others 
which extend far beyond the scope of a master’s thesis. Therefore, this 
research should be taken as a starting point for future studies on women’s 
specific contributions to the construction of European Union and their 
struggles, victories and defeats.

The only woman’s name I found in our initial stroll through the EU 
neighbourhood in Brussels, Simone Weil, was the first president of the 
European parliament, but Ursula Hirschmann was also a diehard pro-
European, a European federalist who spent the last years of her life raising 
women’s awareness so they would get involved in a political, economic and 
social project that was supposed to lead to a flourishing democratic Europe 
free of toxic nationalisms or oppression, and where women and minorities 
had the place they deserved. We are indebted to Fausta Deshormes La 
Valle for the creation of information centres on the European Union at 
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the most important universities on the continent, and for conserving 
invaluable information on European women’s needs, claims and struggles 
throughout the entire process of European construction. We are indebted 
to Eliane Vogel-Polsky and Jacqueline Nonon for the fact that European 
women are now a little closer to salary equality and decision-making 
parity than they were forty years ago. And we are indebted to Jacqueline de 
Groote for the awareness that they did not achieve all this by themselves, 
but that behind every social conquest, European or not, there is always 
a network that pushes, supports and exerts pressure. In short, we are 
indebted to all the women who mobilised to construct Europe and make 
it change, who were directly or indirectly a part of Femmes pour l’Europe 
and the European Women’s Lobby.
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