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Abstract

The expiry of the Cotonou Agreement encourages European states to change their approach to-

wards African countries. Efforts undertaken by the European Union may end the relationship based 

on dependency and may open access to a more equal partnership with common interest at the 

centre. The consequences of the ongoing negotiations between the EU and Africa constitute im-

portant determinants for shaping economic, political and social relations in the coming years, and 

therefore deserve special attention. The results of this discussion will be also crucial to women’s 

status and gender concepts. Accordingly, the main aim of this article is to evaluate gender initiatives 

undertaken between the EU and Africa in selected aspects of their cooperation, with particular em-

phasis on the ongoing negotiations. The article has been elaborated on the basis of gender-sensitive 

analysis, that is also called a gender-lens perspective. Firstly, this article presents an overview of the 

evolution of gender agenda in institutional and legal framework of cooperation between Europe and 

Africa. Secondly, this text refers to the agreements and disagreements over gender agenda during 

the ongoing negotiations. And the last part of the article are conclusions. The research is based 

on the following methods and tools: critical analysis of existing sources (desk research); content 

analysis of subject literature, press releases and the information published by the European Union 

and African Union; as well as the field research and interviews that the author has conducted with 

representatives of the non-governmental organisations in Tanzania. The field research was funded 

by a grant from the National Science Centre – PRELUDIUM 9, number: 2015/17/N/HS5/00408.

Keywords: European Union, Africa, equal partnership, gender equality, women’s status, gender 

agenda

Relacje na linii UE–Afryka: perspektywa równouprawnienia

Streszczenie

Wygaśnięcie umowy z  Kotonu skłania państwa europejskie do zmiany podejścia wobec państw 

afrykańskich. Europa stara się wejść w rolę zrównoważonego mediatora, który stanowiłby alternaty-

wę wobec Chin i USA. Podejmowane starania mogą przesądzić o losach wzajemnej współpracy na 

linii UE–Afryka, a konsekwencje trwających obecnie negocjacji stanowią istotne determinanty dla 
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kształtowania partnerskich relacji gospodarczych, politycznych i  społecznych w  nadchodzących 

latach i  zasługują na szczególną uwagę. Wyniki tej dyskusji będą również kluczowe dla statusu 

kobiet i  agendy równouprawnienia. W związku z  powyższym, podstawowym celem niniejszego 

artykułu jest ewaluacja inicjatyw równościowych, podejmowanych między UE a Afryką – w wybra-

nych aspektach współpracy, ze szczególnym uwzględnieniem trwających negocjacji. W pierwszej 

części tekstu dokonano przeglądu inicjatyw równościowych, odnosząc się do instytucjonalno-

-prawnych ram współpracy między Europą i Afryką. W drugiej części wskazano i przeanalizowano 

punkty wspólne i  sprzeczne, prezentowane przez Unię Europejską i  Unią Afrykańską odnośnie 

agendy równouprawnienia. W ostatniej części sformułowano wnioski. Artykuł został przygotowany 

w oparciu o analizę literatury przedmiotu, prasy oraz informacji publikowanych przez UE i UA, jak 

również na podstawie badań terenowych finansowanych w ramach grantu Narodowego Centrum 

Nauki – PRELUDIUM 9, numer: 2015/17/N/HS5/00408.

Słowa kluczowe: Unia Europejska, Afryka, równe partnerstwo, równouprawnienie, status kobiet, 

agenda równouprawnienia

The expiry of the Cotonou Agreement encourages European states to change their 
approach towards African countries. Europe is trying to play the role of a  balanced 
mediator that would be an alternative to both China’s economic expansion, and the aid 
strategies proposed by the U.S. Moreover, efforts undertaken by the European Union 
(EU) may end the relationship based on dependency and may open access to a more 
equal partnership with common interest at the centre (Knoll, Mucchi 2020). Accordingly, 
the consequences of the ongoing negotiations between the EU and Africa constitute 
important determinants for shaping economic, political and social relations in the coming 
years, and therefore deserve special attention. The results of this discussion will be also 
crucial to women’s status and gender concepts, especially that inclusion of the gender 
dimension is particularly key in COVID-19 recovery efforts in the short, medium and long 
term perspectives (United Nations 2020). 

