


Editorial 

 
Dear reader, 

 

This year was a year of unprecedented change for the YJEA. First, our founding 

management team (Lara Breitmoser, Angelo Gerber-Helm, Florian Lenner, and Mirjam 

Seiler), after many years of dedicated work to the YJEA, stepped back from their roles 

overseeing a transition of management to Nadia El Ghali, Lilia Gwaltney, and Mercedes 

O. Vergara. We also welcomed a wonderful group of new members to our editorial 

board, project management, and social media teams. Secondly, with the rise of artificial 

intelligence (AI) posing a challenge to academic research and integrity, the YJEA is at 

the forefront of ensuring and encouraging ethical uses of AI in student academic 

research. Early in 2025, the YJEA established an AI Task Force bringing together 

members of the YJEA to analyse how different academic journals and higher education 

institutions have sought to regulate and balance the use of AI in research. Finally, we 

celebrated the 5-year anniversary of the YJEA, bringing together the former and current 

YJEA community to mark this milestone. 

We are very happy and excited to bring Issue 5 to readers. In order to contribute to 

ongoing conversations in academia, we are delighted to share our interview with Dr. 

Steven Watson of Cambridge University on AI and the social sciences. In a subject that 

is typically characterised by either alarmism or an unquestioned embrace of new 

technologies, Dr. Watson offers a balanced view. He highlights the need to redefine how 

we understand originality, judgement, and authority in academic publishing. He also 

reminds readers that AI’s impact is profoundly political, as its semblance of neutrality 

can reproduce existing biases, which can lower the pace at which academic debate 

unfolds and new knowledge is produced. 

Our 2025 issue contains two insightful articles by talented graduate students. While 

they are widely different in scope and themes, both pieces explore the impact of 

European institutions on public life and how they create and shape platforms for 

political expression through appeals to collective and fractured identities. Firstly, 

Lorenzo Silvestri’s article explores this through cities, showing that they are not unitary 

actors and do not exist in a post-national space. His research into urban europeanisation 

analyses how the EU Cities Mission programme has facilitated horizontal and vertical 

cooperation between local, national, and international actors. While they are seemingly 

all interested in the net-zero ecological transition, Silvestri’s interviewees highlight the 

difficulties present in cross-collaboration. Secondly, Johanna Greiwe’s article explores 

similar themes through a case study on femonationalism in the European Parliament. 

The Identity and Democracy Group mobilised and popularised a feminist discourse that 

pursued widely differing aims, simultaneously supporting gender equality and 

naturalising anti-emancipatory agendas for specific groups of women. 

Femonationalism’s transnational resonance in European societies highlights how what 

can appear to be a unitary actor bound by the national sphere is in reality a fractured, 



contested, and diverse landscape that transcends borders, and how internal divisions 

can pose obstacles to progress and emancipation. 

We also want to thank all the people whose work is the very reason you are reading this 

issue. A very special thank you goes to our peer reviewers whose expertise and 

commitment are essential in the development of the high-quality articles we are able to 

publish. 

Furthermore, as every year, we would like to thank the Geschwister-Scholl-Institute of 

Political Science at the Ludwig Maximilians University (LMU) of Munich and express 

our profound gratitude for its continued financial and ideational support. These 

remarks equally pertain to the LMU’s University Library team, who have provided us 

with a platform to publish the YJEA open access from the very beginning, and have 

continued to do so for the last 5 years. We are also incredibly thankful for the guidance 

of the previous management team, who have made this transition as smooth as possible 

and continue to support the journal from afar: Lara, Angelo, Mirjam, and Florian.  

Last but most certainly not least, we are extremely proud of and thankful for our team, 

which has grown a lot over the last year. We could not be happier to have so many great 

people working with the YJEA: Valentin Berov, Amy Bland, Lennart Eckle, Maximilian 

Förstel, Julia Gruber, Kayla Howard-Tripp, Mara Nelegatti, Paula Schäfer, Noa Schmid, 

Vivien Kos, Patrik Nadrai, Leonie Köhler, Anna Hercher, Mona Nothacker, Anna 

Pflügler, and Duru Yavuz. Every single one of them made an important contribution 

throughout the year towards the publication of this issue, either through editorial work 

or other support of the journal’s life.  

With this, on behalf of the YJEA team and authors, we wish you a pleasant and enriching 

reading experience!  

 

Nadia El Ghali and Lilia Gwaltney 

 Co-Editors in Chief 

Mercedes O. Vergara 

 Managing Editor 
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AI and the Social Sciences with Dr Steven Watson 

This interview was conducted by Nadia El Ghali and Lilia Gwaltney, Co-Editors in 

Chief of the Young Journal of European Affairs (YJEA), and Mercedes Osuna Vergara, 

the YJEA’s managing editor. 

 

 

YJEA: Tell us a bit about yourself. How did you become interested in AI in 

the social sciences? 

Dr Steven Watson: I am an Associate Professor in Transdisciplinary Studies at the 

University of Cambridge, working across social theory, education, and institutional 

change. My engagement with artificial intelligence (AI) did not begin from a technical 

background, but from an interest in how societies organise knowledge, authority, and 

legitimacy. 

I became interested in AI as it became clear that generative systems were not simply 

tools, but were beginning to mediate communication across various fields including 

politics, education, media, and research. In social science terms, AI operates less as an 

actor and more as an infrastructural condition that reshapes how meaning circulates 

and stabilises. 

My work develops a framework called Autopoietic Ecology, which examines how 

institutions reproduce themselves through communication. From this perspective, AI 

matters because it alters the conditions under which decisions are justified, expertise is 

recognised, and participation becomes possible. This makes AI a central issue for 

political science, particularly in relation to governance, inclusion, and institutional 

trust. 

 

 

 

Dr Steven Watson is an Associate 

Professor of Transdisciplinary Studies 

in the Faculty of Education at the 

University of Cambridge (UK), where 

he is also a Fellow of Wolfson College. 

He is the co-founder of EdgeLab and 

Cambridge Global Knowledge Nexus 

(CGKN), two initiatives that aim to 

bridge the gap between theory and 

practice, focused on system innovation 

and applying his autopoietic ecology 

framework. He is also a public speaker, 

interested in human-AI interaction and 

building sustainable futures. 
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What are your thoughts on the concept of ‘ethical AI’ and what does it look 

like in your view? 

Ethical AI is often framed as a technical problem — one of fairness, transparency, or 

bias mitigation. While these issues are important, this framing risks overlooking the 

fundamentally political nature of AI. Ethics does not exist outside institutions; it is 

produced through governance arrangements, incentives, and accountability structures. 

From a systems perspective, AI becomes ethical or unethical depending on how it is 

embedded in decision-making processes. For example, an AI system used to support 

deliberation has very different implications from one used to automate evaluation or 

surveillance. The same technology can stabilise democratic participation in one context 

and undermine it in another. 

Ethical AI therefore, requires institutional reflexivity: the capacity of organisations to 

observe how AI reshapes power, voice, and responsibility. 

Rather than asking whether an AI system meets abstract 

ethical criteria, we should ask how it redistributes authority, 

whose judgements it amplifies, and whose it marginalises. 

Ethical AI is ultimately a question of political design and 

governance, not just technology. 

 

What are the most important challenges social 

science and academia in general are facing with 

regard to AI? 

One of the central challenges is that AI destabilises long-

standing mechanisms through which academic authority and 

credibility are established. Social science relies on distinctions such as expert/non-

expert, original/derivative, and evidence/opinion. Generative AI makes these 

distinctions harder to sustain without careful institutional reflection. 

A second challenge concerns evaluation. When AI can generate fluent, persuasive text, 

surface-level indicators of competence become unreliable. This complicates assessment, 

peer review, and even policy advice, where legitimacy often depends on performative 

signals of expertise. 

There is also a political challenge: AI risks reinforcing existing hierarchies while 

appearing neutral. Dominant theoretical traditions, languages, and methodological 

norms are more likely to be reproduced, while marginal or critical perspectives remain 

underrepresented. 

The task for social science is not simply to regulate AI use, but to rethink how knowledge 

claims are justified and governed in an environment where communicative capacity is 

increasingly automated. 

 

 

‘Ethical AI is 

ultimately a 

question of 
political 

design and 

governance, 
not just 

technology.’ 
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How do academic institutions need to adapt to the growing influence of 

AI? 

Institutions should avoid both prohibition and uncritical adoption. Blanket bans tend 

to ignore how AI is already embedded in everyday academic practice, while uncritical 

enthusiasm risks outsourcing judgement to systems that cannot assume responsibility. 

Universities need to focus on governance rather than control. This includes clarifying 

expectations around AI use, redesigning assessments to prioritise interpretation and 

reasoning, and ensuring transparency about how decisions are made. Importantly, AI 

should be addressed explicitly in curricula as a 

political and institutional phenomenon, not 

just a technical tool. 

From a systemic perspective, institutions adapt 

through gradual shifts rather than sudden 

reforms. This means developing the capacity to 

monitor how AI reshapes teaching, research, 

and evaluation over time. The goal is not to 

eliminate uncertainty, but to manage it 

productively. 

Adaptation, in this sense, is about preserving 

academic judgement and legitimacy under 

changing communicative conditions. 

 

What are the consequences of the long-

term pervasiveness of AI in the social 

sciences? 

In the long term, AI will likely fade into the background of academic life, becoming a 

routine part of research and teaching. The most significant consequences will be subtle 

rather than dramatic. AI will influence how research questions are framed, how 

literature is navigated, and how arguments are constructed. 

There is a risk that speed and coherence become prioritised over depth and contestation. 

Social science depends on disagreement, uncertainty, and reflexive critique — qualities 

that AI-generated text can obscure by presenting synthetic consensus. 

At the same time, AI may enable greater cross-disciplinary and cross-linguistic 

engagement, allowing scholars to access debates they might otherwise find inaccessible. 

This could support more pluralistic forms of inquiry. 

The long-term consequences, therefore, depend on governance choices made now: 

whether AI becomes a tool for expanding deliberation or a mechanism for narrowing 

what counts as legitimate knowledge. 

 

‘There is a risk that 
speed and coherence 

become prioritized 

over depth and 
contestation. Social 

science depends on 

disagreement, 
uncertainty, and 

reflexive critique — 

qualities that AI-
generated text can 

obscure by presenting 

synthetic consensus.’ 
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We often hear about the negative impacts of AI, but what are some 

potential positives of AI? 

One important positive is that AI can lower barriers to participation in academic and 

policy-relevant discourse. For students and early-career researchers, AI can serve as a 

translator, helping them navigate unfamiliar concepts, genres, and expectations. 

In political science, this has particular relevance for comparative work, interdisciplinary 

research, and engagement across languages. AI can support exploratory thinking, 

allowing researchers to test framings or identify connections without immediately 

committing to them. 

AI can also act as a reflective mirror, exposing the assumptions and dominant narratives 

embedded in existing literature. When used critically, this can strengthen rather than 

weaken analytical capacity. 

However, these benefits depend on the 

institutional context; AI supports inclusion only 

when users are encouraged to interrogate 

outputs, not defer to them. The positive 

potential of AI lies in augmenting judgement, 

not replacing it. 

 

How does AI perpetuate certain biases 

that already exist in academia? 

AI systems are trained on existing academic and 

public texts, meaning they reflect the power 

structures already embedded in knowledge 

production. This includes the dominance of 

certain languages, institutions, and theoretical 

traditions. 

In political science, this can lead to the 

reinforcement of mainstream frameworks while 

marginalising critical, decolonial, or context-

specific perspectives. Because AI outputs often appear neutral and authoritative, these 

biases can become less visible and therefore harder to contest. 

There is also a risk of methodological conservatism. AI tends to reproduce established 

patterns, which may discourage epistemic innovation or critical disruption. 

Addressing bias, therefore, requires more than technical adjustment. It requires social 

scientists to treat AI outputs as objects of analysis rather than sources of authority, and 

to actively teach how academic hierarchies are reproduced — both by institutions and 

by technologies. 

 

‘The challenge is 
therefore not to 

protect originality 

from AI, but to clarify 
what originality 

means in an 

environment where 
communicative 

capacity is 

increasingly shared 
between humans and 

machines.’ 
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In your opinion, how should we define original research in academia 

amid the rise of AI? 

Original research has never been about producing ideas in isolation. It involves making 

meaningful distinctions, situating them within a field, and defending them through 

argument and evidence. AI does not change this core function. 

From a political-institutional perspective, originality lies in responsibility. AI can assist 

with drafting, summarising, or exploring alternatives, but it cannot take responsibility 

for claims, interpretations, or consequences. That responsibility remains with the 

researcher. 

Rather than policing AI use, academia should focus on whether a piece of work 

demonstrates analytical judgement, contextual awareness, and reflexivity. These 

qualities sustain scholarly legitimacy regardless of the tools involved. 

The challenge is therefore not to protect originality from AI, but to clarify what 

originality means in an environment where communicative capacity is increasingly 

shared between humans and machines. 



 

 

 

 

Lorenzo Silvestri 
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Cities and the European Union: Comparing urban 

Europeanisation in Kraków and Liepāja in the context of the 

Cities Mission 

Abstract 

This article compares urban Europeanisation processes in two Eastern European cities in the 

policy context of the EU’s innovative Cities Mission. Using a novel analytical framework to 

distinguish vertical (city-to-EU and city-to-national-government) and horizontal (city-to-city and 

city-to-stakeholder) interactions, and a comparative qualitative case study approach, it is shown 

how the Cities Mission deepens urban Europeanization processes in Kraków (Poland) and Liepāja 

(Latvia). This enhances the local governance of the ecological transition through improved public 

sector coordination, stakeholder engagement and citizen involvement. However, structural 

barriers such as the limited administrative and financial capacity of cities, lack of ownership over 

the net-zero transition among municipal actors, and limited prior experience with EU projects, 

limit the mission’s transformative impact. The article concludes that while the Cities Mission is a 

promising experiment in multilevel urban climate governance, its transformative potential 

remains constrained by the capacity of cities to translate enhanced urban Europeanisation into a 

stronger and more coordinated governance of the ecological transition.  

Keywords: Urban Europeanisation, Urban Climate Policy, Cities Mission 
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Introduction  

In April 2022, the YouTube channel of the EU’s Horizon Europe programme published 

a video announcing the 100 Climate-Neutral and Smart Cities by 2030 mission. 

Accompanied by an upbeat musical score, it showcases cities in 2022 characterized by 

air and sound pollution. A transformative shift occurs when one lone cyclist enters a 

tunnel adorned with flowers and lush greenery. The cyclist exits the tunnel in 2026, 

when urban streets have been redesigned to allocate more space to pedestrians. There 

are more bikes on the street, and the sole car appears to be electric, like the bus. In the 

background, between urban farms and wind turbines, a train glides through a 

transformed cityscape featuring green buildings reminiscent of the Bosco Verticale. The 

narrative climaxes at a public viewing in a park where a screen announces “100 Climate-

Neutral and Smart Cities by 2030”. The video ends with a call encouraging remaining 

European cities to follow suit by 2050 (EU Cities Mission: Meet the Cities, 2022), when 

the EU must be climate neutral according to international obligations. 

As over half of the world’s population lives in cities, urban governance – defined as 

institutionalised political coordination in cities (Börzel, 2018) – has become vital to 

tackling global challenges like climate change (Bettencourt and West, 2010). The 

European Commission recognised cities as essential allies in the ecological transition 

(2016; 2020; 2022). Consequently, it launched the EU Mission 100 Climate-Neutral 

and Smart Cities by 2030 (hereafter Cities Mission), an ambitious policy to support pre-

selected cities on their climate mitigation journey towards carbon neutrality in line with 

the European Green Deal. Since the mission centres around the “wicked” problem of 

climate change (Incropera, 2015), it needs an innovative governance approach that 

encourages cross-border multi-stakeholder collaboration to be successful. The Cities 

Mission is viewed as the “biggest climate neutrality experiment on earth” (Bresciani et 

al., 2024, 1), creating a set of pioneering cities that take up leadership in urban efforts 

to combat climate change in Europe. It aims to test different approaches to cut 

emissions by 2030, gathering experience and knowledge to achieve the European net-

zero transition by 2050. Over 300 European municipalities voluntarily applied to 

partake, 112 were selected: 100 from the EU (at least one per member state) and twelve 

from the EU’s neighbouring states, as illustrated in Figure 1 (see Appendix 1 for a list of 

mission cities). 
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Figure 1. Map of Europe showing the location and geographical scale of the Cities Mission. Cases Kraków and 

Liepāja in orange. Eilat outside map boundaries. 

 

Although criticised as overly ambitious (Eurocities, 2022; Shabb et al., 2022), the EU 

seeks to enhance cooperation with its cities through “a co-creation process that involves 

local stakeholders and citizens” (Kern, 2023). The mission grants cities opportunities to 

pursue the ecological transition and to implement climate change mitigation policies. A 

mission city’s journey towards net-zero emissions is enshrined in the Climate City 

Contract (CCC), a political – not legal – commitment a mission city makes to the 

European Commission towards climate neutrality. To support cities with their CCC 

development, the Commission allocates two independent experts to each city (known as 

city advisors) and sets up the platform NetZeroCities. The platform is managed by a 

multi-stakeholder consortium spearheaded by the European Commission and creates a 

virtual forum for policy exchange, establishing itself as the central space for the 

exchange of mission-related ideas and best practices (NetZeroCities, 2024a; I6). 

Furthermore, it offers facilitated access to funding, as well as opportunities to exchange 

with other cities through the Pilot Cities Programme and the Twinning Learning 

Programme, creating a cross-border community through soft policy tools. Figure 2 

below visualises its governance framework. 
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Figure 2: Organisational chart of the Cities Mission (created by author, inspired by and partially reproduced 

from Huttunen, 2022, 8). 

