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*Gender*Power*? 

On the multiple relations between gender and power in the European 

Parliament 
Petra Meier, Petra Ahrensi, and Lise Rolandsen Agustín 

 

Not only are power relations key to policy-making, but we can even conceive of the policy-

making process “as [the] ultimate arena of power on all societies” (Richardson and Mazey 

2015, xiii). In this final chapter, we start from this premise and take a step back to develop an 

overarching analysis of relations between gender and power in the European Parliament (EP). 

With the help of the analyses offered in the previous chapters, we reflect on the following 

questions: What has been achieved as regards gendering the EP? What do we know about the 

relations between gender and power in the EP? How are power relations gendered, and what 

do the different contributions teach us in this respect? Were gender relations affected or 

changed in a way that empowered particular actors, groups, or structures vis-à-vis others? And 

if so, how, why, and with what consequences? What is the limit of what European Union (EU) 

institutions, and more specifically the EP, can do to promote gender equality? What, more 

broadly, can a gender perspective on the EP add to our general understanding of EU integration 

on the one hand and gender-equality policy on the other? What kind of change or continuity 

can we expect from the current crises, whether economic and financial, democratic, refugee, 

or Brexit? And how will anti-EU right-wing parties, populism, and conservatism affect gender 

equality as a goal and in terms of policies? 

Discussions of power in the EP context tend to focus on its lack of, or limited, power 

compared to legislative bodies of democratic nation states. As the only directly elected 

supranational body, the EP is unique but – still – not a full-fledged legislative body, even 

though its powers increased over time, putting it on almost equal footing with the Council of 

the EU. Enlargements resulted in a bigger union and triggered important institutional (treaty) 

changes, modifying decision-making procedures and reshuffling responsibilities for policy 

fields. The various crises and recent EP elections have transformed its (ideological) landscape 

and political priorities quite drastically. Political parties peddling an anti-European discourse, 

targeting supranational power, and prizing national sovereignty have gained territory, often 

hand in hand with conservative voices putting forward a traditional interpretation of gender 

roles and equality. In general, the EP – erstwhile rather progressive when it came to gender-
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equality issues – has turned into a more political institution, with the election of the President 

of the Commission one of the latest innovations in supranational institutional power relations.  

Studying gender and power in the EP often meant focusing on the power that women – 

as a socio-demographic category – acquired over time. From analysing the (increasing) 

descriptive representation of women as an issue of numerical power, interest extended to 

substantive representation as an issue of power to promote women’s needs and interests, then 

to empowering women, to gender, and lastly beyond, including an intersectional approach 

across Europe by furthering gender equality through, for instance, social policies (Hoskyns 

1996). Other scholars looked into the symbolic dimension of political representation, and how 

power and gender interplay at that level (Lombardo & Meier 2016). In sum, we are speaking 

of power in relation to the descriptive, substantive, and symbolic representation of women 

(Pitkin 1967) or eventually gender and sometimes intersectional aspects. 

Nonetheless the question remains what we are actually talking about when we speak of 

power: powerful asymmetric gender relations, empowering social groups, their gendered 

nature, or the gendering of power? Power is one of these concepts we – as (feminist) political 

scientists – tend to use without thinking of the numerous nuances in its existing definitions. 

And interestingly, while it is a key concept in understanding gender inequality in politics or in 

general, it is rarely explicitly defined in feminist writings (Allen 1999, 7). In the following, we 

will explain how we deal with the concept of power and then discuss which of its articulations 

we found in the different contributions to this volume. We hope to do justice to the multitude 

of relations between gender and power we found. This multitude might be frustrating from a 

synthesizing point of view, but power is not unidimensional. We do not aim to develop a 

comprehensive model or theory of the different articulations of power and how they relate to 

each other, but rather to show the richness and complexity of how gender and power interact 

in the EP. The asterisks added to both gender and power in the title imply possible suffixes and 

prefixes, turning these concepts into institutions in themselves but also making it possible to 

attribute ways of acting – or triggers to act –, contexts, and impacts to them that can passively 

affect us all or be actively stimulated. 

 

*Gender*Power* as concepts 

In political settings, we often think of power in the three dimensions put forward by Lukes 

(2005). The first dimension of power is very straightforward as it defines power as the capacity 

to win the vote, to achieve the intended outcome. Speaking of women, this would mean that 
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they manage to win a vote on an issue that is important to them, like promoting gender equality. 