The aim and methodology of the research

Preliminary research on the role of gender agenda in the ongoing negotiations be-
tween EU and African Union (AU) has led to two important remarks. Firstly, it is widely 
assumed that gender strategies play a key role in the Euro-African relations (Guerrina, 
Wright 2016). Secondly, it has been noticed that there are points of controversy  in the 
field of equality (Debusscher, van der Vleuten 2012). These insights serve as a starting 
point for critical analysis of the presented issue. The aim of this article is to evaluate 
gender initiatives undertaken between the EU and Africa in selected aspects of their 
cooperation, with particular emphasis on the ongoing negotiations. The research ques-

tion is: what opportunities, challenges and threats result from the current state of the 
gender agenda in Euro-African relations?

The article has been elaborated on the basis of gender-sensitive analysis, that is also 
called a gender-lens perspective. This method was proposed by V. Spike Peterson and 
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Anne Sissin Runyan to help answer Cynthia Enloe’s famous question: “Where are the 
women?” (Enloe 2004). This approach suggests to look in unconventional way on both, 
the position of women in global politics as well as on the role of gender agenda in various 
strategies (Tickner, Sjoberg 2011). Gender sensitive analysis is not limited to research on 
women or on gender relationships only. It provides broad perspective, because it takes 
into account gender as a significant variable in the analysed topics, pays attention to the 
similarities and the differences between men’s and women’s experiences or viewpoints, 
and aims to identify the vulnerabilities. “Engendering research means that the gender 
dimension was mainstreamed into every component of the research: identifying the 
problem; defining the conceptual and analytical framework; choosing the methodology; 
[and] analysing the findings…” (Leduc 2009: p. 2). 

As has been mentioned, this article attempts to investigate gender initiatives 
undertaken in the field of cooperation between EU and AU, with particular emphasis on 
the ongoing negotiations. However, the analysis is limited to selected aspects of Africa–
EU partnership due to the fact that the topic is too broad to provide comprehensive 
description in one text. Furthermore, the article does not aim at presenting the situation of 
women neither in Europe1 nor in Africa2. Therefore, the article, firstly, presents an overview 
of the evolution of gender agenda in institutional and legal framework of cooperation 
between Europe and Africa. Secondly, it refers to the agreements and disagreements 
over gender agenda during the ongoing negotiations. The last part of the article are 
conclusions. 

The research presented in the article is based on the following tools and methods: 
a critical analysis of existing sources (desk research); content analysis of subject literature, 
press releases and the information published by the EU and AU; the field research and 
interviews that the author has conducted with representatives of the non-governmantal 
organisations in Tanzania. The used research methodology made it possible to under-
stand better the issue and to reflect on opportunities, challenges and threats that result 
from the current state of the equality agenda in EU–Africa relations.

Gender agenda in institutional and legal framework – an overview

The history of the contemporary institutional forms of cooperation between Europe 
and Africa dates back to the establishment in 1957 of the European Economic Community 
(EEC), later – the European Union (EU). The first initiatives with the Sub-Saharan African 
region were primarily focused on development and were undertaken for geopolitical 
and economic reasons (Frankowski, Słomczyńska 2011: p. 47–49). Over the decades, 
these relations have changed and the main content of the cooperation has evolved 
as well. Firstly, former colonies gained both their independence and a new position at 
this inter-regional level (Davidson 1994). Secondly, the legitimacy and effectiveness of 
old policy paradigms were contested by African governments, non-governmental and 