 

This article examines how this proposed governance model of the urban ecological 

transition plays out in practice. Specifically, it analyses how participation in the Cities 

Mission affects urban Europeanisation processes, understood here as the ways in which 

cities develop policies, practices, and relationships influenced by their engagement with 

EU institutions and networks. It is argued that participation intensifies vertical 

exchanges with EU institutions and horizontal exchanges with peer cities and 

stakeholders. Yet, the extent and effectiveness of these interactions vary according to a 

city’s administrative capacity and the national government’s engagement, revealing 

both the integrative potential and the structural limits of this approach to urban climate 

governance. Thus, the article is guided by the following research question: How does 

participation in the Cities Mission shape vertical and horizontal dimensions of urban 

Europeanisation in two Eastern European cities, and with what effects on the local 

governance of the ecological transition? 

To answer this question, the article is structured as follows. It begins by situating cities 

within the European multilevel governance arena, introducing key concepts, and 

reviewing relevant literature. This is followed by the development of a set of hypotheses 

and a description of the chosen method, a comparative qualitative case study. Next, the 

empirical findings are presented and discussed in relation to the hypotheses. A 

conclusion sums up the findings. 
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The Role of Cities in Multilevel European Governance 

The establishment of the EU changed power hierarchies. States began delegating 

authority to the supranational level, a process coined European integration 

(Weidenfeld, 2020, 55–57). This decentralisation of politico-administrative power away 

from the state generated opportunities for subnational actors. However, as no single 

actor holds complete knowledge across all governance levels, this shift produced 

complex vertical and horizontal relationships, which in turn created problems of policy 

coordination (Cairney, 2012, 170; Kübler and Pagano, 2012). For cities, this is 

exacerbated by their absence in the treaties of the EU, which has no formal 

competencies in urban policy (Field and Bakker, 2021). Nevertheless, to guide urban 

development in line with its policy interests, the EU developed soft policies – such as 

funding schemes, peer learning and networking initiatives, or capacity-building 

programmes – resulting in a Europe of variable geometry, where cities’ levels of 

European engagement differs greatly across the continent. Some cities have been more 

successful in exploiting the opportunities provided to them, largely due to their political 

and administrative capacity (Le Galès, 2002, 97; Hamedinger and Wolffhardt, 2011, 21). 

As international agendas evolved, urban climate policy became increasingly prominent 

in these soft policies, notably through The Urban Agenda for the EU in 2016 (also 

referred to as the Pact of Amsterdam) and The New Leipzig Charter with its 

implementation document on sustainable urban development in 2020. Transnational 

issues such as climate change cannot be addressed by states alone (Acuto, 2013a; 2013b; 

Kihlgren Grandi, 2020). Cities are seen as essential partners in achieving international 

targets such as the United Nations sustainable development goals (SDGs) and the 

European Green Deal (Alvarez-Risco et al., 2020; Shabb et al., 2022; Kern, 2023). In 

this context, the Cities Mission reasserts the role of cities in the European governance 

arena by positioning them as hubs that bridge EU urban policy with international 

climate policy, translating international commitments into local action. 

A useful concept to understand “the complexity of the interplay between cities and the 

EU and on the depth, breadth and logic of cities’ contemporary European engagement,” 

as well as “cities’ possibilities to influence EU policy-making”, is urban Europeanisation 

(Hamedinger and Wolffhardt, 2011, 9). Europeanisation is linked to European 

integration but is not restricted to continental convergence or harmonisation (Le Galès, 

2002, 98). The concept of urban Europeanisation encompasses the multi-directional 

dynamics through which cities and the EU influence one another, ranging from the local 

implementation of EU legislation and urban impact of EU policy (top-down), to city 

influence on EU policy agendas (bottom-up), and horizontal exchanges among cities on 

policy and planning (Kern, 2007). For example, a city adapting its mobility plan to 

comply with EU emission targets represents a vertical top-down process, whereas the 

exchange of best practices on its implementation through a city network exemplifies a 

horizontal one. Thus, urban Europeanisation may be understood as the actions 

undertaken by cities due to the EU. Because the EU has no formal competence in urban 

policy, urban Europeanisation mainly takes shape through voluntary soft policy tools 

(Armondi, 2020). These soft policies affect urban governance capacity by strengthening 
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the ability of cities to collaborate across municipal departments, engage with relevant 

urban actors, and align policies with best practices. Urban Europeanisation therefore 

provides an appropriate theoretical lens to analyse vertical (top-down and bottom-up) 

and horizontal (city-to-city and city-to-stakeholder) interactions from the perspective 

of a European city, and to assess its effects on the governance of the urban ecological 

transition. 

A full understanding of urban Europeanisation processes requires defining the 

European city as an actor. European cities are not monolithic and static entities, but 

complex arenas in which multiple actors interact, compete, and cooperate. As Patrick 

Le Galès explains, cities are “an aggregation of interests and culture, bringing together 

local social groups, associations, organized interests, private firms, and urban 

governments” (2002, 261). To analyse urban Europeanisation, it is important to 

examine the relationships between urban actors, since city politics, institutions, and 

interactions with supra-urban actors emerge from local actors influencing and 

pressuring one another according to their vested interests. Understanding cities as 

collective actors highlights how urban agency emerges from such interactions. The 

notion of collective actor empowers cities, yet also contains an illusion of unity: within 

cities, a variety of groups, individuals, and institutions claim to be actors, craving norms, 

models, and legitimacy for their actions (Le Galès, 2002, 266). Through negotiation, 

coordination, and mutual recognition, notably through mayoral leadership, a shared 

agenda is constructed. This internal mobilisation is reinforced by external actors, 

particularly from the EU, which pressures cities to develop coherent strategies and 

present themselves as unified entities (Le Galès, 2002, 267). The collective actor city 

thus emerges from the interplay of internal coordination and external expectations. 

This theoretical understanding of the European city as a unified collective actor invites 

an analysis of how urban agency manifests in practice. Indeed, conceptual studies on 

European cities and their international relations are supplemented by a plethora of 

empirical work analysing the intricate relations between European cities. While large-

N quantitative analyses exist (Cotella, 2020), the dominant methodological approach is 

qualitative, relying on case studies that examine urban governance in Europe across 

policy sectors, such as transport, sustainability, or urban development (Halpern, 2014; 

Field and Bakker, 2021; Masik et al., 2021; Kern, 2023). Scholars also discuss types of 

cooperation, including EU-funded projects, city networks, and paradiplomacy 

(Hamedinger and Wolffhardt, 2011; Acuto and Rayner, 2016; Herrschel and Newman, 

2017; Kosovac et al., 2020). Others have more holistic approaches, analysing wider 

phenomena such as city branding or international visibility (Acuto, 2012; Bréville, 

2020; Barbier, 2023). 

A few trends emerge from this indicative sample of the impact of the EU on its cities. 

First, there is a tendency in English language literature to focus on large and Western 

European cities. Just as foundational texts by Peter John (2001) and Patrick Le Galès 

(2002) paid little attention to cities in Central and Eastern Europe, so too do many more 

recent empirical studies (Sobczak, 2010, 9; Pajvančić-Cizelj, 2024). However, Giancarlo 

Cotella observes variation in the impact of the EU on territorial governance across 



Young Journal of European Affairs    

 

15 

eastern, western, northern, and southern EU member states (2020). Second, scholars 

tend to focus on global cities, capitals, trendsetting cities, or atypical cases, whereas 

ordinary, medium, or smaller cities fall under the radar (Haupt et al., 2022; Kern, 

2023). Of course, the existence of a research gap alone does not justify case selection 

(Gustafsson and Hagström, 2018), but this overview suggests inspecting Eastern 

European non-capital cities, which have so far been less dominant in the scholarly 

debate. 

Therefore, this article examines cities in the Baltic states, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czechia, 

Hungary, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia: EU member states that acceded in 

or after 2004 and were formerly either behind the Iron Curtain or part of Yugoslavia. 

While heterogeneous and encompassing significant socio-political, historical, 

economic, and linguistic diversity, these countries share features that make them 

relevant cases for studying urban Europeanisation. Firstly, they joined the EU at a later 

stage, thus experienced institutional reforms and Europeanisation processes at a faster 

pace than their Western peers due to their obligatory policy adjustments to accede to 

the EU (Cotella, 2020; Bushweller, 2022). Second, most cities – especially small and 

medium-sized ones – have limited administrative capacity and financial autonomy 

(OECD/UCLG, 2016, 11; Kihlgren Grandi, 2020, 24–31; Sobczak, 2022; Ioannou, 

2023). This challenge is particularly pronounced in Eastern Europe, where 

municipalities are more vulnerable to economic fluctuations and reliant on 

supranational actors (Dimitrova, 2019; European Investment Bank, 2021). This is 

further exacerbated in cities with shrinking populations, which reduce their tax revenue 

(Reinholde and Stučka, 2020, 82). Third, Eastern European government officials and 

planners also perceive a stronger EU influence in territorial governance compared to 

their Western and Northern European colleagues (Cotella, 2020). Finally, in terms of 

urban climate policy, Eastern European municipalities that signed the Covenant of 

Mayors have so far performed less monitoring of greenhouse gas reductions compared 

to their Western counterparts (Rivas et al., 2022), suggesting they may be lagging 

behind. Together, these observations suggest that Eastern European cities, while 

politically and financially dependent on other actors, are also key sites where the 

dynamics of urban Europeanisation and EU climate governance should be observed and 

evaluated as their efforts in climate action may be comparatively weaker. To understand 

how urban Europeanisation unfolds in these cities and affects the urban governance of 

the ecological transition, it is necessary to operationalise and measure it across its 

vertical and horizontal dimensions, motivating the following research design. 

 

Research design 

Building on the introduction and acknowledging the frameworks of Europeanisation of 

cities by Juliet Carpenter et al. (2020), Anna Sobczak (2010, 7–19), and Tom Verhelst 

(2017), this article proposes a structured framework of urban Europeanisation 

processes (see Figure 3): 
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Figure 3: The collective actor city and its vertical and horizontal engagements across levels of urban 

Europeanisation following participation in the Cities Mission. The level in turn affects the collective actor city 

and its governance (institutional coordination) of the urban ecological transition. 

 

This framework illustrates the evolution of the collective actor city embedded in the 

European multilevel governance arena. It visualises how vertical (city-to-EU and city-

to-national government) and horizontal (city-to-city and city-to-stakeholder) relations 

developed in the context of the Cities Mission feed back into the actor city’s governance 

capacity of the ecological transition. To operationalise the abstract processes of urban 

Europeanisation, the framework introduces a typology-based ordinal scale assigning 

values to levels of engagement. Based on the ladder of urban Europeanisation (John, 

2001, 76) and the operationalisation by Tom Verhelst (2017), this framework enables a 

systematic comparison of cities’ urban Europeanisation along five levels of vertical and 

horizontal interactions, each capturing a distinct qualitative shift in engagement. This 

approach helps understand how participation in the Cities Mission can strengthen a 

city’s position within the EU climate governance arena. It also shows how the mission 

enhances a city’s internal capacity to govern the ecological transition. By linking this 

framework with the mission’s institutional design, this article hypothesises that the 

mission functions as a soft governance instrument – that is, a voluntary system of 

guidelines and incentives to achieve net zero emissions – which deepens urban 

Europeanisation processes by fostering vertical and horizontal relations in the form of 

coordination and learning. These changes in turn shape the capacity of cities as 
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collective actors to govern the ecological transition. A thorough comparative case study 

analysis, guided by the following three hypotheses, operationalises this framework: 

H1, vertical urban Europeanisation: Participation in the Cities Mission 

increases a city’s vertical urban Europeanisation by expanding collaboration 

with European institutions and the national level, for example to develop the 

Climate City Contract or access funding. 

H2, horizontal urban Europeanisation: Participation in the Cities Mission 

increases horizontal urban Europeanisation by expanding collaboration with 

other cities and partners, for example through the Pilot Cities Programme or 

the Twinning Learning Programme. 

H3, urban ecological transition governance: Higher levels of vertical and 

horizontal urban Europeanisation enhance the capacity of the collective actor 

city to coordinate urban climate policy more effectively and improve 

cooperation between stakeholders, strengthening the urban governance of the 

ecological transition. 

 

Method 

The preliminary research phase included desk research, email correspondence, and 

semi-structured interviews with experts and civil servants from mission cities. The 

resulting database on mission cities (see Appendix 1) provided insights that guided case 

selection and confirmed the comparative case study analysis as the most appropriate 

research method. 

The main research tools used for data collection were the analysis of documents, 

informal conversations, semi-structured interviews, and participant observations. 

Document analysis involved the examination of a range of policy documents: from 

contracts, legislation, declarations, and statements, to memorandums of understanding 

and other multi-actor agreements. Primary data on the Cities Mission and its 

implementation were also drawn from NetZeroCities, a limited-access Web 2.0 social 

networking platform set up to support the mission and facilitate knowledge exchange. 

Conversations and semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders – mainly 

municipal representatives and civil servants, but also actors from academia, the private 

sector, the European Commission and NetZeroCities partners – were most valuable for 

collecting and triangulating data, encompassing both inside and outside experts (see 

Soest, 2023). The flexibility of semi-structured interviews allowed questions to be 

tailored to each context and interviewee, providing detailed insights into actors’ 

perspectives, and enabling the reconstruction of urban Europeanisation processes (see 

Appendix 2 for the interview guide and Appendix 3 for the list of interviews). All 

collected data was coded systematically along four dimensions: (1) vertical and (2) 

horizontal urban Europeanisation, (3) effects on the city (sub-coded for effects on 

municipal administration, private actors, citizens, and NGOs) and (4) auxiliary 
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contextual information including data not strictly linked to the object of study but 

potentially relevant. Finally, participant observations at NetZeroCities seminars and 

field visits provided primary data complementing the interviews and document 

analysis. 

Before proceeding to the case selection, some methodological limitations must be noted. 

Verification bias was mitigated through a transparent methodology, a structured 

interview guide, and data triangulation. Selection bias, which could have distorted 

findings, was minimized by applying clear, pre-defined case selection criteria. Language 

barriers, which limited access to cases and sources, were accepted as a constraint: 

interviews were conducted in English, while policy documents were translated using 

machine translation tools. Desirability bias, potentially skewing responses toward 

positive progress, was mitigated with an interview guideline, conducting interviews in 

private, and triangulating findings. Similarly, researcher bias arising from prior 

familiarity with the topic was minimised through systematic coding, and data 

triangulation. Finally, instrumental errors leading to incomplete or biased data were 

reduced by adapting the interview guide to respondents, sharing questions in advance, 

and carefully phrasing questions to avoid leading answers. Non-attitude problems were 

deemed not applicable due to the expert sample. 

 

Case selection 

Preliminary research was particularly helpful for case selection, as it enabled the 

identification of similarities and differences among Eastern European mission cities. 

Case selection followed a conscious process of identifying different or deviant cases (see 

Seawright and Gerring, 2008, and Westle, 2018, 181). In line with the principle that a 

minimal number of cases suffices for in-depth qualitative comparison, two cases were 

considered adequate. The framework and hypotheses outlined above further guided the 

selection. Moreover, the year of EU accession served as a control variable: both cities 

joined the EU in 2004, ensuring that they were embedded within a comparable 

European politico-legal context for an equivalent period. Capital cities were deliberately 

excluded as they are typically more integrated with Western European networks and EU 

institutions. Furthermore, cases were required to have already begun engaging in 

mission-related activities. 

Based on preliminary research, including email correspondence and semi-structured 

interviews with officials from Eastern European mission cities, two cases were selected:  

Kraków (Poland) and Liepāja (Latvia). The final selection was informed by a comparison 

of several descriptive variables such as population, GDP per capita, share of green areas, 

and digitalisation (using internet speed as a proxy) with those of other mission cities, 

ensuring that both cases do not represent outliers (see Appendix 1, Figures A1–A5). To 

introduce variation, the cities differ in size and degree of Europeanisation: Kraków 

(Poland) is a larger and more dynamic city with strong European linkages, while Liepāja 

(Latvia) faces demographic decline and is less integrated in transnational networks. 
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Urban Europeanisation and its effects in Kraków and Liepāja 

This section presents and discusses the findings in relation to the three hypotheses, 

drawing on fieldwork conducted in February and March 2024. The two cases are 

Kraków and Liepāja (see Figure 1 for their location). Kraków, with around 800,000 

inhabitants, is the second-largest city in the Republic of Poland and is considered to be 

the national cultural capital. Liepāja, though significantly smaller, with a population of 

approximately 68,000 people, is the third-largest city in the Republic of Latvia, housing 

a comparable share of the national population to Kraków. Despite differences in scale 

and administrative capacity, both cities offer valuable insights into the dynamics of 

urban Europeanisation. The analysis begins with discussing vertical exchanges (H1), 

followed by horizontal exchanges (H2), illustrating how participation in the mission 

furthered urban Europeanisation processes. While the vertical and horizontal 

dimensions are inherently intertwined, they are separated for analytical purposes. 

Finally, the comparative analysis concludes with a discussion of how urban 

Europeanisation affects the governance of the ecological transition in each city (H3). 

 

H1: Participation in the Cities Mission increases vertical exchanges between 

cities and the European and national level 

Historical engagements and institutional path dependencies in Kraków and 

Liepāja 

Before detailing vertical engagements in the context of the Cities Mission, it is important 

to compare cities’ prior exchanges with the EU. The institutionalisation of EU relations 

varies between the cases, affecting their capacities and initial readiness to engage with 

the mission. 