The second dimension of power that Lukes distinguishes relates not to the outcome of the vote 

or the power of persuasion that requires, but to the agenda-setting preceding it. Power here 

means having the capacity to set and dominate the political agenda so as to make sure that only 

your favoured issues manage to reach the political agenda. When it comes to women, this 

would not only involve managing to only have favourable issues reach the political but also 

blocking issues that would harm them, such as the recent bills popping up across Europe 

attempting to cut down women’s rights. The third dimension of power is considered to be the 

trickiest one, as it refers to the capacity to influence public opinion and thinking at large so as 

to achieve a hegemony that makes other types of interventions near needless. This would be a 

setting in which – from the perspective put forward in this book – gender equality would be 

considered the norm and everything else as deviant. 

Yet Lukes’ three dimensions are insufficient to capture the relation between gender and 

power. Power is more than different degrees of domination. It can be creative and constructive, 

and need not by definition be conceived as a zero-sum game. This chapter thus explores the 

concept of power and its many faces using Amy Allen’s theoretical framework (1998; 1999). 

Allen also works with a threefold definition, building and reflecting on the three main 

conceptualisations of power discussed in the literature. These are power over, power to, and 

power with. Starting from a feminist perspective, she explores what constitutes power. Her 

comprehensive account includes Arendt’s concept of power as well as Lukes’ (2005), and 

Foucault’s (1995; 1980) ideas about the normalisation of power through everyday discourses 

and practices, and about the possibility of resistance that is inherent to power relations. All of 

them see power as a relationship, but each stresses different aspects, be they the ways to 

exercise power, levels of manifestation, or actions and practices. Allen tries to bring these 

different elements together. 

According to Allen, power over is broadly defined as “the ability of an actor or set of 

actors to constrain choices available to another actor or set of actors in a nontrivial way” (Allen 

1999, 123). In this “way of exercising power” (ibid.), power over is (in a variety of definitions) 

the most common variety of power that we encounter in politics, power is seen as a relationship 

between subordinated and dominant actors in which the latter are able to constrain the choices 

or behaviour of the former against their will or preference. As Allen argues, if we add to this 

definition of power over the constraining of choices “in a way that works to the other’s 

disadvantage” (ibid., 125), this corresponds to domination. For Allen, domination thus is not 

synonymous with power over, but rather a specific form of it. From a feminist perspective, 
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power as domination refers to the “particular kinds of power that men are able to exercise over 

women” (ibid., 123; italics in the original) so that they keep women in a subordinate position. 

Power to for Allen means “the ability of an individual actor to attain an end or series of 

ends” (ibid., 126). Lukes (2005, 34) argues that this power to “indicates a ‘capacity’, a 

‘facility’, an ‘ability’, not a relationship” and certainly not a relationship between subordinated 

and dominant groups, as in the case of power over. From a feminist approach, power to comes 

closer to the concept of individual empowerment, as it is the power to act that subordinated 

groups retain even though they are subordinated and, from the perspective of women, it refers 

to “our ability to attain certain ends in spite of the subordination of women” (Allen 1999, 126). 

As Allen puts it, empowerment or power to thus is “the power that women can wield to oppose 

male domination”, or, as she also articulates it, “the power that women have in spite of the 

power that men exercise over us” (ibid., 122; italics in the original). A particular way of 

exercising power to is resistance, which includes individual actions challenging domination 

(ibid., 126). Resistance, from a feminist perspective, then is “the power that women exercise 

specifically as a response to such [male] domination” (ibid., 122; italics in the original). In this 

conceptualisation, the possibility to find empowerment opportunities within contexts of 

domination, which is what characterises Allen’s concept of power applied to feminist thinking, 

is particularly evident.  