1  See more in: Simonton 2010.
2  See more in: Cichecka 2020.
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intergovernmental organisations (Debusscher, van der Vleuten 2012). As a result, in the 
1980s, the priorities of cooperation were reformulated, and geopolitical and economic 
reasons were supplemented by political and social ones. This process was accompanied 
by political and economic transformation in African countries, launched under the 
Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAP), that were proposed by the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (WB) as a  response to the economic and 
political instability across African continent (Mercer 1999: p. 248–249). Economic 
liberalisation and democratisation process created the space for both political pluralism 
and non-governmental initiatives, many of which responded with enthusiasm to the 
actions undertaken by the United Nations Organisation (UN) at that time. The UN activity 
was focused on popularising the rhetoric on women’s rights and equality (Tripp 2009; 
Subrahmanian 2004). Thus, as a  result, these issues have also been incorporated into 
strategies of partnership between the EU and Africa (Debusscher, van der Vleuten 2012). 
It was explained that inclusion of these elements is essential for effective and fruitful 
cooperation and underlined that no development would have been possible if the needs 
of women had been neglected. 

The first references to women’s rights in EU–Africa relations can be found in the Third 
Lomé Convention (signed in 1984 with 79 African, Caribbean and Pacific – ACP countries). 
It states that “co-operation shall support the ACP States’ efforts aimed at enhancing the 
work of women, improving their living conditions, expanding their role and promoting their 
status and the production and development process” (The Third ACP–EEC Convention 
1984: art. 123, par. 1; Debusscher 2014: p. 96). It should be noticed that the part dedicated 
to women in this document is short. Moreover, nowadays it would be criticised by feminist 
scholars, because it called for the exclusion of women from the development process 
by creating specific conditions for women instead of proposing an inclusive policy based 
on equal access to development (Celis et al. 2008: p. 101–104). Full subsection on women 
was included in The Fourth Lomé Convention, signed in 1989. The Article 287 states that 
projects and programmes dedicated to cooperation between the EU and Africa should 
take into account “cultural, social, gender and environmental aspects” (see: The Fourth 
ACP–EEC Convention 1989: art. 287, par. 2b; Debusscher 2014: p. 96). It may be observed 
that the narrow focus on women proposed in the previous version of the Lomé Convention 
was replaced by a broader perspective, which emphasised the important role of societal 
problems and unequal gender relations in the process of empowering women3.

The breaking point came after the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing 
(1995). That meeting was a great opportunity for networking among thousands of activ-
ists working for equality, which resulted in skill sharing and numerous debates. Moreover, 
the previous achievements have been discussed and priorities for the next years have 
been set. Participants flagged 12 key areas where urgent action was needed to ensure 
greater equality: (1) women and poverty; (2) education and training of women; (3) women 
and health; (4) violence against women; (5) women and armed conflict; (6) women and 

3  The similar reflections has been included in the publication: Cichecka 2021.
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the economy; (7) women in power and decision making; (8) institutional mechanisms; 
(9) human rights of women; (10) women and the media; (11) women and the environment; 
(12) the girl child (see more: UN Women WWWa). 

The conference also contributed to popularising the concept of gender mainstreaming 
(Subrahmanian 2004: p. 89). Gender mainstreaming became then the fundamental concept 
based on the assumption that improving women’s status requires “the shared responsibility 
of women and men in removing imbalances in society” (Council of Europe 1998; Debusscher 
2014: p. 96) and that the gender equality perspective should be incorporated into all policies 
(Tripp 2009: p. 10–12). Detailed guidelines on the implementation of gender mainstreaming 
were written in the progressive blueprint for advancing women’s rights – the Beijing 
Declaration and Platform for Action (UN Women 2015), and have been adopted by state 
and non-state actors, among which the EU was not an exception. This trend has been 
reflected in the provisions of the EU Treaty, which stated that the European Community 
should make an effort to eliminate inequalities and to promote equality between men and 
women (see: TEU) within the Community and in relations with its partners. Accordingly, 
when the Lomé Convention was replaced by new Partnership Agreement signed in 
Cotonou in 2000, gender mainstreaming was also incorporated into EU–African policy 
(Debusscher, van der Vleuten 2012). Consequently, the Cotonou Agreement provided the 
foundations for systematic adoption of the gender-sensitive approach and underlined that 
the adoption of specific positive measures in favour of women should be present at every 
level of development cooperation (Cotonou Agreement 2000; Arts 2006).