Kraków’s vertical relations with the EU predate the mission. It hosted the first European 

Month of Culture in 1992 and in 2000 it was selected alongside other cities as European 

Capital of Culture four years before Poland’s entry into the EU. Once in the EU, efforts 

to reinsert itself in EU networks after decades of Communist rule spilled over to various 

policy sectors (I15; Purchla and Bałuk-Ulewiczowa, 2016). Severe environmental 

challenges with air pollution further deepened this trend, with Kraków participating in 

Healthy, Clean Cities, the EU project that preceded the Cities Mission. This laid the 

foundations for the city’s future engagement with the mission and the systemic 

transformation necessary to achieve climate neutrality: it led to a “changing of thinking 

through the idea of levers of change: that if you properly point to the most important 

parts of the process, quite small changes can give huge effects” (I11). Overall, Kraków’s 

long-standing European engagement has made it a relatively mature actor within the 

mission, with symbolic capital and institutional experience on which it could rely. The 

city aims to further expand this, as its development strategy views deepening 

engagements with the EU (as well as other European cities) as a foundation of its future 

development (Krakow City Development Department, 2018). 
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In contrast, Liepāja does not share the same history as a European city, and evidence 

suggests that it is a much more peripheral city in the European climate policy network. 

Its development strategy – not available in English – offers a comparatively limited 

vision of the city’s role within Europe (City of Liepaja, 2017). Despite its experiences in 

the energy sector – it was the first city to participate in the World Bank’s Prototype 

Carbon Fund in 1999, making it one of the first cities active in the global carbon market 

(World Bank, 2003, 32–33) – the EU’s urban activities in Latvia concentrate on Riga, 

the capital city housing almost half of the country’s population: “The EU, the European 

Commission likes Riga much more because it’s bigger. So, when you do something, the 

figures are bigger. [The mission therefore provides] a new chance for smaller cities like 

Liepāja to benefit from EU know-how” and go beyond simply being a passive recipient 

of EU funds” (I21). Compared to Kraków, Liepāja entered the mission as a less 

embedded and more peripheral actor, not only geographically but also in terms of 

institutional experience within the European governance arena. 

Vertical urban Europeanisation: European enables and national barriers 

Despite their similar politico-administrative environment, vertical mission-related 

engagements differ across the cases. The European Commission points to targets cities 

must achieve and provides the expertise, network, tools, and potential solutions to reach 

them through NetZeroCities. While participation in NetZeroCities is imposed to mission 

cities in a top-down manner, the platform effectively serves its clients by providing 

knowledge and expertise. 

Kraków, building on its prior experience, acknowledges the potential of NetZeroCities 

and the opportunity to engage with European actors: “The advantage of the mission is 

the large infrastructure for cooperation and management it provides […] It is like a 

Swedish table, with a lot of food on it and everyone can come and pick and choose what 

they want” (I13). Liepāja, however, entered the mission with less experience in 

European projects. The mission is the first time Liepāja directly interacts with the 

European level on climate policy (I18). Limited administrative capacity (I17; I18) and 

inexperience created early challenges, such as issues with communication, missing 

information, and general lack of support: 

“It was hard in the beginning […] We had all these questions and asked 

for expert consultations more than half of a year ago and there were 

none from NetZeroCities. Not advisors, but experts for developing the 

action plan, the investment plan. We didn’t have contact with any 

experts, even if we asked.” (I18). 

“Of course, the mission is a new project not only for the cities, but also 

for all other involved actors who describe their work as a shared 

“learning process” (I6). And indeed, with time, collaboration 

significantly improved: “[Now] we had these expert meetings, we had 

the opportunity to get examples from other cities, NetZeroCities, 

checked our documents and now it’s ok.” (I18). 
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Furthermore, being a mission city allows for facilitated access to European funds 

(NetZeroCities, 2024b), enhances legitimacy to participate in climate projects, and 

increases cities’ international visibility: “I hope that we can use this mission title to get 

more funding, to get more approved projects. For example, after we became a mission 

city, we went in the TAIEX-EIR PEER 2 PEER, also a European Commission 

programme […] and we started this Scalable Cities Action Grant project,” a municipal 

officer from Liepāja explained (I17). However, capacity limits were quickly reached:  

“We want to do more and more. But there are some limits: capacity. 

NetZeroCities is pushing: “oh, there is this opportunity and this 

opportunity and why don’t you participate in this webinar and in this 

project? And you must participate in pilot cities call!” But the answer is, 

we don't have capacity to do this [quotation marks added].” (I18). 

It is evident that the national level remains essential. Smaller cities such as Liepāja 

depend on it for technical expertise and funding to build their capacity, yet its support 

is lacking: 

“Ministries will not do anything by their own initiative. They will do 

something if there is some regulation or directive, but they won’t do it 

automatically. […] So, we are acting bottom-up. But we need someone 

from NetZeroCities, the European Commission [or the] Cities Mission 

board who tells ministers to please see this with more importance.” 

(I18). 

Similarly, Kraków also experienced challenges with national level engagement. Rather 

than reaching administrative limits, Kraków uses the opportunities provided by 

NetZeroCities to share its experiences with other cities (see below) and to engage 

vertically with the national government. Its climate department is actively drafting 

solutions for incorporation into national programmes and building a coalition with 

other Polish cities to attract ministerial attention: 

“We want to influence many levels. At the basic level we want to share 

our experience with other cities, because they can use our work. But also 

on the highest level, government, we are doing whatever possible to 

cooperate with ministries because we feel that our work can support the 

creation of climate change policies in Poland. So, we want to give them 

ready solutions to introduce into national programmes. […] And 

working together is better than each of our cities working alone. Even if 

we write official letters to the ministries and they are signed by five 

[mayors], it’s better.” (I11). 

City officers acknowledge that genuine transition requires more robust national 

engagement. As many emission sources lie beyond municipal control, the need for 

greater support from the national level to advance the urban ecological transition is 

crucial: 
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“It’s about scaling up our developments. […] We need to cooperate with 

and need the support of the national government. It is national policies 

that change things, and national policies can be developed based on 

Kraków’s experience. […] There is a need of more government 

involvement and support to really achieve the transition and net zero, 

as a lot of the economy and emission sources are outside the city scope.” 

(I13). 

“The absence of national support in both cases underscores issues in 

policy coordination across levels of governance. On the other hand, it 

must be noted that the mission is explicitly city-centred and not to be 

implemented by national governments. In Liepāja, a potential asset for 

exerting pressure at the national level could be the mayor who is 

European Climate Pact Ambassador and representative of the 

European Committee of the Regions in Latvia. However, while this 

position strengthens the city’s vertical ties with the European level, the 

mayor confirmed that the mission has had no impact on this largely 

diplomatic role.” (I19). 

Findings show that the Cities Mission increased vertical interactions with the European 

level, confirming H1. The EU acts as an enabler by providing funding, tools, and 

expertise through NetZeroCities, while also setting pre-defined targets. Participation in 

the mission prompted Kraków and Liepāja to engage more actively with their national 

governments, illustrating how EU influence can catalyse bottom-up Europeanisation by 

encouraging cities to seek stronger national coordination and support. However, cities’ 

climate action is limited by their administrative and financial capacity and national 

actors remain crucial and cannot be bypassed, leading to persistent challenges in policy 

coordination across levels of governance. Although the EU has limited competences in 

urban policy, fieldwork findings indicate that both cities desire greater support from 

their respective national government, despite their differing degrees of experience with 

EU cooperation. Nevertheless, findings demonstrate that both cities increased their 

level of urban Europeanisation (see Figure 3). Kraków, already at level three, now 

“participates in networks and EU joint projects,” and is laying the foundations to be 

advising national policies, level five. Meanwhile, the mission was Liepāja’s first major 

European project. Liepāja also increased its vertical exchanges, but to a comparatively 

lesser extent by the time fieldwork was conducted. It moved from a passive recipient of 

EU funds, level two, to actively participating in EU projects, level four. 

 

H2: Participation in the Cities Mission increases horizontal exchanges between 

cities and other actors across Europe 

This section examines horizontal engagements, focusing on how participation in the 

mission fostered exchanges with relevant stakeholders, leading to increased inter-city 

cooperation. 
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Engagements with non-city partners 

A major asset of the Cities Mission is the wider ecosystem that supports cities on their 

journey towards net zero emissions. Here NetZeroCities Consortium partners, such as 

research institutions, NGOs, public and private actors, provide mission cities with the 

necessary expertise to develop their CCCs. In Kraków, horizontal relations with Bankers 

Without Boundaries and Dark Matter Labs find their roots in Healthy, Clean Cities 

(Climate-KIC, 2019). Both stakeholders became Consortium partners and supported 

cities with key aspects of their CCC, such as the investment plan, nature-based solutions, 

and citizen engagement (I23). One official praised Bankers Without Boundaries as “the 

real specialist for the development of investment plans” (I11). Furthermore, the 

platform itself fostered ties between cities through various networking opportunities: 

“The events organised by NetZeroCities are encouraging because you see you are not 

alone, and everyone is facing similar challenges. It is great for knowledge exchange but 

also feelings, as you realise you are not alone” (I5). 

Liepāja’s experience differs due to the city’s limited experience with EU projects. 

According to its city advisor, mission cities are encouraged to participate in all 

engagement and learning formats offered to them as part of the mission: “City advisors 

encourage cities to take part in all programmes, be they twinning, pilots, but also peer-

learning sessions” (I9). In developing its CCC, Liepāja reached out to Scandinavian 

mission cities as well as private partners (I18). Notably, however, officials in Liepāja 

never mentioned any collaboration with non-city members of the NetZeroCities 

Consortium, suggesting a perceived sense of isolation. The city developed its CCC with 

support from Latvian consulting firm Ekodoma, which nevertheless emphasised that 

Liepāja needs to strengthen its collaboration with a broader range of partners: 

“The mission is good for Liepāja, as it pushes them to set more 

ambitious targets. Since they joined the mission, they revised their 

SECAP and now have an 80% emission reduction target by 2030. 

Before they had 45%. The mission changed the thinking […] 

Introducing new thinking is challenging, we [Latvians] have a closed 

mentality. There is no culture of cooperation. They still need to involve 

external stakeholders. And this must happen in all areas, not only 

energy and climate” (I21). 

Expansion of city-to-city collaboration 

Kraków’s participation in the Cities Mission significantly expanded its horizontal 

collaboration on urban climate policy with other European cities, especially in Poland. 

Collaboration in this policy sector also finds its roots in Healthy, Clean Cities which 

involved 15 European cities (Climate-KIC, 2019). Due to Kraków’s forerunning national 

position, other Polish mission cities reached out to learn about its experience with the 

CCC development process (I11). This is especially important, considering that Polish 

cities generally have less experience with European climate projects (Plac, 2020). These 

exchanges led to Polish mission cities frequently discussing mission-related topics, 

prompting five cities to apply for a joint pilot city call: 
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“In the mission there are five Polish cities, and we cooperate quite tight. 

We see each other every few days, it’s more often than once a week. 

Before the mission we were not cooperating that strong [sic]. The idea 

of a pilot project came directly from being part of the mission. […] It 

was quite natural in Poland that the Polish cities were contacting each 

other to discuss what should we do. And it appeared really helpful for 

everyone. It’s always better to feel that you are not alone in the face of 

something you don’t understand. And then it came to the Pilot Project 

NEEST. We share very similar problems, and we started working 

together, so it would be good to get some money for the work that we 

have to perform” (I11). 

With NEEST, Kraków’s climate department collaborates with Polish cities on urban 

climate policy for the first time, embracing the tools and support provided by 

NetZeroCities and its partners. The Croatian city Slavonski Brod also joined the project 

as part of the Twinning Learning Programme (I14; Morgan, 2023). 

Similarly, in Liepāja the mission also increased horizontal exchanges with other 

European cities. In the fall of 2023, Liepāja became the first Baltic city to submit its CCC 

(I18). Though initially rejected (it was approved in fall 2024), going through the 

submission process early made it a regional leader, prompting other cities to seek its 

guidance bilaterally or at events organised by the city network Union of Baltic Cities 

(UBC): 

“UBC is a very old and very useful organisation. I have participated in 

webinars and conferences, and we have a good connection with these 

cities, it makes us closer to each other. Today there is a UBC webinar on 

sustainable cities. So, we have our experience, but other Baltic cities are 

behind us, and they are asking us what we are doing. For example, 

Taurage and Tartu are actively communicating with us” (I18). 

However, not all collaborations succeed. A joint pilot city application with Riga was 

rejected, halting what could have been their first cooperation on climate policy. Despite 

initial enthusiasm and meetings with other Baltic cities, Riga then paused collaboration: 

“We participated together with Riga on the first pilot cities call, but it 

was rejected. I thought it would be great to have a mission group 

together with all Baltic cities, not only Latvian with Riga, because we 

are like brothers and sisters. We had many meetings together. I 

initiated this activity and Vilnius [the capital of Lithuania] continued. 

But now we stopped because Riga said they are developing their CCC, 

and don’t have time. Let’s see what will happen in future” (I18). 

Nevertheless, the Cities Mission increased Liepāja’s international visibility. It started a 

replication project with Valencia (Spain) as part of Energy Cities’ Scalable Cities Action 

Grant (Scalable Cities Secretariat, 2024). This lighthouse project aims to develop 

Liepāja’s Smart City Roadmap through “mentorship, knowledge sharing and 

collaboration” with Valencia by replicating and adapting the Spanish mission city’s 



Young Journal of European Affairs    

 

25 

“smart solutions” (I18). Liepāja also participates in the already mentioned Technical 

Assistance and Information Exchange instrument based on the EU’s Environmental 

Implementation Review (TAIEX-EIR PEER 2 PEER) programme, which led to 

exchanges between municipal staff from Liepāja and Cascais (Portugal) (Directorate-

General for Environment, 2024). This project “gives the opportunity to go to another 

municipality. We went to Cascais in Portugal and it was amazing. […] Now they will 

come here and advise our Smart City Roadmap. And they want to help us with nature-

based solutions,” a municipal officer explained (I17). In general, “since we are a mission 

city, other cities are willing to include us as the partners” (I18). 

These findings demonstrate that participating in the mission increased horizontal 

relations between Kraków and Liepāja and other cities and stakeholders, especially 

NetZeroCities partners and mission cities, confirming H2. Due to Kraków’s participation 

in Healthy, Clean Cities, it entered the mission at level four on the horizontal dimension 

of the framework of urban Europeanisation shown in Figure 3: “participating in multi-

city & multi-stakeholder EU projects”. Thanks to the mission, it moved to level five: 

“voluntary cooperation & informal transfer of best practices”. Liepāja went from being 

a member of regional networks (level three), to voluntarily cooperating with other cities 

and taking the initiative on exchanges on mission-related issues (level five). The 

increase in horizontal urban Europeanisation due to the Cities Mission is palpable in 

both Kraków and Liepāja. However, these developments must be assessed critically. 

While the framework suggests an increase in urban Europeanisation, the depth and 

institutionalisation of these horizontal relationships is uneven, particularly Liepāja’s 

engagement appears fragmented. Despite increased visibility, the city failed to establish 

lasting collaborations with its capital Riga or to develop substantial ties with 

NetZeroCities Consortium partners. This suggests that the historical institutionalisation 

of cooperation may shape a city’s ability to act as a project initiator rather than merely 

a participant. Unlike Kraków, which plays a leadership role in a pilot project, Liepāja’s 

involvement in European projects so far depends on external invitations. Still, this 

raises the question of what this increase in urban Europeanisation means for the cases’ 

governance of the ecological transition. 

 

H3: Increased level of urban Europeanisation strengthens collective actor 

cities and the governance of the ecological transition 

Finally, it is important to assess the impact of the Cities Mission and the associated 

increase in urban Europeanisation on the cities as collective actors and their governance 

of the ecological transition. Evidence of such strengthening would be reflected in 

collaborations with relevant urban stakeholders. Below, the cases’ emergent patterns of 

internal public sector coordination, stakeholder involvement, and citizen engagement 

are discussed. 

Strenghtening coordination between public actors 

In Kraków, evidence suggests that increased public sector coordination is beginning to 

materialise. The city consolidated its climate efforts under the Zeroemissions Kraków 
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portfolio which connects “all Kraków projects in the field of climate neutrality into one 

big system. Working with the portfolio is working with the most important city climate 

projects at the same time.” (City of Krakow, 2022). Zeroemissions Kraków is managed 

by the Department of Municipal Economy and Climate, the same department 

responsible for the Cities Mission. Given that municipalities are often criticised for 

working in silos, this reorganisation is an important step towards integrated urban 

climate governance: 

“Several years ago, only one department worked on the energy 

transition. And now we are collaborating within the municipality: not 

only our department, but also other departments are involved” (I13). 

However, this coordination does not yet extend to operational urban actors, revealing a 

gap between strategic planning and implementation. For example, the Director of the 

Kraków Transport Authority explained his organisation’s limited involvement with the 

mission: 

“We are not involved much in the Cities Mission. I know that it 

happened. I know that Kraków wants to be net zero and wants to deal 

with climate changes reduction both on CO2 and pollution. And on a 

strategic level, I think we have described what we want. But to go from 

the strategic to the operational level, I think is very difficult. And it’s not 

only the problem of Kraków, but in my opinion it is a global problem. 

On one hand, we would like to cut these emissions very highly. But on 

the other hand, you face economic, social, all these aspects, and you are 

not able to cut like in strategic documents” (I16). 

Further north, Liepāja’s small size could facilitate collaboration between actors. 