If power to has a more individual empowerment dimension, for Allen power with 

highlights the collective dimension of power or the “ability of a group to act together for the 

attainment of an agreed-upon end or series of ends” (ibid., 127). Though both 

conceptualisations of power as an ability or capacity to act, power to and power with, derive 

from Arendt’s theorisation of power, Allen’s conception of power with is particularly inspired 

by Arendt. Arendt did not conceive of power as control over others, but as something that 

“springs up whenever people get together and act in concert” (1969, 52) to discuss and address 

matters of public-political concern; a person has power because they are empowered by a 

group, so this power emanates from the mutual action of the group (ibid.). Sites of power then 

are common actions coordinated through speech and persuasion. Arendt’s idea of power 

inspires transformative notions of political power that involve processes of collective 

empowerment while acting to achieve a common political goal. Her vision emphasises the 

agency that comes from collective action: “Power is never the property of an individual; it 

belongs to a group and remains in existence only so long as the group keeps together.” (ibid., 

44) When women feel more empowered in politics thanks to the strengthening of women’s 

networks, solidarity, and alliances this is a great examples of Arendt’s notion of power. 
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Allen applies Arendt’s notion of power with to understand the collective power that 

feminists exercise when they “build coalitions with other social movements, such as the racial 

equality movement, the gay rights movement, and/or new labor movements” to achieve 

feminist aims (Allen 1999, 123). Through her feminist articulation of power with, Allen is 

interested in theorising the concept of solidarity to understand the “collective power that can 

bridge the diversity of individuals who make up the feminist movement” (ibid., 122) and that 

can stimulate coalition-building among social movements. This concept of solidarity is not 

exclusionary or based on given, fixed identities, but rather on the collective ability to act 

together with the aim of “challenging, subverting, and, ultimately, overturning a system of 

domination” (ibid., 127). Allen sees in Arendt’s concept of power as concerted action the basis 

for potential intersectional alliances and solidarity: “Arendt helps us to think about how 

members of oppositional social movements can be united in a way that, far from excluding or 

repressing difference, embraces and protects it.” (ibid., 104) Velvet triangles (Woodward 2004) 

and the political discourses articulating such alliances are all examples of this collective 

empowerment expressed by the notion of power with. 

Allen’s framework conceptualising power over, power to, and power with can help us 

to unpack in what ways power and gender work and interplay at the level of the EP. 

Simplistically speaking, we can say that gender relations are always also power relations. 

Starting from this premise, all chapters in this volume analysed power relations. Some chapters 

focus on who possesses power over or to and where they are located, while others emphasise 

the distinction between formal/de jure power and de facto power, and/or between substantial 

and procedural power. The question then is how this relates to gender, particularly what the 

power at stake does to gender (relations) and how gender (relations) affect power (im)balances.  

This brings two further concepts into the equation: gendered and gendering. Again, 

these concepts are often used, but seldom precisely defined (Bacchi 2017). Bacchi 

distinguishes three purposes that the term gendering serves: 1) it indicates “that some entity 

needs to be examined through a gender lens”, either signalling “a desire to bring an awareness 

of gender to a particular topic” (ibid., 23) or looking at it from a gender perspective; 2) it 

describes the way in which a subject or object becomes “‘gendered’, that is, marked as 

masculine or feminine” (ibid., 23); or 3) it describes “the active shaping of the categories of 

‘woman’ and ‘man’ as kinds of being in a relation of inequality, […]. Gendering practices in 

this instance constitute ‘men’ and ‘women’” (ibid., 23). The importance of the shift from 

gender as a category to gendering as a practice lies in its potential to underline that (and how) 

inequality is created and not simply a static position or status. Bacchi further underlines that 
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gendering as a constituting process never happens alone, rather it exists in parallel to and in 

interaction with other processes constituting sexuality, ability, class, and so on.  

For the purpose of the current chapter we rely on a mixture of the second and third 

purpose of using the term gendering. Power gives shape to gender, which in turn gives shape 

to power. We will analyse what the different chapters found in terms of fields, policies, 

institutions, rules, or practices being marked masculine or feminine – not arguing of what these 

dimensions consist but simply following the authors’ distinctions. We will also look at the way 

they address gendering as the constitution of men and women. Gendering power relations 

means that processes of power are marked as masculine or feminine, and that the definition of 

men and women, and of how processes of power are marked as masculine or feminine, can 

change. 