The legal structure of the EU–Africa partnership is based on several pillars and 
fields. Firstly, these actors cooperate through multiple frameworks, such as the Cotonou 
Agreement and the Joint Africa–EU Strategy (see: African Union WWWa). Secondly, EU–
Africa relations are also developed “through formal dialogues at various levels: EU–Africa 
summits (at the level of heads of state or government, are held in principle every three 
years), ministerial-level meetings (held regularly, gather representatives from African 
and EU countries, the African Union Commission, and EU institutions, including the 
Council of the EU), commission-to-commission meetings” (European Council WWWb). 
In addition to these frameworks, three regional strategies for the Horn of Africa, the Gulf 
of Guinea and Sahel have been adopted. There are also Council preparatory bodies that 
are responsible for EU–Africa relations: Africa Working Party (COAFR), Mashreq/Maghreb 
(MAMA) Working Party, and African, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) Working Party (see: EU 
Monitor WWW; European Council WWWb). Moreover, in December 2020, the Africa–
Europe Foundation has been established. It “is a consortium entity founded by a leading 
European think-tank, Friends of Europe, and a leading African Foundation, Mo Ibrahim 
Foundation, in partnership with the African Climate Foundation and the ONE Campaign 
and with a multitude of stakeholders from civil society, business, policymaking and the 
youth sector across Africa and Europe”. Its role is to advice political decision-makers 
during the ongoing negotiations and after (Friends of Europe WWW).

The ongoing negotiations between the EU and Africa refer mostly to the above-
mentioned Cotonou Agreement and the Joint Africa–EU Strategy, and to the main fields 
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of cooperation as well. The Cotonou Agreement was initially due to expire in February 
2020, nevertheless its provisions have been extended until 30 November 2021, because 
the discussion dedicated to the content of the new agreement has not been concluded 
yet (Strauss 2021). However, “on 3 December 2020, the EU and the Organisation of African, 
Caribbean and Pacific States (OACPS) reached a  political deal on the text for a  new 
Partnership Agreement” that is supposed to succeed the Cotonou Agreement (see more: 
European Council WWWa) and serve as the new legal framework for EU–Africa relations 
after November 2021. As has been mentioned previously, joint priorities are expected to 
be finally formulate at the 2022 EU–African Union Summit (see: Fox 2021). 

The ACP–EU Cotonou Partnership Agreement is an all-encompassing agreement 
with a wide range of policy fields including human rights, good governance, the rule of 
law, peace building and gender issues as well (European Council WWWa,b). It may be 
noticed that the gender agenda is not the core of the document, but according to its 
provisions a gender sensitive approach is a necessary element of development, including 
macroeconomic policies, strategies and operations (van der Vleuten, van Eerdewijk 
2020). The Joint Africa–EU Strategy provides the overarching long-term framework for 
Africa–EU relations. It is implemented through commonly identified purposes, which are 
defined as of common interest to both of the partners. Within each field of cooperation, 
the attention is put on different thematic areas of partnership. Among these priorities may 
be peace and security, regional integration and trade, migration and mobility, climate 
change and others (see more: European Council WWWb). Similarly to the Cotonou 
Agreement, these initiatives are not gender oriented, however the gender aspects are 
sometimes included in specific strategies devoted to the above-mentioned fields (van 
der Vleuten, van Eerdewijk 2020; Flint 2009). 