However, even if the project manager responsible for the Cities Mission works in the 

Executive Director’s Office, meaning above municipal departments in the 

administration’s hierarchy, the intended cross-departmental collaboration within the 

municipal administration is not present yet. One reason is that the mission is not part 

of any regulatory framework or official development programme: 

“The challenge is how to bring these mission questions into the 

development programme and make them a priority. Because this is 

something new and we don’t have it as a priority. Okay, the mayor says 

it is a priority, but in the development documents it is not. It is mostly 

my motivation and it is not so easy to involve my colleagues” (I18). 

This lack of formal anchoring also leads to a weak sense of ownership over the mission 

across the administration: 

“The ownership is not there across the public sector. The mission can 

create more synergies across public actors and at least motivate them. 

But in Liepāja they say: that’s his [referring to the mission project 

manager] plan, but actually it’s everyone’s plan. Everything is climate. 

Liepāja should change the rules of the departments. Legally. I 
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mentioned it to them during our last meeting. They should include 

climate in the department description, so they include the climate 

dimension in their day-to-day work” (I21). 

“The mission must involve all municipal departments, as well as local businesses, 

business representatives, civil society, NGOs, academia, and research institutions, as 

well as citizen groups” (I10), but it seems that the depth of co-creation and collaboration 

in Liepāja is far from that envisaged by NetZeroCities. Furthermore, as in the Polish 

case, the mission has not yet had a tangible impact at the operational level of the public 

sector. A spokesperson from municipal transport operator Liepājas Tramvajs said that 

the company is aware of the mission (the spokesperson is both the Head of Public 

Relations at Liepājas tramvajs and the Head of the Mayor’s Office), but that 

participation in the mission does not impact the company’s work: “We are not directly 

involved with the mission, but since the owner of the tram company is the municipality, 

we are aware. But it doesn’t depend on us at all. We’re just providing a service” (I20). 

Deepening collaboration between urban stakeholders 

As mentioned, effective climate action necessitates coordination between urban actors 

beyond the public sector: 

“From estimations, it appears that only about 7% of the GHG emissions 

can be tackled by municipalities themselves, 93% are done by other 

partners. That’s why it’s so important to think about the city more 

broadly and to engage people, partners, stakeholders in the process, 

[and make them feel] responsible” (I23). 

To better involve the private sector, Kraków launched the Climate Pact in 2023. Partners 

in this voluntary initiative declare to reduce emissions and limit global warming. As of 

March 2024, there were 12 partners, including British Petroleum, Shell, and 

BeijingWest Industries, and two universities (City of Krakow, 2023). However, they are 

not involved with the mission and are not co-signatories to the CCC. The Climate Pact 

provides a good starting point for private involvement in the mission, but deeper 

collaboration is still absent: 

“In the CCC, the city has to prove that a co-creation process was done: 

that within the transition team there are not only city administrators, 

but also other stakeholders, partners from different sectors who were 

involved in the preparation of the CCC. So, this is another layer of this 

process that makes this a bit complicated. When we read CCCs, we look 

for this information about the broad ecosystem of the city. And even if 

cities have signatures of many signatories in the commitments, we look 

for their role in the CCC because it’s not enough to have just a signature 

and that’s all” (I23). 

In Liepāja, stakeholder involvement is even less formalised. Municipally controlled 

utility company Liepājas Enerģija, environmental NGO Radi Vidi pats, and the Liepāja 

Special Economic Zone Authority were consulted in the CCC development process 
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(I18). However, they are not signatories, meaning that – on paper – they are not 

involved with the mission. A municipal official clarified that “they collaborate, but it is 

not the signature that makes it work” (I18), stressing that the lack of a signature does 

not mean a lack of involvement. However, formal involvement – and therefore 

ownership over the mission’s targets – is absent without a signature. Indeed, the 

European Commission has stressed the importance of better involving the private sector 

in mission-related activities (City of Krakow, 2025). 

Expanding citizen engagement 

Citizen engagement is crucial, since “if you have citizens that do not care about climate 

change, then it is very hard to make public consultations and get projects approved. And 

it is a big risk for the council to approve projects, because citizens might be unhappy” 

(I22). While reaching interested citizens is relatively straightforward in Kraków, for 

example through citizens’ assemblies (City of Krakow, 2024) or its newly established 

Climate Education Centre, reaching those who are disengaged remains a challenge: 

“[The] problem with public involvement is that people do not have time 

and do not have interest. If they are not somehow involved in some 

NGOs and have some specific business in that, they do not involve 

themselves in planning processes. […] So, the problem is that you have 

a consultation process and when you start implementation, they show 

up saying “oh, no, no”. But when you ask them where you were two 

years ago when we talked about it, they say “we didn’t know, you didn’t 

give us information” [quotation marks added]” (I16). 

Moreover, resistance grows when policies negatively impact certain groups, as seen with 

the failed Low Emission Zone, which was blocked by the Kraków Administrative Court 

in early 2024 (green-zones.eu, 2024). In fact, one expert defined Kraków as a politically 

“very polarised city” with regards to climate issues (I22). 

Citizens must be informed and supportive of policies for them to be successful. 

Therefore, it is crucial that the mission is coupled with educational projects. According 

to its city advisor, this is Liepāja’s second-largest challenge after the lack of ownership 

across public actors (I9). Citizens must learn and understand the risks related to climate 

change. However, with few exceptions, most are not engaged in climate-related 

activities organized by the city and, as in Kraków, are difficult to reach: 

“Last year we had this annual energy efficiency week, and there were 

not so many participants, only 20. It’s interesting only for those who are 

already interested in this topic” (I18). 

On the other hand, one expert argues that European cities do not put sufficient efforts 

in citizen engagement in the context of climate change: 

“Cities need to change their communication, especially with citizens. 

And the municipalities don’t know how to do this: how to involve 

citizens and the private sector. Liepāja got feedback from NetZeroCities 
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on their CCC that they should do more on citizen engagement […] 

Municipalities must start asking what people want. But municipalities 

are scared to ask people” (I21). 

In sum, with regard to H3, both cases show signs of institutional change and greater 

stakeholder involvement driven by urban Europeanisation processes. The Cities 

Mission has initiated a transformation in which municipal actors increasingly align with 

EU climate goals and collaborate across sectors. However, involvement beyond strategic 

public actors remains limited. Thus, the emergence of a cohesive collective actor city is 

still uneven, as policy coordination and the involvement of urban stakeholders and 

citizens continue to pose challenges. Urban climate governance remains an ongoing, 

fragmented, and contested process shaped by diverse interests and capacities. While 

some stakeholders choose to formally participate in municipal efforts, others prefer to 

remain flexible and participate informally, while still others do not engage at all. The 

groundwork for improved coordination has been laid by the mission, but urban actors 

must now collaborate more closely to further the urban ecological transition towards 

net zero emissions. 

 

Conclusion 

Urban Europeanisation and its effects in the context of the EU’s Cities Mission are 

currently unexplored in Eastern European cities. This article examined two cities during 

their early stages of participation in the Cities Mission, constituting the first study of 

urban Europeanisation in Liepāja and the first in Kraków in this policy context. 

Furthermore, Appendix 1 offers the first elementary database on mission cities. Based 

on the concept of the city as a collective actor and a novel two-dimensional framework 

of urban Europeanisation (vertical and horizontal, see Figure 3), the article analysed 

how the mission shapes cities’ external relations and how these in turn affect the local 

governance of the ecological transition. Rather than evaluating the policy itself, the 

article addressed the question how does participation in the Cities Mission shape 

vertical and horizontal dimensions of urban Europeanisation in two Eastern 

European cities, and with what effects on the local governance of the ecological 

transition? 

Findings show that participation in the mission deepens both vertical and horizontal 

urban Europeanisation processes. Vertically, Kraków evolved from moderate top-down 

engagement with EU institutions toward a more co-productive role engaging with the 

national level. Liepāja shifted from a passive fund recipient to an active partner in EU 

projects, gaining visibility on the European stage. Horizontally, both cities deepened 

networking, peer learning, and best-practice exchanges with European cities, and 

Kraków particularly intensified cooperation with NetZeroCities Consortium partners. 

Kraków, a larger city with more experience in European projects, was able to reach a 

higher level of urban Europeanisation compared to the smaller and more peripheral 
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Baltic city. These findings show that Europeanisation processes in urban climate policy 

may be observed beyond capital or trendsetting cities. 

With regards to changes at the local level as a result of participation in the mission, 

findings demonstrate that the increased vertical and horizontal exchanges have begun 

to strengthen the urban governance of the ecological transition. Municipal departments 

in both cases started coordinating their climate efforts and developed projects to expand 

stakeholder and citizen participation. Kraków’s stronger administrative capacity and 

familiarity with European projects positioned it to act more proactively than Liepāja. 

However, structural limits constrain the mission’s transformative potential. Limited 

administrative capacity, cities’ lack of formal status in EU treaties, weak national-level 

support, and limited co-ownership among municipal actors expose coordination 

problems in the European multilevel governance arena and within the collective actor 

city itself. Contrary to arguments suggesting a declining role of the nation state in 

European urban politics, findings demonstrate that both cities, though empowered by 

European actors, remain dependent on national governments. Their power is not 

intrinsic. Treating cities as unitary actors misses this observation, as the construction of 

the collective actor city is an ongoing, contested process shaped by institutional 

opportunities and structural constraints. 

In sum, the Cities Mission represents a promising experiment in the European 

multilevel urban climate governance arena. But to fully realise its transformative 

potential, cities must bridge capacity gaps, institutionalise learning processes, and 

embed co-creation practices across municipal ecosystems involving as many actors as 

possible, particularly the private sector. The mission functions as an enabler: it 

increases urban Europeanisation by creating opportunities for vertical and horizontal 

exchanges, providing expertise, offering a space to exchange knowledge and best 

practices, and enhancing cities’ international visibility, thereby creating incentives for 

European urban climate policy coordination. Early effects strengthening urban climate 

governance of the ecological transition at the local level were observed. However, these 

opportunities are transformative only when cities can mobilise sufficient capacity and 

create large enough local coalitions to turn knowledge into policy implementations. 

While first steps have been taken, results demonstrate that a transformative shift has 

not occurred yet. Furthermore, findings indicate that integrating smaller cities into the 

EU climate governance arena is crucial for advancing urban climate policies and 

achieving international climate targets. Particularly smaller cities in Eastern Europe, 

where public finances are more constrained, require stronger and more targeted 

support. Expanding climate education and projects involving citizens and the private 

sector beyond established stakeholders can also foster greater co-ownership of the Cities 

Mission and its goals. 

As the study was undertaken very early in the mission’s implementation process, all 

findings are preliminary. Further research is needed to confirm the effect of the Cities 

Mission on urban Europeanisation processes and extend the observed trends to other 

Eastern European cities, as policy implementation advances. Moreover, due to the 

restricted scope and limited generalisability of the findings, future research should 
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compare cities from old and new member states, track long‑term effects of the Cities 

Mission, and investigate how intra‑city relations shape the collective actor city. 

Particular attention should be given to the international networks of urban actors such 

as private firms or NGOs and how they influence urban climate governance capacity 

from below. 
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Appendix  

 
Appendix 1: Elementary data on cities involved with the EU’s Cities Mission 

Table A1 and Table A2 below display some elementary data of mission cities and all cities involved with the 

mission through Pilot City and Twin City Programmes as of Spring 2024.1 

 
Table A1: Population, GDP/capita, percentage of green areas, internet speed, mayor’s party, and party’s 

European Parliament group affiliation of the 112 mission cities (non-EU cities after separation): 

City Population 

GDP/capita 

of urban area 

in USD2 

Green areas 

(as share of 

urban center) 

Internet speed 

(as % deviation 

from national 

average) 

Mayor’s party 

on 1 January 

2023 

EP3 group 

affiliation of 

mayor’s party 

Aachen 248.878 44497 52,8 5 Independent NA 

Aarhus 361.544 46354 49,1 1 S PES 

Amsterdam 1.020.998 67167 42,4 6 GroenLinks Greens/EFA 

Angers Loire 

Métropole 
271.405 33434 39,4 3 MoDem Renew 

Antwerp 532.255 54497 42,9 12 N-VA Greens/EFA 

Athens 3.524.904 35192 29,1 21 PASOK PES 

Barcelona 3.720.333 39459 41,2 18 
Barcelona en 

Comú 
NA 

Bergamo 119.476 40254 42,6 18 PD PES 

Bologna 387.842 49609 44 42 PD PES 

Bordeaux 

Métropole 
749.595 42454 35,7 6 EELV Greens/EFA 

Bratislava 475.577 74562 47,3 38 Team Bratislava NA 

Brussels-Capital 

Region 
1.228.655 57258 44,7 1 PS PES 

Bucharest 2.131.034 61718 33,4 20 Independent NA 

Budapest 1.706.851 46774 47,1 15 Greens Greens/EFA 

Cluj-Napoca 324.960 37231 40,4 17 PNL EPP 

Copenhagen 653.664 62132 47,5 10 S PES 

Cork 125.622 157903 53,1 -8 Independent NA 

Differdange 29.000 107261 46 0 PS PES 

Dijon 

Métropole 
256.758 41995 29,7 -3 PS PES 

Dortmund 587.696 39176 58,4 12 SPD PES 

Dresden 556.227 41743 54,3 -17 FDP Renew 

Dublin 592.713 121388 48,4 20 Fianna Fáil Renew 

Dunkerque 139.991 36546 34,1 13 FP PES 

Eindhoven 284.148 61061 45,1 0 PvdA PES 

Espoo 297.132 56831 54,9 15 NCP EPP 

Florence 361.619 44186 40,1 18 PD PES 

Frankfurt/M. 764.104 65198 48,1 17 SPD PES 

Gabrovo 62.763 9071 – – GERB EPP 

 
1 Tables intended as general illustrations. Comparisons between cities constrained due to variations in 

methods of data collection (see list of sources after Table A2 and footnote 24). 
2 When FUA-specific data was not available, missing data was supplemented from NUTS3 level data. While 

they are not perfectly comparable, this is still useful to provide a broad contextual understanding. 
3 EP = European Parliament. This column allows to compare the ruling parties in mission cities. 
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Gävle 103.493 41779 – – S/SAP PES 

Gothenburg 596.841 46808 57,5 9 S/SAP PES 

Gozo 31.200 39510 26,6 2 Independent NA 

Grenoble-A. 

Métropole 
433.000 40660 42,2 6 EELV Greens/EFA 

Groningen 234.950 46560 49,5 -8 VVD Renew 

Guimaraes 156.348 18203 – – PS PES 

Heidelberg 158.741 54748 40,1 11 Independent NA 

Helmond 93.476 61061 45,1 0 CDA EPP 

Helsingborg 150.975 48248 – – Moderates EPP 

Helsinki 658.457 56831 54,9 15 NCP EPP 

Ioannina 113.978 12062 38,4 -15 PASOK PES 

Kalamata 69.849 12939 – -12 ND EPP 

Klagenfurt 104.333 45035 34,4 -12 TK ECR 

Kosice 227.458 26561 48,7 43 SASKA ECR 

Kozani 81.000 14365 – – PASOK PES 

Kraków 771.069 39379 52,5 12 Independent NA 

Kranj 56.784 20462 34,2 6 SD PES 

La Louvière 104.891 22479 – – PS PES 

Lahti 120.027 36515 – – Independent NA 

Lappeenranta 72.288 41230 – – Centre Party Renew 

Leipzig 597.493 40862 54,1 -1 SPD PES 

Leuven 101.612 57258 44,7 1 Vooruit PES 

Liberec 104.802 19425 56,2 -11 SLK NA 

Liepāja 67.360 15197 41,1 -8 United list NA 

Limassol 176.700 – – – Independent NA 

Lisbon 1.875.108 38343 44,9 18 PSD EPP 

Ljubljana 293.822 50190 49,7 5 Independent NA 

Lodz 685.285 37441 54,9 9 Civic Platform EPP 

Lund 128.384 54295 – 10 S/SAP PES 

Lyon 522.228 54225 37,6 16 EELV Greens/EFA 

Madrid 5.030.132 45013 37,2 33 People's Party EPP 

Malmö 357.377 43563 40 13 S/SAP PES 

Mannheim 309.721 52739 35,6 20 SPD PES 

Marseille 968.466 43399 43,4 9 
Independent/ 

left 
NA 

Milan 3.565.691 56822 41,3 42 
Independent/ 

center left 
NA 

Miskolc 147.480 21565 52,5 9 Independent NA 

Munich 1.488.202 79635 49,1 2 SPD PES 

Münster 316.403 52358 53,5 10 CDU EPP 

Nantes 

Métropole 
672.420 44586 42,6 4 PS PES 

Padova 206.651 41271 34,9 8 
Independent/ 

center left 
NA 

Paris 10.277.625 71346 43,6 20 PS PES 

Parma 195.436 46453 35,3 40 IiC/+Europa Renew 

Pecs 138.420 20183 51,7 -5 Independent NA 

Porto 969.686 28897 43,9 18 
Independent/ 

liberal 
Renew 

Prato 195.213 36696 33,7 30 PD PES 

Riga 605.802 38701 47,6 16 AP! Renew 

Rome 2.749.031 45343 42,4 23 PD PES 

Rotterdam 1.249.955 52518 49,1 1 PvdA PES 
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Rzeszow 191.564 26040 48,8 -21 SLD PES 