 

*Gender*Power within the European Parliament 

The different analyses of the gendering of structures, policies and practices throughout this 

book point to the ways in which power over and power to are intertwined. They also show that 

power to can occur without power over, thus confirming Allen’s argument of resistance despite 

subordination (in numerical or structural terms). Power with especially exists in the form of 

alliances and coalitions, not least within the FEMM Committee. However, we also find these 

forms of power being challenged, for instance by the rise of right-wing groups and their 

questioning of gender equality and reconfiguration of gendered power relations. 

 

Power over and power to 

A couple of chapters start by looking into the issue of power over, in a first instance referring 

to men’s power over women. An example of power over in politics is the overrepresentation 

of men in parliaments around the world, allowing them to dominate the decisions being taken. 

Abels’ contribution in this volume walks down that line at the outset, analysing the link 

between power over women in relation to the power of the EP, but argues in a different 

direction than usual. For starters, while the percentage of women in the EP (39%) is way above 

the world average, there is still a vast majority of men, and in that sense the latter have power 

over women, as they can outvote them easily (not even taking into account all the other 

dimensions of the power over women they dispose of). In this respect, women are a structural 

minority that cannot turn into a majority unless their number increases. The overall argument 

tends to be that women are not to be found in high numbers in institutions that have a lot of 
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decision-making power, and that they tend to enter into institutions just as those are losing 

power. Power over for women then goes hand in hand with the absence of much decision-

making power, as the institution in which they might have power over lacks decision-making 

power. Abels rightly points out that in the first study ever on women in the EP back in 1986, 

Vallance and Davies explained the relatively high number of women – compared to their 

numbers in other legislative bodies – by the fact that European elections are second-order 

elections and thus of less importance than for instance national elections; this is among other 

issues related to the EP’s lack of legislative powers (1986, 6). Abels adds that as the EU polity 

was “long perceived as a weak arena for politics, it was initially less interesting for male 

politicians” (Abels in this volume).  

However, Abels then convincingly shows that, in the case of the EP, the more than 

doubling of the share of women since this legislative body’s first election back in 1979 was 

accompanied by an increase in the institution’s powers. She shows how the descriptive 

representation of women can spill over into their substantive representation because of the 

increasing legislative powers the EP has acquired. The EP disposes of budgetary and legislative 

powers, participates in the nomination of Commissioners, and has scrutiny powers vis-à-vis 

the Commission and, albeit to a lesser extent, the Council. Though the EP’s power to legislate 

is hampered as it lacks the formal right to initiate legislation, has no legislative powers 

regarding all fields of society, and lacks control over an executive as national parliaments 

formally do, Abels shows that it has managed to increase its legislating powers over time in a 

number of fields particularly relevant for gender equality, such as social and employment 

policy, judicial affairs, migration/asylum, research, and citizenship policy. In her contribution 

to this volume, Van der Vleuten sums this up by stating that the EP has played an agenda-

setting role and simultaneously broadened the scope of gender equality-related action from the 

labour market to other areas such as education and gender-based violence. The FEMM 

Committee has been proactive, but in plenary “proposals concerning gender equality have been 

and continue to be supported by large majorities” too (van der Vleuten this volume).  

Mushaben also highlights the power over women in the EP, thereby reflecting on the 

question of critical mass. Throughout her contribution, she convincingly shows how, during 

the 1980s and 1990s women, MEPs disposed of the power to act and carried out numerous 

critical acts, although they had not yet reached a critical mass. Intuitively, their low number 

would have allowed for power over women to be exercised, but they seemed to have been able 

to not be subjected to it. So even at a time when women had not yet reached a critical mass and 

men could thus easily dominate the EP’s debates and policies, women managed to secure some 
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power to act. Mushaben especially refers to the period of the 1980s and 1990s, when the EU 

produced a more gender equal frame than compared to subsequent periods and what many of 

the member states managed to do in the same period. Mushaben also underlines the capacity 

of the women of that time to generate power with through the impressive bonds, networks and 

velvet triangles – or pentagons – they managed to establish. Her argument in this contribution 

is that the fuzziness of those years, the fact that so much was still under construction, and 

especially the absence of “rigidly codified procedures” or hierarchical structures left room for 

women to develop their power to, which, in the end, made it possible for them to give shape 

and contribute to “EU problem definition and policy formulation regarding gender issues” 

(Mushaben this volume). Similarly to Abels, Mushaben thus refers to the relation between 

power over and power to. She agrees that there is no linear relation between the two in the 

sense that men’s decreasing power over women does not necessarily go hand in hand with an 

increasing female power to. On the contrary, she demonstrates how women’s power to act led 

to what she calls critical acts, which then allowed for furthering their power to, not least by 

breaking the power over women.  