Consent and disagreements over the gender agenda   
in the ongoing negotiations

According to the UN, that is recognised as one of the most influential in strengthening 
and popularising equality (Taylor, Curtis 2008), gender agenda is a concept based on 
several assumptions and targets, among which the following are indicated as crucial 
(United Nations WWWa): 

▪▪ to end all forms of discrimination against all women and girls everywhere; 
▪▪ to eliminate all forms of violence against all women and girls in the public and 

private spheres, including trafficking and sexual and other types of exploitation; 
▪▪ to eliminate all harmful practices, such as child, early and forced marriage and 

female genital mutilation; 
▪▪ to recognize and value unpaid care and domestic work through the provision of 

public services, infrastructure and social protection policies and the promotion of 
shared responsibility within the household and the family as nationally appropriate; 

▪▪ to ensure women’s full and effective participation and equal opportunities for 
leadership at all levels of decision-making in political, economic and public life; 
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▪▪ to ensure universal access to sexual and reproductive health and reproductive 
rights as agreed in accordance with the Programme of Action of the International 
Conference on Population and Development and the Beijing Platform for Action 
and the outcome documents of their review conferences; 

▪▪ to undertake reforms to give women equal rights to economic resources, as 
well as access to ownership and control over land and other forms of property, 
financial services, inheritance and natural resources, in accordance with national 
laws; 

▪▪ to enhance the use of enabling technology, in particular information and com-
munications technology, to promote the empowerment of women; 

▪▪ to adopt and strengthen sound policies and enforceable legislation for the pro-
motion of gender equality and the empowerment of all women and girls at all 
levels (United Nations WWWa; Tallis, Mathonsi 2018: p. 4; United Nations 2015). 

This broad definition sets the framework for the equality agenda in both, the EU and 
the AU (Tripp 2006).

Furthermore, over the past decades, the above-mentioned definition of gender 
agenda has been expanded to include LGBTQ+ rights (Dioli 2011; European Commission 
2015; Hildebrandt 2012; United Nations WWWb). When this issue has become a matter 
of interest in global politics, social movements, study of sexuality (Baiocco et al. 2018) 
and others, it has reached great prominence and has also expanded ways to experience 
equality (Serrano Amaya, Ríos González 2019). As a result, the assumption that gender 
and LGBTQ+ agendas are separate fields has been critically discussed and replaced by 
extensive understanding of equality. Simultaneously, LGBTQ+ became a key topic in the 
UN gender agenda, as well as in many other policies dedicated to the issue of equality 
(European Commission 2015; United Nations WWWb).

As has been noticed, the gender agenda was a part of EU–Africa relations in the past 
(Kotsopoulos, Mattheis 2018: p. 447–449). Both sides agreed that equality is an important 
element of EU–Africa relations. A similar point between these two actors was that theo-
retically, the norms and values of equality were central in both the EU and the AU treaties 
and policy documents (van der Vleuten, van Eerdewijk 2020)4. However, in practice they 

4   The key document in the EU is the Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025, which sets out key policy 
objectives for the coming years (European Commission WWWa). The provisions of this document 
address women’s empowerment not only within the EU but also in relations with non-European partners. 
Another document with the great importance for the equality issue is the EU’s third action plan on 
gender equality and women’s empowerment in external relations – GAP III). When it comes to Africa, 
the strategy for gender equality and women’s empowerment (The AU Strategy for Gender Equality and 
Women’s Empowerment 2018-2028 – GEWE) is an important part of its legal framework. In this document 
it has been underlined that women are crucial for development and should be perceived as the source 
of potential for further political, economic and social transformation (see: African Union WWWb; Knoll, 
Mucchi 2020: p. 4). Promotion of gender equality is also visible in the AU Constitutive Act, as well as 
in other continental and global commitments – including the UN Security Council’s Resolution 1325 on 
Women, Peace and Security. At the same time, the AU does not present any specific policy for promoting 
the gender agenda in external relations with its partners. Instead, the strategies proposed by the AU 
rather focus on progress on the African continent. At the same time, it may be observed that while both 
the AU and the EU have adopted policy frameworks for advancing gender equality, this topic has made 
only fragmented appearances in joint AU-EU strategies (Knoll, Mucchi 2020).
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considered the gender agenda from different perspectives (Briggs, Weathers 2016). Both 
the African Union and the EU have adopted policy frameworks for advancing gender 
equality, but the meanings given to gender policy have been formulated differently in the 
EU and AU (van der Vleuten, van Eerdewijk 2020). For example, in the EU gender equality 
was – and still is – a core value, which is usually linked to the human rights catalogue, 
and which is supposed to be implemented not only within the EU Member States, but 
also in external relations (Booth, Bennett 2002). Meanwhile, in the AU gender equality 
was – and still is, recognised as the crucial point of development and one of the goals of 
the peoples-oriented regional integration, and as a policy that should serve as a solution 
for regional challenges rather than as a part of international relations (van der Vleuten, 
van Eerdewijk 2020). The expectation that some of these trends would be present during 
the ongoing negotiations may be seen as reasonable.