Sevilla 876.754 26681 35,4 17 PSOE PES 

Sofia 1.221.172 41749 39,7 28 GERB EPP 

Sonderborg 74.380 55156 – – S PES 

Stockholm 984.748 68720 60,5 18 S/SAP PES 

Suceava 124.589 12160 38 -9 PNL EPP 

Tampere 244.223 41513 42 -2 NCP EPP 

Tartu 95.090 18612 47,4 -10 Reform Party Renew 

Taurage 21.520 14437 – -37 LS Renew 

The Hague 685.000 42395 49,5 3 VVD Renew 

Thessaloniki 319.045 21619 25,6 20 ND EPP 

Trikala 81.355 11623 – -13 ND EPP 

Turin 848.748 39178 34,7 73 PD PES 

Turku 195.137 41044 51,5 2 NCP EPP 

Umea 132.235 58446 – – S/SAP PES 

Utrecht 459.682 65233 45,7 4 Labour Party PES 

Valencia 1.414.213 30241 37,5 13 
Coalició 

Compromís 
Greens/EFA 

Valladolid 295.639 35951 30,1 19 PSOE PES 

Velenje 33.558 22014 44,9 4 SD PES 

Vilnius 563.012 50541 51,4 16 Freedom Party Renew 

Vitoria-Gasteiz 253.672 48766 27,5 14 EAJ-PNV Renew 

Warsaw 1.777.972 66746 52,1 31 PO EPP 

Wroclaw 640.648 48450 52,7 16 Independent NA 

Zagreb 764.286 36008 50,3 46 We Can Greens/EFA 

Zaragoza 673.010 37358 37 17 People's Party EPP 

       

Bristol 461.329 42935 47,3 6 Labour PES 

Eilat 68.724 – – – New Hope NA 

Elbasan 78.703 – – – Socialist Party PES 

Glasgow 623.715 34758 53 16 SNP Greens/EFA 

Istanbul 14.025.646 46104 33,8 26 CHP PES 

Izmir 4.320.519 33150 37,6 28 CHP PES 

Oslo 1.064.235 87011 53,1 12 The Right EPP 

Podgorica 150.977 – – – Europe Now! NA 

Reykjavik 120.000 – 53,5 13 

Social 

Democratic 

Alliance 

PES 

Sarajevo 275.524 – – – SDP PES 

Stavanger 231.693 55384 54,1 3 The Right EPP 

Trondheim 194.860 51109 52 5 The Right EPP 
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Table A2: Population, GDP/capita, percentage of green areas, internet speed, mayor’s party, and party’s 

European Parliament group affiliation of the two external pilot cities and twin cities (twin cities after 

separation): 

City Population 

GDP/capita 

of urban area 

in USD4 

Green areas 

(as share of 

urban center) 

Internet speed 

(as % deviation 

from national 

average) 

Mayor’s party 

on 1 January 

2023 

EP5 group 

affiliation of 

mayor’s party 

Drammen 104.100 22135 – 10 The Right EPP 

Rivne 243.870 – – -8 
European 

Solidarity 
EPP 

       

Križevci 18.949 10200 – -45 Independent NA 

Slavonski Brod 64.612 7790 46,7 -8 Independent NA 

Tallinn 607.640 27857 50 15 Centre Party Renew 

Jyväskylä 145.887 38928 41,6 -3 SDP PES 

Oulu 267.267 9616 52,9 17 Centre Party Renew 

Issy-les-

Moulineaux 
67.937 71346 43,6 20 UDI Renew 

Cologne 2.210.891 54138 50,7 3 Independent NA 

Wiesbaden 447.700 61296 50 14 SPD PES 

Würzburg 381.401 50988 47,3 -11 SPD PES 

Penteli 35.610 35192 29,1 21 CDU EPP 

Palaio Faliro 64.863 35192 29,1 21 ND EPP 

Mytilene 59.034 11185 – 2 ND EPP 

Vari-Voula-

Vouliagmeni 
48.399 17545 – 67 

Vari Voula 

Vouliagmeni–

City to Live 

NA 

Waterford 127.363 50550 – 16 Fine Gael EPP 

Or Yehuda 36.815 – – 22 Likud ECR 

Jerusalem 951.100 – – -36 Independent  

L'Aquila 69.558 26280 – 22 FdI ECR 

Genova 680.677 28405 51,2 72 
Independent/ 

center right 
NA 

Fundão 26.503 15352 – -4 PSD EPP 

Torres Vedras 83.072 17764 – -1 PS PES 

Matosinhos 172.557 28897 43,9 31 PS PES 

Braga 247.786 – 39,1 15 PSD EPP 

Alba Iulia 64.227 8970 – -14 USR PLUS Renew 

Lorquí 7.706 – – -24 PSOE PES 

Soria 39.739 – – – PSOE PES 

Viladecans 66.810 39459 41,2 36 PSC PES 

Luleå 79.244 54300 – -25 S/SAP PES 

Eskisehir 906.617 – – -1 CHP PES 

Konya 1.147.656 31375 19,7 -25 AKP ECR 

Kharkiv 1.443.207 – – 6 

Kernes Bloc–

Successful 

Kharkiv 

NA 

 
4 When FUA-specific data was not available, missing data was supplemented using NUTS3 statistics. While 

they are not perfectly comparable, it is still useful for providing a broader contextual understanding. 
5 EP = European Parliament. 
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Belfast 794.824 30246 50,8 13 Sinn Féin GUE/NGL 

City of 

Westminster 
204.236 – – 11 Labour PES 

 

Sources of Table A1 and Table A2: Eurostat, statbank.dk, stat.si, scb.se, cso.ie, citypopulation.de, Council of 

Europe, statistics.gr, ssb.no, iclei.org, insee.fr, stats.oecd.org. worldbank.org, regionalprofiles.bg, stat.gov.lv, 

ookla.com, Hostnik (2013), and respective municipal websites.6 

 

Using the data displayed in Table A1 and Table A2, the following graphs were created. These illustrate how 

the cases of Kraków and Liepāja compare to other cities involved in the mission. 

 

Figure A1: Density plot showing the population distribution of cities directly or indirectly involved in the 

mission, highlighting the position of Kraków and Liepāja. (To enhance graph clarity, cities with more than 5 

million inhabitants were omitted). 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
6 Data on Ukrainian cities is highly volatile. Data for smaller cities in some cases was only available at county 

or regional level. Where possible and appropriate, data reflects the Functional Urban Area (FUA) or local 

administrative units. When such data was not available, data was taken from the NUTS3 level. This is the case 

for GDP data, which was collected at NUTS3 level. However, FUAs usually have higher GDPs/capita than the 

lowest non-local administrative or statistical unit, which is why comparisons between larger and smaller cities 

must be made with care. Names of parties were shortened using their common abbreviations. 
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Figure A2: Density plot showing the GDP/capita distribution of cities directly or indirectly involved in the 

mission, highlighting the position of Kraków and Liepāja. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure A3: Density plot showing the distribution of the share of green areas of cities directly or indirectly 

involved in the mission, highlighting the position of Kraków and Liepāja. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



     Lorenzo Silvestri 

 
38 

Figure A4: Density plot showing the distribution of internet speed (as a deviation from the respective national 

average) of cities directly or indirectly involved in the mission, highlighting the position of Kraków and Liepāja. 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure A5: Bar chart showing the European Parliament group affiliation of cities directly or indirectly involved 

in the mission. Note that neither case appears in Figure A5, as Kraków’s mayor has no party affiliation and 

Liepāja’s mayor belongs to a local civic list. 
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Appendix 2: Interview guide 

Table A3: Guide of questions, prompts and goals of interviews 

Structure Guiding question(s) and discussion prompts Objective 

Introduction/ 

start 

▪ Introduction 

▪ Role/tasks within city administration/organisation 

▪ How they first got in touch with the 

mission/narrative of the mission 

▪ Introduce and understand work/role of 

interviewee and organisation 

▪ Understand their work for/on the mission 

Vertical 

relations 

▪ Collaboration with the EU: in what areas do you 

collaborate with the EU? 

▪ How does collaboration take place? 

▪ Is the mission the first time you are directly 

collaborating with the EU? 

▪ Understand direction and extent of vertical 

urban Europeanisation 

▪ Focus: EU relations of interviewee’s 

organization 

▪ Motivation/reason? Tools? 

▪ Understand vertical dimension of mission 

implementation 

Horizontal 

relations 

▪ How and in what areas does the city collaborate 

with other cities? Any peer learning/joined capacity 

building projects? In the context of the mission? 

▪ Do you collaborate with other cities in CCC 

development? Joint pilot city projects? 

▪ Did the mission create new collaboration channels 

with other cities? New transboundary workflows? 

▪ Understand direction and extent of 

horizontal urban Europeanisation 

▪ Focus: city-to-city relations and NZC 

partners 

▪ Motivation/reason? Tools? 

▪ Understand horizontal dimension of 

mission implementation 

Internal 

effects/ city 

context 

Focus area depends on interviewee. 

▪ Mayoral endorsement? 

▪ Administrative capacity? 

▪ Stakeholders? 

▪ CCC partners? 

▪ NZC platform or city advisors internalised? 

▪ Target audience for mission related 

communication? 

▪ Changes observed since start of mission? 

▪ Focus depends on organisation 

▪ Understand role/meaning of Europe for 

the actors composing the city as a 

collective actor 

▪ Effects/transformations/changes due to 

mission on actor/its work/approach 

▪ Understand effects of mission on city/the 

actors that compose it 

General 

remarks and 

conclusion 

Major challenges? 

Mission as unique opportunity? Net zero target realistic? 

Discuss presence/usage/utility of NZC platform 

General outlook on/evaluation of mission 

▪ Reflection/general outlook on mission 

▪ Anything missing? Anything unclear? 

▪ Thank interviewee and conclude 

▪ AoB? 

 

Appendix 3: List of interviews 

Table A4: Details of interviewees (anonymised) and time and place of interviews, in chronological order 

Interview code Function Time and place 

I1 
Project Manager Climate Change & Energy Efficiency, Office 

of the Executive Director, City of Liepāja 
Online, 27 November 2023 

I2 
Project Manager, Smart Climate Lab, City of 

Klagenfurt 
Online, 27 November 2023 

I3 
Manager, Strategic Development Department, City 

of Liberec 
Online, 5 December 2023 

I4 
Project Manager, Strategic Development 

Department, City of Liberec 
Online, 5 December 2023 

I5 
Zeroemissions Portfolio Manager, Department of 

Municipal Economy and Climate, City of Kraków 
Online, 12 December 2023 

I6 Online Community Coordinator, NetZeroCities Online, 10 January 2024 
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I7 
Head of Secretariat, Sustainable Cities Commission, 

Union of the Baltic Cities 
Online, 17 January 2024 

I8 
Mobility Expert and Consultant involved in 

Elbasan’s submission to the Cities Mission 
Online, 29 January 2024 

I9 City advisor of Liepāja, ERRIN, NetZeroCities Online, 9 February 2024 

I10 Architect and Designer, Dark Matters Lab Online, 13 February 2024 

I11 
Zeroemissions Portfolio Manager, Department of 

Municipal Economy and Climate, City of Kraków 
Kraków, 19 February 2024 

I12 
Project Manager, Department of Municipal 

Economy and Climate, City of Kraków 
Kraków, 19 February 2024 

I13 
Project Manager, Department of Municipal 

Economy and Climate, City of Kraków 
Kraków, 19 February 2024 

I14 
Director, Department of Municipal Economy and 

Climate, City of Kraków 
Kraków, 19 February 2024 

I15 
Deputy Head of Mayor’s Office, Head of 

International Relations, City of Kraków 
Kraków, 20 February 2024 

I16 
Director, Kraków Transport Authority, City of 

Kraków 
Kraków, 21 February 2024 

I17 
IT Service Management Process Manager, IT 

Department, City of Liepāja 
Liepāja, 26 February 2024 

I18 
Project Manager Climate Change & Energy Efficiency, Office 

of the Executive Director, City of Liepāja 
Liepāja, 27 February 2024 

I19 Gunārs Ansiņš, Mayor, City of Liepāja Liepāja, 29 February 2024 

I20 
Head of Public Relations, Liepājas tramvajs; Head 

of Mayor’s Office, City of Liepāja 
Liepāja, 29 February 2024 

I21 
Consultant, Energy Management, Ekodoma; 

Professor, Riga Technical University 
Riga, 1 March 2024 

I22 City advisor of Kraków, Eurocities, NetZeroCities Online, 5 March 2024 

I23 City advisor of Kraków, Climate-KIC, NetZeroCities Online, 5 March 2024 

I24 Associate, Bankers Without Boundaries Online, 8 March 2024 

I25 Senior Policy Officer, Cities Mission, ICLEI Online, 22 March 2024 

 

Table A5: Additional field visits and relevant sources of data, in chronological order 

Visit or event Time and place 

NetZeroCities Platform 
Online, October 2023 – March 

2024 

NetZeroCities Webinar: Pilot Cities Programme Info Session 2 Online, 6 February 2024 

Krakowskie Centrum Edukacji Klimatycznej (Kraków Climate 

Education Center) 
Kraków, 19 February 2024 

International Cultural Center Kraków, 23 February 2024 

Liepāja University Liepāja, 28 February 2024 
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Introduction 

Jina Mahsa Amini and the ‘Women, Life, Freedom’ Movement in Iran were awarded the 

European Parliament’s Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought in 2023. Solidarity with 

the movement has been expressed by all seven political groups in the European 

Parliament throughout the entire political spectrum, including radical right and 

populist parties. Among them, the Identity and Democracy (ID) group has been very 

vocal in its support, stating its respect for and solidarity with Iranian women (see e.g., 

ID Group, 2023a).1 The ID group’s emphasis on women’s emancipation appears 

paradoxical at first glance. It has acted as a key player in the promotion of anti-gender 

policies in the European Parliament, for example in its fight against the European Union 

(EU)’s ratification of the Istanbul Convention on preventing and combating violence 

against women and domestic violence (Berthet, 2022, pp. 690-692; see also ID Group 

2023b, 2023c). Similarly, the ID group’s predecessor, the Europe of Nations and 

Freedom group, voiced its opposition to gender equality in the previous legislative 

period (Kantola & Lombardo, 2021).  

This article turns renewed attention to the group’s discursive engagement with feminist 

themes and how it can be understood. It shifts the focus away from anti-gender politics, 

which have already been thoroughly investigated in the literature on gender equality 

and the European Parliament (Berthet 2022; Kantola & Lombardo 2021; Santos & Geva, 

2022), and towards the concept of femonationalism by Sara Farris (2017). 

Femonationalism points to a convergence between nationalist, neoliberal and feminist 

actors (see ibid., pp. 6-10). It denotes the former two groups’ "exploitation of feminist 

themes […] in anti-Islam (but […] also anti-immigration) campaigns” (ibid., p. 4) and 

captures the “stigmatization of Muslim men under the banner of gender equality” (ibid.) 

by feminist actors. While the concept makes extensive theoretical assumptions, this 

article particularly builds on Farris’ (2017, p. 11; pp. 73-77) conceptualisation of 

femonationalism as an ideological formation operating discursively and rooted in 

nationalist We/Other distinctions that are intertwined with racism and sexism. 

Additionally, this article links to scholarly work on the concept of identity (see 

Slootmaeckers, 2020; Wodak & Boukala, 2015) which provides tools to empirically 

analyse the ID group’s discourse on feminist themes in a way that foregrounds Othering 

processes. Using these tools, this article conducts critical discourse analysis following 

Wodak and Boukala (2015), Wodak et al. (2009) and Wodak (2001) of the ID group’s 

discourse on feminist themes, focusing on the two cases briefly introduced above: the 

debate on the Iranian women’s rights movement  and the debate on the EU’s accession 

to the Istanbul Convention. Covering the time span between September 2022 and 

October 2023, this study builds on a variety of qualitative data: a motion for a resolution 

 
1 The ID group primarily consisted of members of the German Alternative für Deutschland (AFD), the Italian 

Lega and the French Rassemblement National (see ID group, 2023d). At the time of writing, it had 59 

members, forming the 6th largest group in the European Parliament (see ibid.). 



     Johanna Greiwe 

 
49 

by the ID group, relevant speeches by ID group members in European Parliament 

plenary debates and statements released on the ID group’s website.2 

The aim of this article is twofold. First, it follows the critical aim of deconstructing the 

ID group’s discursive support for the Iranian women’s rights movement and opposition 

to the Istanbul Convention. The findings of the empirical analysis reveal that the ID 

group resorts to Othering discourses in both debates, characterising women’s 

suppression as an inherent characteristic of Islam in the former case and attributing 

violence against women in Europe to non-Western migrants in the latter. The relevance 

of this critical endeavour is reinforced by the increasing importance of the European 

Parliament as a site of EU policymaking and its character as a “unique transnational 

platform” (Kantola & Lombardo, 2021, p. 566) for reaching out to like-minded voters 

and connecting with other political parties (ibid.). The ID group’s discourses might 

inform and legitimise anti-Islam and anti-immigration policies at the EU level but also 

shape discourses on these policies at the national level. Second, this paper centres the 

European Parliament as a platform for femonationalist politics, which has not yet been 

extensively studied in the literature. 

The article proceeds as follows. Initially, it introduces the theoretical framework of 

femonationalism. The subsequent section then provides a literature review on existing 

applications of the concept of femonationalism followed by an outline of the analytical 

and methodological approach. Afterwards the main findings are presented, engaging 

with the ID group’s discourse on the Iranian women’s rights movement  and the Istanbul 

Convention in depth. The article concludes with a discussion of the findings and their 

empirical and theoretical implications.  