In her contribution, Zimmerman argues that, compared to other fields, there are not 

many high-level debates and initiatives on the promotion of gender equality. As Van der 

Vleuten puts it in her contribution: “most MEPs continue to see gender equality as a niche 

affair which does not regard other policy domains” (Van der Vleuten this volume). Abels also 

points out that most of the debates on matters of gender equality are dominated by women. 

Women’s power over a discourse actually carves out their power to act. Zimmerman’s chapter 

discusses the fake nature of power over and how it spills over in a limited power to. While 

scholars like Abels and Cengiz show how power over and power to intertwine in the case of 

the EP as an increasingly empowered institution, Zimmerman shows how discursive gendering 

processes feed into power over while undermining power to and with. Zimmerman’s chapter 

focuses on the gendered character of equality debates in the EP and on the gendering processes 

taking place within them through the social construction of citizens, their relations, and 

interdependences. Two issues are of relevance here. First, she confirms the well-known fact 

that debates on equality issues tend to be women-only events, as the vast majority of MEPs 

attending and participating in these debates are women. In this respect, women do have full 

control over these debates and thus power over the issue. However, as Zimmerman rightly 

underlines, it is not so much the dominance of women in these debates that is telling, but the 

absence of men that reflects a certain power position, “the power of retiring oneself from the 

discursive visibility”, as Zimmerman puts it (Zimmerman this volume). This is not a forced 
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absence due to women’s real dominance or power over. It is a voluntary retirement from the 

discourse and its governance. Power over the debate in terms of dominating it, as Allen would 

say, here actually reflects a lack of power to act, as the vast majority required to act does not 

deem it necessary to engage. 

Although coming from a totally different perspective, Nugent confirms Zimmerman’s 

analysis of the complex relationship between power over and lacking power to. Using the 

concept of a gendered division of labour – here understood as men and women each taking up 

different aspects of political life and work – Nugent investigates the development and history 

of the FEMM Committee and its place and role within the EP. Her point is that, when it comes 

to who deals with gender issues and how, the mostly unchanged and thus stable gendered 

division of labour shows “how deeply embedded the gendered order of power is within the 

FEMM Committee, the EP, and politics” (Nugent in this volume). First of all, though it is a 

long-standing committee within the EP and has a broad remit, the FEMM Committee is one of 

the least powerful committees in terms of its neutralized status and the tools it has, making 

membership an issue of personal interest and willingness to engage. Given the EP’s 

institutional design, the power to act is thus limited. Secondly, membership of FEMM is mainly 

taken up by women MEPs, and gender issues are mainly put forward, defended, and supported 

by women MEPs – a phenomenon not exclusive to the EP. It is as if the power to act on behalf 

of women or gender issues rests solely on the shoulders of women MEPs. It is this division of 

policy topics, or rather approaches to policy topics, that Nugent calls the gendered division of 

– in this case – political labour. Interesting in Nugent’s analysis is the persistence of this 

gendered division of political labour over time. 

 

Power with 

While the increase of the EP’s power to act did not decrease women’s power to act, neither did 

it necessarily increase their power with. Contrary to other EP committees, for instance, the 

FEMM Committee is only exceptionally assigned the role of competent committee and thus 

rarely able to take the lead in legislative processes. Its role is rather of a consultative nature. 

The FEMM Committee would thus be a better forum for power with as understood by Allen, 

though this also largely depends on the political composition of the EP and accordingly of 

FEMM. Notwithstanding this lack of recognition, it remains an important player. While it often 

lacks formal power to, it remains an important watchdog, pointing out the European 

institutions’ shortcomings in living up to their gender-equality commitments. The EP’s 
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increased power to act and legislate has thus facilitated, not hampered, the gendering of the 

Parliament and its policies. 