Indeed, the ongoing Euro-African discourse refers to the importance of equality. As 
“gender equality and women’s empowerment have long been championed by the EU, 
the AU and their individual member states”, it is not surprising then, that a comprehensive 
partnership between Africa and Europe is recognised as less effective if gender 
considerations will be not an integral part of joint cooperation (Knoll, Mucchi 2020: p. 
28). The EU and AU formulated the proposal of five key global trends that should be 
recognised as a  basis for their relations: (1) partnership for the green transition and 
energy access; (2) partnership for digital transformation; (3) partnership for sustainable 
growth and jobs; (4) partnership for peace, security and governance; (5) a partnership on 
migration and mobility (European Commission WWWb). Both, the AU and the European 
Commission5 highlight that the gender perspective has to be included in all of the above-
mentioned areas of cooperation (European Commission WWWb). Therefore, the general 
consensus on the need to implement the gender agenda may be observed.

Moreover, when the EU–AU negotiations have been unexpectedly affected by 
the COVID-19 pandemic, they have been reshaped twofold (Lebovich 2020). Firstly, 
the discussions have actually been stalled by this event (Strauss 2021); but secondly, 
pandemic forced the move into new direction of partnership – focused on post-
pandemic recovery, one of the primary goals of which is the empowerment of women. 
Since the outbreak of COVID-19, emerging reports have shown the pandemic’s 
disproportionate impact on women and girls’ socio-economic welfare (see: UN Women 
2021). It is indicated that a strong gender dimension of pandemic – with women at the 
frontline as health and care responders – is a worldwide pattern, and that the situation 
of women and girls in developing countries is especially difficult (Morrica, Nguyen 2021). 
Simultaneously, this means that the huge social and economic consequences effected 
negatively both the EU and the AU population, however the post-pandemic situation is 
worse in African states, and especially among African women. As a response to these 
challenges some spotlight initiatives have been formulated by both the EU and AU. For 

5   The European Commission along with the European External Action Service (EEAS) and Display Mis-
sions accredited to the European Union are the key actors responsible for the ongoing EU–AU nego-
tiations.
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example, A green and gender-driven COVID-19 recovery in Africa (ECDPM 2020) – that is 
dedicated to improving the situation of women, may serve as example. Therefore, it may 
be assumed that (paradoxically) the role of gender agenda has been strengthened due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic, and that Europe and Africa present a common approach and 
consensus view in this issue6. 

When it comes to disagreements, it may be noticed that previous various perspectives 
of the European and African sides have not been harmonised yet, and that different 
meanings given to gender agenda in the past have remained present and valid despite 
the timeframe. Differences in the EU and AU visions of gender equality are based on 
the specific perception of the gender agenda role. African states recognise women’s 
empowerment as a  cross-cutting theme of the AU–EU partnership. For instance, “in 
a  proposed text for the renewed partnership, the AU mentions gender inclusion and 
responsiveness to gender issues in relation to infrastructure, value chains and the 
multilateral trading system” (Knoll, Mucchi 2020: p. 6) – all recognised as the basis of 
development. 

