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Abstract
The purpose of this paper is to analyze the progress that the European Union is making to tackle gender inequalities within its 
territory and beyond. To this end, it provides a brief overview on the historical trajectory of the EU in achieving gender equality 
throughout several years. Moreover, this paper looks at the new Gender Equality Strategy that the European Commission seeks to 
develop and implement between 2020-2025, reviewing two very important and central concepts, gender mainstreaming and gender 
intersectionality. Lastly, the paper will comment how the current COVID-19 crisis has negatively affected efforts in reducing gender 
inequalities in Europe. 

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) 
recognizes gender equality as a global challenge of 
cross-cutting relevance in order to achieve the 2030 Agenda 
(UNDP, 2015). This paper proceeds to explain the efforts that 
the European Union (EU) is making to tackle gender inequalities 
both within its territory and beyond, while facing a quadruple 
crisis: health, economic, social and environmental. In addition, 
this paper seeks to emphasize the significant responsibility that 
the EU has to fulfill in order to ensure the achievement of SDG-5 
on gender equality, within the current historical context.

To address this issue, it is necessary to highlight that, at 
present, the EU has become the world leader in gender equality 
(European Commission, 2020). Indeed, since 2019 two of the 
most important positions in the European Union have for the 
first time in history, been in the hands of women: on one side, 
the President of the European Commission, Ursula Von der 
Leyen and, on the other side, the President of the European 
Central Bank, Christine Lagarde. However, even if the presence 
of women as leaders of our institutions is a reason to celebrate, 
it is also important to understand how this affects the Union's 
agenda.

Since its origins, the European project has gradually evolved, 
going beyond its merely economic conception, towards greater 
integration of a political nature. Along the way, proponents of 
European integration have advocated for the protection, 
promotion and defense of equality as a key ideological precept 
which should underpin the existence of the Union (Díaz 
Lafuente, 2013). Likewise, since the ratification of the Lisbon 
Treaty in 2009, the promotion of equality between women and 
men has become a key social objective of the Union (Treaty on 
Lisbon, 2009). In parallel, the Charter of Fundamental Rights of 
the European Union recognizes the right to equality and the 
principle of non-discrimination as fundamental rights of the 
European citizenship (European Union, 2000). In addition, in 
order to guarantee the achievement of this objective, the 
European Union financed in 2010, the creation of the European 

Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE). EIGE is an EU Agency that 
works to make gender equality a reality in the European Union 
and beyond, through the promotion of research on gender, as 
well as the dissemination of good practices of the Union 
(European Union, 2010).

However, despite all these incentives, so far, no single Member 
State has managed to guarantee full gender equality between 
women and men (European Commission, 2020). Nonetheless, 
the European agenda is working towards bringing this SDG 
closer and closer to fruition. To this extent, the European 
Commission has introduced the Striving for a Union of Equality, 
in which it presents the new European Gender Equality Strategy. 
This strategy determines the guidelines and objectives to 
eradicate gender inequalities in the European territory and 
beyond.

Within the European territory, the Union's strategy towards 
equality is based on a dual approach of measures focused on 
achieving gender equality (that is, the reduction of inequalities) 
and promoting a greater integration of the gender perspective 
(European Commission, 2020). Through gender 
mainstreaming, which is the systematic inclusion of the gender 
perspective at all levels, areas and stages of European 
policymaking, the Union continues to strive towards achieving 
its goal of gender equality.

Additionally, the European Commission has defended the need 
to promote gender equality through intersectionality. 
Intersectionality refers to the analysis of how sex and gender 
intersect with other identities or personal characteristics, so 
that these intersections contribute to more complex 
experiences of discrimination (EIGE, 2018). More specifically, 
intersectional feminism refers to the fact that women 
constitute a heterogeneous group, which is why they can face 
discrimination due to various personal characteristics, apart 
from being a woman. Among the first women in recent history to 
bring this reality to the forefront, was the African American 

abolitionist and former slave Sojourner Truth, in 1851, with her 
speech “Am I not a woman?”. Thus, Truth put forward the 
perspective of “double discrimination”: on the one hand, the 
exclusion of race - for being black - and on the other, the 
exclusion of gender - for being a woman (Varela, 2018).

Nowadays, it is easy to see how double (or sometimes even 
triple) discrimination remains a fundamental problem that 
systematically affects millions of people around the world. To 
address this situation, in 1989 African American Professor 
Kimberlé Crenshaw coined the concept of gender 
intersectionality as a framework of reference that recognizes 
that social inequality has a multidimensional structural basis. In 
other words, the intersectional perspective allows us to see the 
interaction of different systems of oppression and its 
consequences for the human rights of women (Crenshaw, 1989).

Thereby, the European Commission recognizes the different 
realities faced by women in Europe and uses tools to promote 
intersectionality in all fields of action. Hence, the European 
Union identifies that all the major challenges that Europe is 
currently facing (such as the famous Green Deal, the 
digitization of the Union, the demographic challenge or the 
COVID-19 crisis) have a gender dimension that must be 
considered.

Beyond the European territory, the European Gender Strategy 
aims to address gender equality and the empowerment of 
women throughout the world. The Commission understands 
gender inequality as a universal problem, making it a main 
objective of action outside the Union, through the continuation 
of the Action Plan for gender equality and the empowerment of 
women in external relations (European Commission, 2020). 
Thus, it is clear that the EU not only seeks to promote this SDG 
within the borders of the European territory, but also strives to 
ensure that gender equality is also achieved globally. However, 
the current context has shown that even the Union of Equality 
must be able to cope with changing scenarios.

Every year, the EIGE publishes an index that measures the 
progress of gender equality in the EU over time. This index gives 
the EU and its Member States a score from 1 to 100, where a 
score of 100 stands for full equality (EIGE, 2020). According to 
the results of the Gender Equality Index 2020 published in 
October, the EU has 67.9 out of 100 points. This means that the 
EU must still make significant strives before reaching gender 
equality. In fact, the EIGE study concludes that, at the current 
rate, it would take up to 60 years to achieve gender parity 
between men and women in the EU. In addition, it is apparent 
that the COVID-19 healthcare crisis has exacerbated gender 
inequalities in Europe. 

In fact, since the coronavirus outbreak, the majority of the 
European countries applied lockdown measures that translated 
into spikes in domestic violence reports. The latest updates on 
the statistics of domestic violence in most Member States 
confirm that because of decreeing the confinement measures, 
thousands of European women were trapped in their homes with 
abusive partners or relatives, resulting in a sudden increase of 
incidents in European households (EIGE, 2020). 

During the first wave of the pandemic, it became very clear that 
the majority of EU countries had overall shaky support systems 
to protect victims of gender-based violence. For instance, 
shelter and counselling staff were overwhelmed with the 
increased demand of domestic violence as they had not enough 
personal equipment to continue helping victims in situ. 
Moreover, counselling staff also felt unprepared to provide 
remote support to the female victims.

In conclusion, although natural disasters and pandemics lead to 
surges in violence against women globally, no EU Member State 
had a disaster plan in place to deal with this effectively (EIGE, 
2020). For a matter of fact, COVID-19 has exposed that women 
continue to be a vulnerable group in times of emergency. For 
this reason, even though the Commission's agenda defends 
some very ambitious and necessary gender-related objectives, 
it is clear that the EU must consider additional measures to 
protect women in times of crisis, regardless of its nature.

� Disclaimer: The views and opinions expressed in this article 
are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the 
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