Cengiz’ analysis is useful at this point, as she looks into the EP’s potential role as a 

gender budgeting advocate. As taxation and budget policies have a fundamental impact on 

equality within society, the same goes for the EP. Even in the absence of proper revenue-

collecting powers, its spending policies are likely to affect citizens’ level of equality. Gender 

budgeting would be an interesting and justifiable approach for the EP. All the more so, Cengiz 

argues, given the EU’s high-level political and legal commitment to gender equality. Finally, 

out of all European institutions, the EP would also be best suited to pursue such an approach, 

given its role of representing the people and advocating the interests of all its citizens, 

especially in the light of the Council’s and Commission’s other priorities as, respectively, the 

budget’s providers and spenders. While theoretically the potential exists, as Cengiz 

convincingly demonstrates, it remains only hypothetical. The EP is politically and 

ideologically fragmented, and MEPs might also be tempted to toe the line of their country in 

such matters. The EP has limited veto powers within the budgetary process vis-à-vis the 

national governments, and there are no incentives to use it. Finally, the FEMM Committee, all 

in all the main actor in matters of gender-equality advocacy, does not have any formal standing 

to act when it comes to budgetary processes and policies. Though not using this particular 

language, Cengiz actually suggests adopting a power with strategy when she recommends 

seeking of strategic internal and external networks and alliances, so that members of FEMM 

and of the Budget and Budgetary Control Committees can act in concert with other interested 

stakeholders within the EP and with actors who have influence over the members states’ 

budgetary positions, for instance in the national parliaments. While this strategy is interesting 

on paper, in light of the conclusions to be drawn from Abels’ chapter, it is unlikely to 

materialize. In the current climate, such alliances would probably either not emerge or turn out 

too weak to allow for the power to act. It would also require reframing the current dominant 

neo-liberal discourse, limiting the scope of the debate. 

Ahrens’ analysis of the FEMM Committee is somewhat positive. Looking into 

discursive constructions and dynamics, Ahrens analyses how FEMM managed to keep gender 

mainstreaming on the EP agenda and even institutionalized it. It is particularly interesting how 

she shows that FEMM not only focused on gender mainstreaming in itself, but also on its own 

role, making it impossible to forget about not just gender mainstreaming but FEMM as well. 

While not stating it explicitly, Ahrens’ contribution underlines the importance of committed 
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actors within FEMM and of FEMM as a hub or space for concerted feminist action in order to 

push power to and power with. 

 

National and European power dynamics 

Chiva’s and Cullen’s contributions to this volume take a different approach, looking at the 

power dynamics, including gender relations, in national politics and those at the level of the 

EP. They show how power over women at the national level spills over into the EP and partly 

hampers MEPs’ power to and especially power with. For the case of the South-East European 

countries, Chiva asks whether the representation of women in the EU’s Post-Communist 

member states’ EP delegations helps to overcome male dominance. She argues that these 

countries constitute a distinctive group within the EU, which, in the context of this volume, is 

to be understood as being due to women’s descriptive under-representation in their national 

parliaments (power over women), but also due to the “marginalisation of women’s voices in 

political debate and policy-making, and perpetuation of gender stereotypes concerning 

women’s roles within the traditional family unit in political debate” (Chiva in this volume). 

These forms of power over women at different levels of the political system strongly hamper 

their power to, as Chiva underlines that descriptive under-representation thus spills over into 

limited substantive representation: “it is not simply that women are numerically a minority in 

national legislatures; it is also the case that critical actors’ ability to ‘act for’ women is also 

constrained by a heavily male-dominated environment” (ibid.). 

Looking into the Irish case, Cullen asks a similar question. Throughout these two 

chapters, both authors show how nationally prevailing frames on gender relations in South-

Eastern Europe and Ireland dominate the respective women MEPs’ projections of their work 

and priorities in the EP. Cullen argues, for instance, that most female Irish MEPs did not 

demonstrate a high level of commitment to address gender equality when they were MEPs. 

Chiva shows how South East European women MEPs do partly display a more conservative 

voting pattern on women’s issues than other female MEPs. Both argue that the women MEPs 

they studied voted along similar lines as they would have done in their national parliament, 

thereby actually not differing from (women) MEPs from other member states. Political 

positions at the national level overall are a solid predictor of voting positions within the EP. 