  

Theoretical framework: Femonationalism 

The concept of femonationalism was developed by Sara Farris, most prominently in the 

book In the Name of Women’s Rights. The Rise of Femonationalism (2017). The term 

femonationalism denotes the merging of emancipatory projects with non-emancipatory 

claims and agendas that has recently been observed in Western Europe (see e.g., Farris, 

2017, p. 9). It is defined as 

 

“both [] the exploitation of feminist themes by nationalists and 

neoliberals in anti-Islam (but […] also anti-immigration) campaigns 

and [] the participation of certain feminists and femocrats in the 

stigmatization of Muslim men under the banner of gender equality” 

(Ibid., p. 4).  

 
2 Note that the ID group’s website was taken offline following the European elections in 2024 and the 

dissolution of the group. 
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Farris (2017, p. 5) identifies three theoretical dimensions of femonationalism: 1) a 

convergence of nationalist, neoliberal and certain feminist actors, 2) a distinct 

ideological formation, 3) a political economy grounded in neoliberalism. 

As convergence, femonationalism describes the united promotion of feminist themes by 

nationalists, neoliberals and certain feminists which otherwise pursue separate political 

agendas (ibid., pp. 10-13). Femonationalism is thus not anchored in a deliberate 

political project but is (re)produced by different actors in distinct ways. Nonetheless, 

these actors all harbour one ideology, whether explicitly or implicitly. As an ideological 

formation, femonationalism builds on We/Other distinctions that are grounded in the 

assumption of Western supremacy and Western colonial typologies (Farris, 2017, pp. 

10-13, 73-77). Drawing on critical race studies, Farris (2017, p. 73) shows how the 

portrayal of the Other is based on the intersection of sexism and racism resulting in 

sexed dynamics of inclusion and exclusion. Substantially, the representation of the 

Other distinguishes between men and women, whereby the former are viewed as 

“oppressors and sexual threats” (ibid., pp. 73f.), whereas the latter are considered “as 

victims and sexual objects/property” (ibid., p. 74). Similarly, sexism and racism shape 

the delineation of the Other from the Self when identifying sexism and patriarchy as 

“the exclusive domains of the (non-western and Muslim) Other” (ibid.).  

The femonationalist ideology is reproduced discursively but also possesses a certain 

materiality that is at the centre of the concept’s political-economic claims (ibid., pp. 

12f.). Farris (2017) argues that this distinct portrayal of the Other, and the inclusionary 

and exclusionary dynamics it involves, are linked to the reorganisation of Western 

European economies, especially the reproductive sphere, under neoliberalism (ibid., 

Chapter 4). She proposes that non-Western migrant women, constructed as primary 

victims of patriarchal oppression, are welcomed as a “regular army of labour” (ibid., p. 

173) in Western Europe, i.e., as an urgently needed workforce in the care and domestic 

sector to meet labour force shortages against increasing demand and reduced public 

services (ibid. pp. 124-130, 173-180).3 While acknowledging the political-economic logic 

of the femonationalist convergence and its crucial importance for critical analyses, this 

article focuses on the discursive manifestation of the femonationalist ideology.  

Farris’ (2017) theoretical considerations and empirical observations, though a ground-

breaking contribution to the debate, are not entirely new. Critiques of Western 

representations of and the production of knowledge about the Muslim world, including 

the inherent dynamics of Othering, were fundamentally established in the writings of 

Edward Said (1979) and his notion of Orientalism. Later, in the early 2000s, the US’ war 

on terror sparked an academic debate on the appropriation of feminism for racist 

agendas in the wake of Western imperialist interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan. 

Originating in queer theory, Jasbir Puar’s (2007) concept of homonationalism points to 

the mobilisation of LGBTQI+ rights by nationalists in the US during the war on terror. 

Young (2003) conceptualises the notion of protective masculinity to grasp how states 

may take on the (benign) role as internal protectors of citizens’ and, in particular, 

 
3 Leaning on and adapting Marx’s notion of migrants as a ‘reserve army of labour’. 
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women’s security against an outside Other, reflecting structures of a patriarchal 

household in state-citizen relationships (see ibid., pp. 7f.). Looking at the US war on 

terror in Afghanistan from this perspective, she spotlights how the liberation of Afghan 

women took centre stage in the US’ rhetorical justification of the war, allowing the US 

to cast itself as a “protector of the world” (ibid., p. 17). Zine (2006) coins the term 

“gendered Islamophobia” to capture this discrimination of Muslim women, especially 

how their bodies function as a site for Othering processes. Zine (2006) points out how 

the politics of race and gender legitimised and shaped imperialist interventions in the 

early 2000s with the desire to “to repress the Arab Muslim male on the one hand and to 

‘liberate’ Muslim women on the other” (ibid., p. 8). Similar to Farris (2017), Fekete 

(2006) and Yilmaz (2014) note that feminist actors have increasingly started to share 

right-wing parties’ anti-Muslim and anti-immigration positions following 9/11.  

In a more recent contribution, Goetz (2022) explores the ideological confrontation of 

racism and sexism from the perspective of intersectionality. Intersectionality (see 

Crenshaw, 1989) is not explicitly mentioned by Farris (2017), a fact which has been the 

subject of criticism by other scholars (see Möser, 2022). Möser (2022, p. 1551) also 

criticises Farris’ (2017) notion of convergence, arguing that it places too much emphasis 

on Western feminism and obscures important distinctions between the political projects 

it includes. These considerations raise important points to weigh in theoretical 

elaborations of the concept. Nonetheless, rather than centring the conceptual level of 

convergence and the role of feminists in this constellation, this article primarily uses the 

analytical framework provided by femonationalism to understand the empirical puzzle 

at hand, the ID group’s discourse on feminist themes, which shall be outlined in the 

following section. 

 

Femonationalism and the ID group 

While there is a growing number of empirical studies building on the concept of 

femonationalism, they largely focus on different national settings. Farris (2017) bases 

her conceptual elaborations on case studies from the Netherlands, France and Italy. 

Other authors have turned to specific facets of the phenomenon, analysing civic 

integration programmes in Sweden (Bauer et al., 2024), the Muslim face-veil ban in 

France (Calderaro, 2022), the Italian Fratelli d’Italia and femonationalism’s relation to 

anti-gender backlash (Colella, 2021), the Iranian diaspora in Belgium (Rahbari, 2021), 

or the ban of female genital mutilation and populist politics in Switzerland (Bader & 

Mottier, 2020). In her introduction, Farris (2017, pp. 1f) points to the electoral success 

of right-wing parties in the 2014 European elections, noting “the[ir] invocation of 

gender equality (and occasionally LGBTQI+ rights) within an otherwise xenophobic 

rhetoric” (ibid., p. 1). While her remark suggests that these parties’ electoral success 

introduces femonationalist discourses into the European Parliament and its approach 

to gender equality and women’s rights, Farris (2017) does not engage in an analysis of 

these processes in her book. Turning to the European Parliament as a platform for 
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femonationalist politics, this article thus takes a novel approach to the study of 

femonationalism (see also Greiwe, 2025). 

The fruitfulness of studying the European Parliament also lies in the institution’s 

increasing relevance in EU policymaking and its function as a “unique transnational 

platform” (Kantola & Lombardo, 2021, p. 566) for politics. It is further reinforced by the 

institution’s self-representation as a “promoter of gender equality” (see van der Vleuten, 

2019, p. 35) which has been challenged in academia. The opposition articulated by 

radical right populist parties has received specific attention in this literature (Kantola & 

Lombardo, 2021), as well as the rising influence of anti-gender politics (Santos & Geva, 

2022; Berthet, 2022).4 The ID group emerges as a particularly relevant player acting as 

a driving force behind the opposition to gender equality in the European Parliament 

during the 9th parliamentary term (Kantola, 2022, pp. 238-240; Elomäki & Ahrens, 

2022, pp. 331-333). In her comprehensive analysis of the discursive contestation of the 

Istanbul Convention in the European Parliament, Berthet (2022) points to the 

contradiction that is also identified in this article’s introduction. The ID group – but also 

other political groups – voice their support for women’s rights and the need to combat 

violence against women (ibid., p. 691) while rejecting the Convention on the grounds 

that it introduces a “gender ideology” (ibid. pp. 690-692). While the ID group’s 

engagement in anti-gender politics has already been studied, this article provides an 

additional perspective on the group’s continuous support for women’s rights by 

introducing insights from the concept of femonationalism. Moreover, while existing 

studies tend to provide an overview of all political groups or the entire opposition to 

gender equality in the European Parliament, its focus on the ID group allows for more 

detailed assessments of one key player forming this opposition.  

 

Research design 

In order to investigate the question of how the ID group discursively engages with 

feminist themes, a qualitative research design was chosen. Centring two different cases, 

the Iranian women’s rights movement and the EU’s accession to the Istanbul 

Convention, the analysis engaged in an in-depth study of the ID group’s discourse on 

feminist themes. The following section justifies this case selection and further presents 

the analytical and methodological approach taken. 

 

Case selection 

The decision to include two different debates on feminist themes in the analysis was 

made to assess potential femonationalist patterns in the ID group’s discourse beyond a 

singular case. The cases concern slightly distinct but connected feminist themes. The 

case of the Iranian women’s rights movement revolves around women’s freedom in the 

 
4 For a discussion of anti-gender politics more generally, see for example Kováts (2017) and Kuhar and 

Paternotte (2018). 
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broader sense, while the debate on the EU’s accession to the Istanbul Convention 

focuses on violence against women, or rather gender-based violence.5 Nonetheless, the 

cases show important differences, as the ID group expresses its support for the Iranian 

women’s rights movement but rejects the EU’s accession to the Istanbul Convention. 

Against this backdrop, the primary reason for examining the debate on the Iranian 

women’s rights movement was that it does not directly concern the concept of ‘gender’, 

so that the group’s discourse on feminist themes beyond their opposition to the notion 

of ‘gender’ can be explored. Another important characteristic is that it centres the 

situation of non-Western women, thus allowing for the specific study of the 

representation of Muslim/non-Western women in the ID group’s discourse, the 

centrality of which is highlighted in femonationalism.  

However, due to the strong presence of the Islamic Republic of Iran and its suppression 

of Iranian, i.e., Muslim/non-Western women in the debate, it can be expected to provide 

a particularly fertile ground for the linkage of feminist positions with generalising anti-

Islam rhetoric. Considering that other debates on feminist themes are potentially less 

prone to include anti-Islam stances, the paper includes a second case in the analysis, 

which serves as a ‘control case’ – although in a qualitative, interpretative methodological 

framework. The debate leading to the EU’s accession to the Istanbul Convention in June 

2023 is a well-suited case, as it was discussed in a similar time period and concerns 

violence against women in general, a feminist theme neither closely related to the 

religion of Islam nor to migration per se. Analysing the ID group’s discourse on the 

Istanbul Convention thus provides a better contextualisation of the group’s positions on 

feminist themes and its potential invocation of femonationalist discourses in diverse 

contexts (see Gerring, 2016, pp. 58-62 for similar considerations on descriptive research 

designs). Together, both cases capture empirical variations relevant for 

femonationalism: gender inequalities in Europe versus gender inequalities in a 

Muslim/non-Western country, suppression of women in general versus suppression of 

Muslim/non-Western women in particular. Finally, as the EU’s accession to the 

Istanbul Convention took place in a similar time frame as the debate on the Iranian 

women’s rights movement, the intervening effect of other contextual factors (such as 

electoral periods) can be mitigated. 

More generally, the relevance of analysing femonationalism in the European 

Parliament, and thus beyond the national level, emerges from the following 

considerations. The promotion of values such as equality between women and men but 

also human rights and democracy lies at the core of the EU’s self-conception (see Article 

2 of the Treaty on European Union). The aspiration to promote these values worldwide 

in its external relations has prominently been captured in concepts such as “Normative 

Power Europe” (see Manners, 2002) in academia. In taking on this global role, the 

 
5 Note that the term ‘gender-based violence’ is broader than ‘violence against women’ and goes beyond a 

binary gender order (see Council of Europe, n.d.). The Istanbul Convention explicitly refers to violence against 

women as a form of gender-based violence. 
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European Parliament is often seen as the strongest champion of these values among EU 

institutions (see Feliu & Serra, 2015). 

 

Operationalisation 

Analysing femonationalism in the ID group’s position on feminist themes, this article 

focuses on the discursive Othering processes highlighted by Farris (2017). In studies of 

the EU and Europe, Othering has often been discussed in relation to the notion of 

‘identity’ rather than nationalism (see e.g., Slootmaeckers, 2020; Wodak & Boukala, 

2015). Regarding gender equality, Kulpa (2014), for example, shows how Othering 

processes in the European Parliament’s resolutions construct Central and Eastern 

European countries as the homophobic Other of the West/Europe. Slootmaeckers 

(2020) demonstrates how the promotion of LGBTQI+ equality in the EU’s enlargement 

policy serves EU identity construction in different forms of Othering. Reminiscent of 

the We/Other distinctions informing nationalism (see Farris, 2017), scholarly work on 

the notion of identity has thus stressed its relational character. Concretely, this work 

posits that the Self is always defined in relation to an Other (Slootmaeckers, 2020, pp. 

348-351), turning the invocation of sameness and distinctiveness into core features of 

identity building (Wodak & Boukala, 2015, p. 88).  

The paper incorporates the concept of Othering in the analytical framework in order to 

take an inductive, bottom-up approach in the analysis of the ID group’s discursive 

position on the Iranian women’s rights movement  and the Istanbul Convention. Instead 

of applying theoretically pre-defined categories of femonationalism, the paper uses 

open categories that grasp all representations of Self/Other relationships featuring in 

the ID group’s discourse. These representations were first considered in relation to 

femonationalism in the ensuing discussion. In this way, a potential confirmation bias 

was mitigated. 

Building on Slootmaeckers (2020, pp. 348-351) and Wodak and Boukala (2015, pp. 88f., 

93f.), the paper proposes that Othering processes have three different discursive 

dimensions (see Table 1): 

1) Definition of the Self and of the Other, i.e. what subjects belong to the Self 

and the Other – which can involve spatial references to places. 

2) Characterisations of the Self and the Other, i.e. what traits, characteristics, 

qualities and features are attributed to the mentioned subjects and places. 

3) Representations of the relationship between the Self and the Other, i.e. how 

is the relation between different mentioned subjects and places portrayed?  

While identity constructions are understood as inherently relational (see above), the 

third dimension served to capture interactive dynamics between different actors in a 



     Johanna Greiwe 

 
55 

narrower sense (e.g. repression of, solidarity with, condemnation of, protest against, 

threat to). This complemented the analysis of the characterisation of subjects and places 

(Dimension 2, e.g. as repressive, courageous, timid, democratic, authoritarian) with an 

interactive perspective.6  

Table 1. Operationalisation: Othering 

 

Methods 

The analysis builds on a variety of different primary sources including press releases, 

speeches in plenary debates and a motion for a resolution authored by ID group 

members (see Appendix A). The material covers between 16 September 2022, the day 

of Jina Mahsa Amini’s death, and 31 October 2023, when the Iranian women’s rights 

movement was awarded the Sakharov prize. The paper’s data selection process 

proceeded as follows. The debate speeches were derived from the European 

Parliament’s document register of plenary sessions’ verbatim reports. All entries 

including the keyword “Iran” were scanned, and all speeches by ID group members with 

explicit references to the situation of women in Iran were added to the data material. 

Moreover, the “Motion for a Resolution on the death of Mahsa Amini and the repression 

of women’s right protesters in Iran” was included, authored by ID group members. The 

speeches and the motion were complemented by press releases on the Iranian women’s 

rights movement from the news section of the ID group’s website (in all languages) 

during the same time period. The data material comprised in total 28 sources: the 

“Motion for a Resolution on the death of Mahsa Amini and the repression of women’s 

right protesters in Iran”, 22 speeches from European Parliament plenary debates by 

different ID group members, and five press releases from the ID group’s website. The 

same procedure was applied for the data material covering the debate on the Istanbul 

Convention; “Istanbul Convention” was chosen as the keyword for the search process. 

 
6 Note that this distinction is purely analytical, and the dimensions are closely connected in empirical terms. 

Dimension Category Definition 

1) Definition of the Self and of 

the Other 

Subjects/Places References to subjects and places 

2) Characterisation of the Self 

and of the Other 

Attributions 

Attribution of traits, characteristics, qualities 

and features to the subjects and places 

3) Representations of the 

relationship between the Self 

and the Other 

Relations 

Portrayal of the relation between different 

subjects and places 
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The data selection process for this case study resulted in 15 primary sources: 13 speeches 

in plenary debates and two press releases. Given that the majority of speeches were 

given in the ID group members’ respective native languages, they were translated into 

English using DeepL. 

Analysing the three dimensions of Othering empirically, the paper conducted a critical 

discourse analysis departing from an understanding of discourses “as linguistic social 

practices [which] can be seen as constituting non-discursive and discursive social 

practices and, at the same time, as being constituted by them” (Wodak, 2001, p. 66).  

Discursive practices are considered central to the constitution of identities (Wodak et 

al., 2009, pp. 29f.) and to the constitution of femonationalism as an ideological 

formation (Farris, 2017, p. 12f.). Critical discourse analysis follows the aim of 

“unmask[ing] ideologically permeated and often obscured structures of power, political 

control, and dominance, as well as strategies of discriminatory inclusion and exclusion 

in language use” (Wodak et al., 2009, p. 8). It thus appeared as a particularly suitable 

method to analyse Othering processes in this paper. Concretely, the analysis proceeded 

as follows: in a first coding round, all examples of subjects and places (Dimension 1) for 

both cases were coded and collected in a list. Based on that list, 48 subjects and places 

were defined as inductively developed subcodes, e.g., the Iranian state, Iranian women, 

migrant men, EU institutions (see Appendix B for the comprehensive list). The analysis 

proceeded with a second round of coding during which I identified attributions 

(Dimension 2) of the subjects and places defined as well as relationships (Dimension 3) 

between them (see Appendix C for an example). For example, the paper coded a 

characterisation of the relationship between the Iranian women and the Iranian state as 

relationship(Iranian women-Iranian state). These coded passages were then 

summarised and interpreted. 