Cullen also demonstrates how nationally prevailing gender frames prevent Irish women 

MEPs from, for instance, serving on the FEMM Committee, given the dominant Irish position 

on abortion. Yet this does not mean that some of these women MEPs would not have liked to 



 13 

take a more progressive position on a number of matters. They felt committed to the line their 

national party drew in these matters and thus refrained from serving on FEMM, as it might 

have put them in a difficult position when their party line proved incompatible with FEMM’s. 

While in other cases MEPs might consciously opt to join FEMM so as to defend conservative 

positions traditionally not defended by FEMM, these women chose not to. They would not 

have liked to defend the conservative positions of their national party’s line and dominant 

national gender frames, which they did not necessarily share. In this respect, the national 

political context and its power over women hampered them in their leeway to develop power 

to act within the EP, nor did they have power with, as they saw limited to no options to join 

FEMM so as to develop concerted action with other feminist MEPs. 

However, both scholars do underline that this does not mean that the national context 

dominated the entire action radius of (women) MEPs from Ireland or the South-East European 

member states. Cullen shows that the EU has had an important influence on the development 

and evolution of gender-equality legislation in Ireland. It contributed to breaking up the very 

conservative Irish gender regime, making Irish policies less patriarchal and familial, as she 

calls it. And as their time and work in the EP shaped their feminist consciousness and attitudes, 

it also made Irish MEPs take up more progressive positions back home. Chiva shows how the 

EP managed to crack the power over women in the sense that the mainstream parties active in 

South-Eastern Europe that belong to the three main European party groups tend to have more 

women MEPs elected than their proportion of women MPs in the national parliaments would 

suggest. While others in this volume join a general argument that this might have to do with 

the EP’s limited amount of power compared to other parliaments, in the South-East European 

context it is nonetheless a politically interesting institution. Chiva calls this a socialisation 

effect for the parties from the South-East European member states, whereby the latter tend to 

respond to European-level expectations in terms of descriptive gender equality. 

 

The challenges of opposing power(s) 

As Van der Vleuten underlines, there are also clear patterns of opposition. The opposing voices 

come from right-wing nationalists, conservatives, and Euro-sceptics; these party groups have 

increased in numbers and are supported by some Christian Democrats. Van der Vleuten shows 

how these arguments are similar to those found in national politics: “liberals will criticize costs 

of regulation and claim respect for individual choices; conservative Christians defend 

essentialist positions, the family as composed of man-woman-children and special treatment 
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for mothers; nationalist conservatives and Euro-sceptics oppose every regulation or budget line 

for gender equality policies as an attack on state sovereignty” (Van der Vleuten in this volume). 

Parallel to the rise of these parties, their arguments have also grown stronger over the last years. 

Warasin, Kantola, Rolandsen Agustín, and Coughlan confirm these findings. They look into 

the ways in which gender equality is politicized within the EP and point to an increasing 

politicization of gender equality issues. They further show that debates around gender equality 

are particularly polarising compared to other debates. This dynamic is to be found within the 

FEMM Committee as well as in the EP plenary, both seeing an increase in conflictual inter-

group relations. The grand coalition of centre-right and centre-left political groups is less strong 

when it comes to gender equality issues than when it comes to other issues. Though cross-

group alliances do still exist, they are issue-specific, and this is especially the case within 

FEMM. 

Without dealing with the issue in depth, Mushaben also evokes the rise of Europhobic 

parties within the EP and how they counter a feminist gendering of policy issues, as do Ahrens, 

Cengiz, and Zimmerman. These chapters show that there now is more of a counter-discourse 

than used to be the case in the past. Furthermore, it is often intermingled with anti-immigrant 

(mainly anti-Muslim) discourse. While this opens up the debate, it does not necessarily broaden 

it to an extent that takes the needs, interests, and contexts of diverse groups of citizens into 

account, in fact, it is thus not allowing for power with to develop. 

Unpacking what she calls the European discourse community, Zimmerman shows how 

it presents a certain social reality by foregrounding particular gender positions and relations, 

more precisely binary, elitist, and neoliberal ones, as she describes them. In this discourse 

community, gender quasi-exclusively refers to heterosexual cis-gendered men and women and 

considers them homogenous groups. Intersectional or gender-critical positions are mostly 

absent, not only making the gender discourse presented in the EP old-fashioned, but equally 

turning it, due to the homogeneous presentation, into what she calls an unobjectionable norm. 