The following sections present the prevailing representations of the Self, the Other and 

Self/Other relations in the ID group’s discourse, which are illustrated with concrete 

examples. The first part is devoted to the case of the Iranian women’s rights movement, 

which is overall marked by the ID group’s supportive stance towards the feminist issue 

of women’s freedom. The second part turns to the case of the Istanbul Convention, in 

which the ID group acts as an oppositional force to the EU’s accession in the European 

Parliament. 

 

The ID group’s discursive support for the Iranian women’s 

rights movement  

The debate on the Iranian women’s rights movement in the European Parliament was 

triggered by the death of Jina Mahsa Amini in September 2022 following her arrest by 

the Iranian morality police. Her death resulted in nationwide protests against the 

Iranian regime under the slogan “Women. Life. Freedom”. The ID group’s discourse on 

the Iranian women’s rights movement establishes complex relations between different 
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subjects and places. Still, it draws distinct boundaries between the Self and the Other 

that are presented in the following subsections. 

 

Defending Europe and European values against Islam: women’s rights and 

democracy 

The ID group presents the freedom of women as a European and universal value that 

should be promoted. Europe is considered as a “long civilisation we have inherited [that] 

guarantees equality between men and women and offers freedom unequalled in space 

and time” (MEP Dominique Bilde, 17 January 2023).7 Equality between men and 

women is considered as something that is already realised, and the degree of its 

realisation is deemed to be particular to Europe. Beyond women’s rights, the ID group 

stresses democracy and freedom as European characteristics (see MEP Anders Vistisen, 

12 September 2023; MEP Isabella Tovaglieri, 12 September 2023) – and thus part of 

the Self-conception.  

In turn, critique is directed at the Iranian state, whose repression of women frequently 

pointed out (see e.g., ID group/MEP Christine Anderson, 11 November 2022, 15 

December 2022). Several ID group members link the regime’s violent repression to its 

character as an authoritarian dictatorship (MEP Silvia Sardone, 15 March 2023; ID 

group/MEP Christine Anderson, 11 November 2022, 19 October 2023) that not only 

represses women but also shows a general disrespect for the rule of law, democratic 

rights and freedoms (MEP Jean-Paul Garraud, 4 October 2022; MEP Teuvo 

Hakkarainen, 4 October 2022). Similarly, it is highlighted that not only women but 

Iranian citizens in general and Christian minorities in particular also suffer from 

persecution in the Iranian state (ID group, motion for a resolution, 4 October 2022; 

MEP Anna Bonfrisco, 4 October 2022; MEP Marco Campomenosi, 12 September 2023). 

Furthermore, as the ID group argues, the oppression of women in Iran results from the 

way in which the Iranian regime interprets the role of women in Islam. For example, 

one ID group member describes the Iranian state’s conception of women as “with the 

Islamic veil, submissive, uneducated, an inferior being” (MEP Silvia Sardone, 15 March 

2023).8 These Other representations mark a clear contrast to the imagination of Europe 

as a free, democratic and gender-equal continent. Still, the criticism voiced in these 

examples is aimed against the Iranian regime specifically. 

Other examples, however, show how the ID group tends to combine its critique against 

the Iranian regime with representations of a more abstract Muslim Other rejecting the 

religion of Islam and Muslim culture as such. The ID group’s motion for a resolution 

condemning Jina Mahsa Amini’s death state that “the suppression of women is an 

undeniable characteristic of Islam” (ID group, motion for a resolution, 4 October 2022). 

Similar claims are made by single group members, who posit that “Islam and its concept 

 
7 “La longue civilisation dont nous héritons garantit l’égalité entre les hommes et les femmes et offre une 

liberté inégalée dans l’espace et dans le temps”. 
8 “[…] con il velo islamico, sottomessa, senza istruzione, un essere inferiore”. 
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of womanhood are not going anywhere” (MEP Teuvo Hakkarainen, 4 October 2022) or 

refer to the religion of Islam as a “misogynistic, misanthropic and totalitarian ideology” 

(MEP Christine Anderson, 22 November 2022).9 Moreover, the ID group frequently 

invokes the Islamic veil as a concrete site for the struggle for women’s equality. It is 

presented as “a symbol of women’s subjugation” (MEP Jean-Paul Garraud, 4 October 

2022) which is justified with the Iranian women’s protests against it (MEP Silvia 

Sardone, 19 October 2022; MEP Jean-Paul Garraud, 12 September 2023; MEP Isabella 

Tovaglieri, 12 September 2023).10 As these examples demonstrate, anti-Islamic views 

are not exceptions or the opinions of individual members, but characterise the discourse 

of the entire ID group. Still, there are a few other voices. ID group member Anna 

Bonfrisco, for example, remarks that the rule of the Iranian regime is only one 

interpretation of the religion: “The Iran proposed by the ayatollah is only steeped in 

murderous cynicism and is a blasphemy of Islam itself” (MEP Anna Bonfrisco, 22 

November 2022).11 

When looking at the representation of Self/Other relationships, however, the centrality 

of Islam in the ID group’s discursive Othering processes becomes even more evident. 

The portrayal of the relationship between the Self and the Other focuses on 

characterising Islam as a threat to women’s rights in Europe and to European values, 

such as democracy and freedom. The ID group, for example, points to the continuing 

repression of Muslim women in Europe (MEP Dominique Bilde, 17 January 2023; MEP 

Isabella Tovaglieri, 12 September 2023). It highlights attempts by the Iranian regime 

and Muslim organisations to restrict the freedom of expression in individual member 

states (MEP Anders Vistisen, 12 September 2023) and links the immigration of Muslim 

people to Europe to an increase in terrorist attacks (MEP Teuvo Hakkarainen, 4 October 

2022). The ID group, hence, argues that Europe needs to be protected against the 

Muslim Other (MEP Isabella Tovaglieri, 4 October 2022; MEP Silvia Sardone, 22 

November 2022; MEP Dominique Bilde, 17 January 2023). As one member puts it, 

claiming a position of European superiority with regard to women’s rights, European 

values need to be defended “so that what happens today in a seemingly distant country 

is not a dramatic anticipation of our future” (MEP Isabella Tovaglieri, 4 October 2022).12 

This position of superiority is also conveyed in the assessment that the Iranian state and 

Muslim countries in general have failed to adopt European values and the Western 

model of democracy. As one ID group member emphasises, “[t]he export of Western 

democracy to Islamic countries has not succeeded so far either” (MEP Teuvo 

Hakkarainen, 4 October 2022).13 

 

 

 
9 “Islam ja sen naiskäsitys eivät katoa mihinkään”. 
10 “[…] symbole de l’asservissement de la femme”. 
11 “L’Iran proposto dall’ayatollah è solo intriso di cinismo assassino ed è una blasfemia dell’islam stesso.” 
12 “ […] perché quello che accade oggi in un paese apparentemente lontano non sia la drammatica 

anticipazione del nostro futuro”. 
13 “Länsimaisen demokratian vienti islamilaisiin maihin ei ole onnistunut tähänkään asti”. 
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Striving for European values: the Iranian women’s rights movement  

The Iranian women’s rights movement, and the Iranian people in general, are standing 

in-between in this relationship, as they are considered part of the Other geographically 

but strive for the values that form the core of the ID group’s Self-representation. Iranian 

women are occasionally presented as victims of the Iranian regime (MEP Simona 

Baldassarre, 4 October 2022; ID group/MEP Christine Anderson, 19 October 2023), but 

the ID group predominantly highlights their courage, braveness and boldness (see e.g., 

MEP Jean-Paul Garraud, 4 October 2022; MEP Isabella Tovaglieri, 4 October 2022; 

MEP Silvia Sardone, 2023; ID group/MEP Christine Anderson, 15 December 2022, 19 

October 2023). Their fight for freedom is understood as the desire to adopt European 

values (see MEP Isabella Tovaglieri, 4 October 2022) and as a different version of the 

country of Iran “as a civilisation […] that did not always confine women” (MEP 

Dominique Bilde, 17 January 2023).14 The use of the term “civilisation” here strongly 

invokes a sense of sameness between the ID group’s imagination of Europe (see above) 

and the Iranian women’s rights movement’s vision for Iran.  

Consequently, the representation of the relation between the Iranian women’s rights 

movement and the European Self diverges from representations of Islam. The ID group 

strongly expresses its solidarity with and respect for Iranian women (see e.g. ID 

group/MEP Christine Anderson, 11 November 2022, 15 December 2022, 19 October 

2023) and its care for Iranian refugees in Europe (see e.g., MEP Isabella Tovaglieri, 4 

October 2022). Their protests are regarded as closely connected with their own fight for 

freedom (ID group/MEP Christine Anderson, 11 November 2022, 15 December 2022; 

MEP Isabella Tovaglieri, 4 October 2022; MEP Anna Bonfrisco, 22 November 2022) 

and, hence, the movement is viewed as a “role model” (ID group/MEP Christine 

Anderson, 15 December 2022) in this common project.15 This support is expressed not 

only verbally. The ID group drafted a motion for a resolution condemning the death of 

Jina Mahsa Amini (see ID group, motion for a resolution, 4 October 2022) and awarded 

the Iranian women with its newly invented “Women Fighting for Freedom” prize (ID 

group/MEP Christine Anderson, 11 November 2022, 15 December 2022, 19 October 

2023). In the same vein, it expresses its support for the European Parliament’s decision 

to award the Sakharov Prize to the Iranian women’s rights movement (ID group/MEP 

Christine Anderson, 19 October 2023).  

 

 

The ambiguous role of the EU 

The position of the EU in relation to the Self and the Other is less clear. Geographically, 

the EU belongs to the Self and the ID group also expresses its support for some of the 

EU’s actions against the Iranian regime (MEP Anna Bonfrisco, 22 November 2022; 

MEP Marco Campomenosi, 17 January 2023; MEP Anna Bonfrisco, 12 September 

2023). However, in terms of women’s equality, the ID group regularly points to the EU’s 

 
14 “[…] cette civilisation […] qui n’a pas toujours claquemuré les femmes”. 
15 “Vorbild”. 
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“ambiguity” (MEP Isabella Tovaglieri, 4 October 2022) and “hypocrisy” (MEP Silvia 

Sardone, 19 October 2022; MEP Silvia Sardone, 22 November 2022; MEP Dominique 

Bilde, 17 January 2023). These claims are made with reference to the EU’s attendance 

at the Iranian President’s inauguration ceremony in August 2022 (ID group, motion for 

a resolution, 4 October 2022), but mainly build on the EU’s promotion of the hijab in 

Europe either in its own campaigns or through its support for Muslim organisations 

(MEP Isabella Tovaglieri, 4 October 2022; MEP Silvia Sardone, 19 October 2022; MEP 

Silvia Sardone, 22 November 2022; MEP Dominique Bilde, 17 January 2023; see also 

MEP Jean-Paul Garraud, 4 October 2022). Many ID group members conceive this as an 

act of betrayal of the Iranian women’s rights movement, turning the EU into an 

accomplice of the Iranian regime (ibid.). Moreover, this is considered as acting against 

the will of the European people (MEP Jean-Paul Garraud, 4 October 2022) and EU 

member states’ preferences (MEP Anders Vistisen, 12 September 2023) and is regarded 

as acceptance and even encouragement of Muslim women’s oppression in Europe (MEP 

France Jamet, 12 September 2023; MEP Isabella Tovaglieri, 12 September 2023). As 

one member of the ID group points out:  

“Shame on those who support the freedom of Iranian women, but 

allow the submission of French, Belgian, German and Dutch women 

to Islamic law to take root in our towns and neighbourhoods” (MEP 

Dominique Bilde, 17 January 2023).16 

In contrast to Iranian women, the EU is thus presented as “timid” (MEP Silvia Sardone, 

22 November 2022) and too passive in its actions against the Iranian regime (MEP 

Marco Campomenosi, 12 September 2023).  

The ID group here clearly distances itself from the rest of the EU by highlighting the 

courage of its own support for the Iranian women’s rights movement (MEP Jean-Paul 

Garraud, 12 September 2023). Within the European Parliament, it criticises the other 

political groups and their contributions to the EU’s promotion of the veil and Islam in 

Europe (MEP Jean-Paul Garraud, 4 October 2022). To the ID, other groups’ lacking 

acknowledgement of Islam as the central root of women’s suppression is used to 

question their support for European values (MEP Silvia Sardone, 22 November 2022). 

This claim is also reiterated in regard to the ID group’s exclusion from signing other 

parliamentary groups’ joint motion for a resolution condemning Jina Mahsa Amini’s 

death (ID group, 6 October 2022). Nonetheless, the ID group also considers itself as 

part of the EU. It supports initiatives in which the European Parliament “[…] is helping 

to echo the voice of protest of the Iranian people […]” (MEP Anna Bonfrisco, 22 

November 2022)17. One member also expresses regret concerning the division of the 

European Parliament in its support for the Iranian women’s rights movement (MEP 

Marco Campomenosi, 12 September 2023).  

 
16 “Honte sur ceux qui soutiennent la liberté des femmes iraniennes, mais laissent s’installer dans nos villes et 

nos quartiers la soumission des Françaises, des Belges, des Allemandes, des Hollandaises à la loi islamique” . 
17 “[…] aiuta a far risuonare la voce della protesta del popolo iraniano […]”. 
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In summary, the ID group’s discourse on the Iranian women’s rights movement engages 

in Othering processes, in which women’s rights and freedom serve as a boundary to 

depict the religion of Islam and Muslim culture as the primary Other of a gender-equal, 

democratic and free Europe. The Iranian women’s rights movement is seen as part of 

the Self in its courageous struggle for European values, which the ID group supports. 

The ID group considers itself as a primary political representative and defender of this 

Self in the supranational sphere, while criticising other EU institutions and political 

groups in the European Parliament. Before these findings are discussed from the 

perspective of femonationalism, the following section presents the findings on Othering 

processes in the ID group’s discourse on the Istanbul Convention.  

 

The ID group’s discursive opposition to the Istanbul 

Convention  

The Istanbul Convention, short for ‘The Council of Europe Convention on preventing 

and combating violence against women and domestic violence’, is an international 

treaty by the Council of Europe adopted in 2011. The EU was the first international 

organisation to ratify the Convention in June 2023 (see Council of Europe, 2024). This 

section firstly outlines the overarching discursive themes raised by the ID group in the 

preceding debate. It then turns to the group’s position on the EU’s accession to the 

Convention more concretely.  

 

Violence against women as a persisting problem in Europe? 

In the debate on the EU’s accession to the Istanbul Convention, the ID group 

acknowledges violence against women as an increasingly pressing issue (MEP Annika 

Bruna, 19 October 2022; MEP Stefania Zambelli, 23 November 2022; MEP Guido Reil, 

14 February 2023; MEP Alessandra Basso, 9 May 2023) problematising the “sexual 

abuse committed by powerful men” (MEP Annika Bruna, 19 October 2022) also within 

European institutions (ibid.).18 This suggests that some ID group members recognise 

that sexist and patriarchal structures persist in Europe without explicitly linking them 

to Islam and immigration. This differs from the debate on the Iranian women’s rights 

movement, in which such acknowledgement is absent. Nevertheless, it is striking how 

the ID group’s assessment of the problem emphasises traditional family values and 

conceives of affected women primarily in their role as mothers, as a particular concern 

is shown regarding the consequences of violence against women for family structures 

and the situation of children (MEP Annika Bruna, 19 October 2022; MEP Stefania 

Zambelli, 23 November 2022; MEP Isabella Tovaglieri, 15 March 2023). 

 
18 “abus sexuels commis par des hommes puissants”. 
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Furthermore, although the portrayal of the Self is more nuanced, representations that 

link ongoing violence against women in Europe to the presence of a non-Western Other 

feature prominently in this debate. Resembling the discursive representations in the 

debate on the Iranian women’s rights movement, Europe is presented as a “civilisation” 

(MEP Jordan Bardella, 14 February 2023) that guarantees women’s freedom and 

equality. Emphasising the superiority of European culture vis-à-vis non-Western 

Muslim cultures, one ID group member states that 

“[…] our values, the values of our history and of Europe, which place 

men and women on an equal footing, will always be eminently superior 

to those of cultures that enslave women, that imprison them behind a 

veil, that subject them to genital mutilation, that forbid them to go to 

school, to have a job, to drive or to go out alone in the street.” (ibid.).19 

Unlike the previous debate, in which the religion of Islam and Muslim culture remained 

a rather abstract Other, here the non-Western/migrant man is at the centre of the 

discursive Othering process. Non-Western/migrant men are frequently depicted as the 

main perpetrators of violence against women in Europe (MEP Guido Reil, 23 November 

2022; MEP Christine Anderson, 9 May 2023; MEP Anders Vistisen, 9 May 2023; MEP 

Christine Anderson, 31 May 2023) and, thus, as a concrete manifestation of the threat 

non-Western cultures pose to women’s rights and freedom in Europe. Their culture is 

described as “the most misogynistic […] on earth” (MEP Guido Reil, 23 November 2022; 

see also MEP Christine Anderson, 31 May 2023), though referring to migrant men from 

different countries such as Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, Turkey, Somalia and Eritrea.20 Men 

coming from these countries are considered to embody their culture’s characteristics, 

having “misogynistic worldviews and an affinity for violence based on an archaic image 

of women” (MEP Christine Anderson, 9 May 2023).21  Despite their individual cultural 

backgrounds, these men are thus cast as a single non-Western Other. Justifications of 

these representations draw on statistical crime rates (MEP Guido Reil, 23 November 

2022; MEP Anders Vistisen, 9 May 2023). Nonetheless, not only are European women 

presented as victims of (mostly sexual) violence, but also non-Western/migrant women 

are again either explicitly (MEP Guido Reil, 23 November 2022) or implicitly (MEP 

Silvia Sardone, 14 February 2023; ID group/MEPs Christine Anderson/Nicolaus Fest, 

25 January 2023) referred to as the primary victims suffering from violence in their own 

cultural and family context. 

 

 

 
19 “[…] [N]os valeurs, les valeurs de notre histoire, de l’Europe, qui mettent les hommes et les femmes sur un 

pied d’égalité, seront toujours éminemment supérieures à celles de cultures qui asservissent la femme, qui 

l’emprisonnent derrière un voile, qui la soumettent aux mutilations génitales, qui lui interdisent d’aller à 

l’école, d’avoir un emploi, de conduire ou de sortir seule dans la rue”. 
20 “der frauenfeindlichsten Kultur dieser Erde”. 
21 “aufgrund eines archaischen Frauenbildes gewaltaffine[] Männer”. 
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Rejecting the EU’s accession to the Istanbul Convention: Ineffectiveness and 

concerns about sovereignty 

These overarching discursive representations also define the ID group’s position on the 

EU’s accession to the Istanbul Convention specifically. While the ID group underlines 

its general support for combatting violence against women (MEP Alessandra Basso, 

2023; MEP Anders Vistisen, 9 May 2023), it rejects the EU’s accession to the Istanbul 

Convention. The Convention is considered ineffective against “imported violence 

against women” (ID group/MEPs Christine Anderson/Nicolaus Fest, 25 January 2023, 

14 February 2023) and, consequently, deportations and stopping immigration to 

Europe are presented as the primary solution (MEP Guido Reil, 23 November 2022; 

MEP Christine Anderson, 9 May 2023, 31 May 2023).22 As one ID group member puts 

it, 

“It would be so easy to prevent this truly horrific violence against 

women in Europe. A significant contribution would already have been 

made if only the illegal border crossing of millions of young men with 

an affinity for violence based on an archaic image of women was 

stopped.” (MEP Christine Anderson, 9 May 2023).23 

Similar to the debate on the Iranian women’s rights movement, the EU is criticised for 

assisting the repression of women by providing financial support to Muslim 

organisations (MEP Jordan Bardella, 14 February 2023), promoting the Islamic veil 

(ibid.; MEP Silvia Sardone, 19 October 2022) and continuing its support for 

immigration (MEP Christine Anderson, 31 May 2023). This criticism shows, as 

indicated above, that concerns about immigration are much stronger in this debate than 

in the debate about the Iranian women’s rights movement. Outside the context of 

immigration, the EU’s ratification of the Istanbul Convention specifically is seen as an 

attempt to restrict member states’ sovereignty (MEP Anders Vistisen, 9 May 2023). 

 

Anti-gender politics 

Finally, although not at the centre of this study’s research interest, the strong 

mobilisation of anti-gender politics in the ID group’s rejection of the EU’s accession to 

the Istanbul Convention, already highlighted in the literature (see Berthet, 2022), needs 

to be mentioned. In addition to the two arguments just discussed, the ID group mainly 

opposes the Istanbul Convention based on the claim that it does not actually intend to 

protect women against violence, but introduces what members term a “gender ideology” 

(MEP Alessandra Basso, 9 May 2023; ID group/MEPs Christine Anderson/Nicolaus 

Fest, 25 January 2023, 14 February 2023), as the Convention defines gender as socially 

constructed rather than in biological terms (ibid.).24 This conception of gender is 

 
22 “importierte Gewalt gegen Frauen”. 
23 “Dabei könnte diese wohl wirklich grausame Gewalt gegen Frauen in Europa so einfach verhindert werden. 

Ein wesentlicher Beitrag wäre schon erbracht, wenn man nur den illegalen Grenzübertritt von Millionen 

junger, aufgrund eines archaischen Frauenbildes gewaltaffiner Männer unterbände”. 
24 “Gender-Ideologie”; “l‘ideologia gender”. 
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rejected with references to Christian values and biology (MEP Guido Reil, 14 February 

2023). Moreover, it is regarded as misogynistic (ID group/MEPs Christine 

Anderson/Nicolaus Fest, 25 January 2023) and as neglecting the actual needs of the 

victims of violence (MEP Alessandra Basso, 9 May 2023). Nevertheless, there are no 

Othering processes at work in this anti-gender opposition, except that the ID group 

emphasises its Christian values. 

To conclude, the ID group’s discourse on the EU’s accession to the Istanbul Convention 

engages in Othering processes that depict non-Western cultures and, particularly, the 

non-Western migrant man as the primary Other with regard to violence against women. 

While the persistence of violence against women in Europe is not denied, it is not 

considered a structural phenomenon but primarily attributed to increasing immigration 

from non-Western countries to Europe. Non-Western migrant men are represented as 

the primary oppressors of women, both European and non-Western. The religion of 

Islam and Muslim culture feature in these representations, but less explicitly.  

 

Discussion: Femonationalism in the ID group’s discourse 

In line with this article’s critical aim, the paper will now assess the claims put forward 

in the ID group’s discourse from the perspective of femonationalism in the following 

section. Overall, the ID group’s discourse strongly emphasises the importance of 

women’s equality, rights and freedom, including combatting violence against women, 

i.e. supporting what can be considered feminist themes. At the same time, these issues 

are used to draw boundaries between the Self and the Other. In many of the 

contributions, Europe and Western culture are presented as having realised women’s 

equality, rights and freedom, whereas the religion of Islam, Muslim culture and non-

Western cultures more generally are considered to oppose these values. In the case of 

the Iranian women’s rights movement, Othering processes clearly go beyond a critique 

of the Iranian state and its interpretation of Islam, to a generalising anti-Islam rhetoric. 

This is reinforced by the discourse surrounding the Istanbul Convention, which focuses 

less specifically on Islam and Muslim culture and instead invokes a more abstract non-

Western Other. The non-Western migrant man emerges as the embodiment of a 

misogynistic culture and as the primary threat to women’s rights in Europe. Insofar, the 

ID group’s discourse corresponds to the theoretical assumptions of femonationalism, 

highlighting the pursuit of anti-emancipatory agendas — anti-Islam and anti-

immigration campaigns — through the use of feminist claims.  

To critically assess the ID group’s position on feminist themes, and the We/Other 

distinctions it invokes, the existing literature has made valuable points. They help to 

better understand the character of the anti-emancipatory politics informing the ID 

group’s discourse. Hasan (2012, p. 59), for example, stresses that the homogenising 

Othering processes, reflected in the ID group’s discourse, neglect the complexity of 

Muslim culture. Fekete (2006, p. 18) emphasises that debates on veil bans, as raised by 

the ID group in the debate on the Iranian women’s rights movement, essentialise the 
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role of women in this culture. According to Zine (2006), they again turn women’s bodies 

into subjects of repression: 

“Muslim women’s bodies continue to be disciplined and regulated by 

both oppressive laws mandating veiling under authoritarian theocratic 

regimes in Iran, Saudi Arabia and Afghanistan as well as by the laws 

denying their freedom to wear headscarves in Western democratic 

societies like France, Germany and Turkey. In either case, the fact that 

their bodies are made subservient to the decrees of patriarchal state 

authorities is an anti-feminist move.” (ibid., p. 11). 

Such homogenising We/Other distinctions also have implications for the Self. Hadj-

Abdou (2017, p. 87) points out that they tend to obscure gender inequalities and other 

inequalities in European communities.  

Still, some discursive patterns diverge from femonationalist arguments as suggested by 

Farris (2017). For example, in the debate on the Iranian women’s rights movement, 

Iranian women – representing Muslim and non-Western women more generally – are 

portrayed not primarily as victims but as courageous protesters. In the same vein, the 

central theme of the relationship between Iranian women and Europe does not build on 

rescue but is characterised by solidarity and respect. Furthermore, the representation 

of the Iranian women’s rights movement frequently addresses all Iranian people, 

including Iranian men. Hence, Iranian men are not conceived of as oppressors of 

women. Iranians are also accepted as political refugees in Europe and the ID group’s 

discourse shows only few explicit anti-immigration stances, in stark contrast to its 

discourse in the debate on the Istanbul Convention. Still, it could be argued, that Iranian 

people are welcomed in an (extended) Self-conception mainly based on their 

commitment to European values and abandonment of their culture and religion. 

Arguably, even though the debate on the Iranian women’s rights movement provides a 

more fertile ground for anti-Islam campaigns, the debate surrounding the Istanbul 

Convention fuels stronger externalisation tendencies, as it is a reminder of Europe’s 

persisting gender inequalities and, thus, challenges the ID group’s Self-representation 

of Europe as the realisation of women’s equality.  

Alternatively, this could be due to the different circumstances surrounding the two 

debates. While the debate on the Iranian women’s rights movement was primarily 

rhetorical and symbolic, the debate on the EU’s accession to the Istanbul Convention 

had concrete policy consequences, namely the EU’s ratification of the Convention.25 

Looking at the two cases from an overarching perspective, the findings suggest that 

femonationalism informs not only the ID group’s support for women’s rights in debates 

linked to Islam, but also shapes the group’s position on feminist themes in a broader 

sense. As highlighted in literature (Berthet, 2022; Kantola, 2022, pp. 238-240), the 

findings on the ID group’s discourse on the EU’s accession to the Istanbul Convention 

 
25 The European Parliament gave its consent to the EU’s accession to the Istanbul Convention in May 2023. 

Following the necessary Council decisions, it entered into force in October 2023.  
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reinforce that the group, while presenting itself as in favour of women’s rights, strongly 

positions itself in opposition to the concept of ‘gender’. Femonationalist discourses thus 

represent a further dimension of the ID group’s discourse on feminist issues, 

complementing its engagement in anti-gender politics. 

 

Conclusion 

The analytical categories provided by the literature on Othering and identity-building 

in EU studies have provided valuable tools for an inductive approach to detect 

We/Other distinctions in the ID group’s discourse corresponding to but also diverging 

from femonationalism. Although with some inconsistencies, the findings show that the 

ID group’s discourse on feminist themes draws boundaries between the Self and the 

Other that are informed by a Western supremacist perspective. With these discourses, 

the ID group is thus part of the convergence that produces femonationalism as an 

ideological formation.  

With a view to the European Parliament’s promotion of gender equality and women’s 

rights, the findings reveal further challenges in the institution beyond the rise of anti-

gender politics. As actors link feminist themes to arguments informed by racism and 

sexism, the findings underline the importance of reflecting on how seemingly pro-

feminist discourses might feed into anti-emancipatory agendas, including at the policy 

level. Focusing on the ID group, however, this article cannot make claims on the extent 

to which other political groups in the European Parliament engage in femonationalist 

discourses. The European Parliament as a platform for femonationalist politics thus 

remains an interesting arena for scholarly engagement. A future systematic comparison 

between different actors, still, might require a more rigorous application of pre-defined 

categories which the author has explored elsewhere (see Greiwe, 2025). Furthermore, 

greater consideration could be given to different debates’ contexts and their impact on 

the positions of political groups. Debates in the European Parliament differ in terms of 

their embedding in the EU political process, also depending on the European 

Parliament’s competencies. Although the findings suggest that femonationalist 

arguments shape the ID group’s position across different contexts (e.g. symbolic, 

legislative), future research could further substantiate this assessment. 

Future studies could also focus on other EU institutions aside from the European 

Parliament. For the scholarly debate on femonationalism, the findings confirm the 

fruitfulness of extending the focus of study to the supranational sphere as an arena 

where actors from different national backgrounds engage in femonationalist discourses 

and strengthen femonationalism as a transnational phenomenon. A promising area for 

future research here is studying the connection between two mounting challenges to 

gender equality, femonationalism and anti-gender politics, as both the literature on 

anti-gender politics (see e.g. Kuhar & Paternotte, 2018) and Farris’ (2017) 

considerations on femonationalism have stressed the heterogeneity of actors and 

agendas involved.  
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Regarding feminist debates more generally, this paper makes a plea for feminism’s 

emancipatory agenda. While the ID group, or some of its members, may indeed be 

concerned with women’s equality, the group’s support only comes at the cost of other 

oppressed groups, thus establishing what Hadj-Abdou (2017) terms a “hierarchy of 

oppression” (ibid., p. 87). Still, highlighting the ID group among the European 

Parliament’s political groups is not supposed to deny racist structures underlying the 

institution as a whole (see Kantola et al., 2023).  Returning to the Sakharov Prize and 

this article’s introductory remarks, it needs to be pointed out that despite praising the 

European Parliament’s decision to award the Iranian women’s rights movement with 

the Sakharov Prize, the ID group did not nominate the movement itself. Its own 

nominee was Elon Musk instead (see European Parliament, 2023). 
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Appendix  

 

Appendix 1: Data material 

Table A1: The debate on the Iranian women’s rights movement 

Author Type Date (Debate) Title Link 

ID group Motion for a 

resolution  

3 October 

2022 

Motion for a Resolution on the 

death of Mahsa Amini and the 

repression of women’s right 

protesters in Iran 

https://www.europarl.europ

a.eu/doceo/document/B-9-

2022-0425_EN.pdf 

[accessed: 08.02.2024] 

Jean-Paul 

Garraud 

(Rassemblement 

National) 

Speech 4 October 

2022 

Verbatim report of proceedings. 

The death of Mahsa Amini and 

the repression of women’s rights 

protesters in Iran (debate) 

https://www.europarl.europ

a.eu/doceo/document/CRE-

9-2022-10-04-ITM-

013_EN.html [accessed: 

08.02.2024] 

Anna Bonfrisco 

(Lega) 

Speech 4 October 

2022 

Verbatim report of proceedings. 

The death of Mahsa Amini and 

the repression of women’s rights 

protesters in Iran (debate) 

https://www.europarl.europ

a.eu/doceo/document/CRE-

9-2022-10-04-ITM-

013_EN.html [accessed: 

08.02.2024] 

Teuvo 

Hakkarainen 

(Perussuomalaise

t) 

Speech 4 October 

2022 

Verbatim report of proceedings. 

The death of Mahsa Amini and 

the repression of women’s rights 

protesters in Iran (debate) 

https://www.europarl.europ

a.eu/doceo/document/CRE-

9-2022-10-04-ITM-

013_EN.html [accessed: 

08.02.2024] 

Isabella 

Tovaglieri (Lega) 

 

Speech 4 October 

2022 

Verbatim report of proceedings. 

The death of Mahsa Amini and 

the repression of women’s rights 

protesters in Iran (debate) 

https://www.europarl.europ

a.eu/doceo/document/CRE-

9-2022-10-04-ITM-

013_EN.html [accessed: 

08.02.2024] 

Simona 

Baldassarre 

(Lega) 

Speech 4 October 

2022 

Verbatim report of proceedings. 

The death of Mahsa Amini and 

the repression of women’s rights 

protesters in Iran (debate) 

https://www.europarl.europ

a.eu/doceo/document/CRE-

9-2022-10-04-ITM-

013_EN.html [accessed: 

08.02.2024] 

European 

Parliament 

Vote 4 October 

2022 

Minutes. The death of Mahsa 

Amini and the repression of 

women’s rights protesters in Iran 

(vote) 

https://www.europarl.europ

a.eu/doceo/document/CRE-

9-2022-10-04-ITM-

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/B-9-2022-0425_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/B-9-2022-0425_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/B-9-2022-0425_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-9-2022-10-04-ITM-013_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-9-2022-10-04-ITM-013_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-9-2022-10-04-ITM-013_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-9-2022-10-04-ITM-013_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-9-2022-10-04-ITM-013_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-9-2022-10-04-ITM-013_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-9-2022-10-04-ITM-013_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-9-2022-10-04-ITM-013_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-9-2022-10-04-ITM-013_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-9-2022-10-04-ITM-013_EN.html
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Appendix 2: Lists of subjects and spatial references (inductively developed subcodes) 

Table A3: List of subjects 

 

What actors are mentioned? 

Christianity 

EU actors (except for the European Parliament) 

EU citizens 

EU MS and their governments 

Europe (as a subject) 

European children 

European Parliament 

European women 

Europeans 

Families 

ID Group 

Iran (excluding references to the Iranian state and executives) 

Iranian men living in Europe 

Iranian women living in Europe 

Iranians in Europe 

Islam 

Men (and boys) in general 



Young Journal of European Affairs    

 
76 

Men from Muslim countries, not from Iran specifically (not in Europe) 

Men in Iran/Iranian men 

Migrant men 

Migrant women 

Migrants 

Minorities in Iran 

Muslim countries 

Muslim culture 

Muslim men in Europe (not migrant) 

Muslim organisations in Europe 

Muslim women in Europe (not migrant) 

Nationals of a single European country 

Other (as a subject) 

Other groups of the European Parliament 

People 

People in Iran/Iranians 

Representatives of Islam 

The Iranian state and executives 

The Istanbul Convention 

The veil (personification) 
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The West 

The world/the international 

Women (and girls) in general 

Women from Muslim countries, not from Iran specifically (not in Europe) 

Women in Iran/Iranian women 

 

 

Table A4: List of spatial references 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What places are mentioned? 

In a European country 

In Europe 

In Iran 

In Muslim countries 

In the EU 

Other (as a place) 
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