As Zimmerman underlines, this particular gendering or social construction of men and women 

is relevant, as it is not only an issue of political-discourse production, but it may also literally 

normalize certain presentations over others. Since debates are characterized by the dominance 

of binary, cis-gendered, and heteronormative concepts and articulations, “the gender discourse 

in the EP is revealed as precarious, turning a blind eye on intersectional realities, and finally 

running a risk to enhance some of these social inequalities it ignores” (Zimmerman in this 

volume). It is the last point that is key. A narrow gendering of men and women in all their 

dimensions strongly reduces the power to act, as the framing of gender relations provides little 
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space to present what could be labelled  non-normalized presentations. This last dynamic also 

undermines the possibility of power with, as broader alliances allowing for the empowerment 

of larger groups of citizens are strongly hampered. A small group is dominating the process of 

gendering social relations, presenting them in a narrow way. All in all, this leaves little room 

for gender equality debates to come up with innovative or far-reaching analyses of gender 

positions and relations, or of subsequent policies. To the contrary, Zimmerman shows how all 

of this shuts down any options for moving forward. 

 

What lessons to draw? 

Reading the different contributions within this volume from a power perspective allowed us to 

not only connect them beyond their individual contributions, but also to show how complex 

relations between gender and power are, also within the EP. This book convincingly shows that 

the EP is not such a unified actor for gender equality as generally tends to be assumed. A first 

explanation for this is the fact that the EP is a highly gendered institution in itself, as many of 

the contributions in this volume show. Referring back to Bacchi’s distinction (2017), this 

means that institutions are marked as either masculine or feminine, and that gendered practices 

constitute the idea of men and women as well as their unequal relation. The genderedness of 

the EP thus refers to the presence of men and women MEPs and the division of labour within 

the institution. It also refers to the gendered dominant discourses, including the ways in which 

these articulate ideas of heteronormativity and generally lack concern for intersectional 

demands, for example. 

Looking at its genderedness through power lenses shows us that in the EP: power over 

does not necessarily involve power to, and that it is precisely its genderedness that hampers 

power with. Power over (as the ability to constrain the choices of others) and power to (the 

individual ability to achieve an end) are intertwined, but this book’s contributions do not 

confirm conventional expectations in several ways: firstly, though men still have power over 

women in numerical terms, it is decreasing, this despite the fact that the EP has simultaneously 

gained power. Secondly, power to, in the form of critical acts, has preceded critical mass (which 

is meant to enable power over), since women used existing opportunities for potential 

resistance despite numerical, discursive, and/or structural domination. Expectations are 

confirmed, however, in the sense that the gender-equality field within the EP as an institution 

is characterized by a lack of power: men are absent in the debates, and the FEMM Committee 

lacks power. In other words, women hold power over in terms of the debate but lack power to 
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act due to a general lack of interest in the policy field gender equality; this is nevertheless partly 

contested by the fact that gender equality is an increasingly politicised area where symbolic 

stakes are getting higher, also in light of the rise of the right wing. And finally, looking at the 

national/transnational dynamic, national frames tend to dominate work in the EP, thus affecting 

and constraining power to and power with at the European level. 

The collective ability to achieve ends through alliances and coalitions, defined as power 

with, is somewhat challenged in the context of the EP. While the FEMM Committee acts as the 

main space for developing power with through alliances of committed actors and has the 

important role of initiator and watchdog, it also lacks recognition, and in some policy areas the 

necessary alliances with other stakeholders that feminist policy change requires do not 

materialize. We could thus argue that there is engagement for power to within the EP, but not 

necessarily for power over or with. What has been promoted as gender equality fluctuates 

strongly over time, and the EP has not always been very effective in promoting gender equality. 

This fluctuating and varying engagement for power to can be explained by the varying presence 

and absence over time of individual actors committed to the cause of gender equality, some 

organized in velvet triangles. This chapter’s theorisations of power show that power in feminist 

analyses is never just domination or empowerment – as Allen would say – but always a mix of 

the two. Empirically grasping this interplay inherent to the concept of power is very important 

for feminist analyses of political institutions and processes. There is thus much more at stake 

than the fact that the EP is an institution lacking power compared to many other legislatures 

and other European institutions. 
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