The AU agrees that women and girls are vulnerable groups which should be treated 
with special consideration, but the terms “gender equality” and “sexual and reproductive 
health and rights” are avoided. In contrast, the EU explicitly “mentions gender equality 
and gender-based discrimination – including on the grounds of sexual orientation and 
gender identity – as a fundamental principle that has to be incorporated into all actions 
and cooperation throughout the partnership” (Knoll, Mucchi 2020: p. 6; European Com-
mission 2020). 

It may be also observed, that the EU’s ambition is to play a key role in gender main-
streaming in its external relations, and thus at the partner-country level in Africa as well. 
Moreover, the EU has often led to one-sided initiatives, while neglecting the point of view 
presented by the African side (Guerrina, Wright 2016).

One of the most significant example of a lack of consensus may be found in the debate 
about the fight against discrimination based on sexual orientation, gender identity and 
reproductive rights. When the former EU Development Commissioner – Neven Mimica, 
pointed out that these issues should be treated with concern and should be a part of the 
Africa–EU partnership, the OACPS reacted negatively (see: European Parliament 2019). In 
some African states particularly, homosexuality is a crime under the law (Tripp 2009), so 
it should not be a surprise that Mimica’s proposal met with objections. The AU explained 
also that it should not be pushed to promote values, which are recognised as opposite to 
its tradition and beliefs (Dlamini 2006: p. 130–134), so this reaction may be perceived as 
a part of wider trend, according to which tradition is often used to justify discrimination 
and crackdowns on human rights (Wadesango et al. 2011). For women, traditional values 
can be a tool that curtails their human rights and that are sometimes used to justify forced 

6   On the other hand, the pandemic is sometimes used as a pretext for minimising the importance of the 
equality agenda and stating that the other negative consequences of COVID-19 are equally or even 
more important (van der Vleuten, van Eerdewijk 2020). 
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marriages, virginity testing, honour crime, genital mutilation and marital rapes. “For LGBT 
people, the language of traditional values tends to cast homosexuality as a moral issue, 
and not a  rights issue – as a social blight that must be contained and even eradicated 
for the good of public morality” (Reid 2013). At the same time, one should be aware that 
different meanings given to the importance of gender agenda in the EU and AU have been 
formulated on the basis of different political, economic and socio-cultural backgrounds, 
so the expectation of compliance in all areas may be perceived as unjustified (Obi 2010). 

Conclusions

The aim of this article was to evaluate gender initiatives undertaken between the 
EU and Africa in selected aspects of their partnership, with particular emphasis on the 
ongoing negotiations. Firstly, it has been concluded that gender agenda was a part of the 
partnership between the EU and AU in the past, and that gender equality was and still is 
one of the important elements of the institutional-legal framework dedicated to Euro–
African relations. Moreover, it has been observed that the importance of the paradigm 
dedicated to women’s rights has changed from a marginal and conservative approach 
(called Women in Development – WID) to a  wide-ranging transformative approach 
(Gender and Development – GAD, or gender mainstreaming, see more: Jaquette 2017: p. 
245–248) that includes the perspective of African women represented by African formal 
and informal organisations. Secondly, it has been stated that current discourse dedicated 
to the post-Cotonou partnership refers to the gender agenda twofold. On the one hand, 
the EU and Africa agree that the implementation of gender initiatives is an important 
element of further partnership, especially in terms of post-pandemic recovery. Thus, 
the consent in this regard may be recognised as a  chance for effective, engendered 
cooperation within each field of partnership. On the other hand, they propose different 
perspectives in regard of the role and meanings that are given to gender agenda, which 
may be perceived as potential threat and/or challenge. 

The background for the EU–AU negotiations consists, among others, of the ongoing 
internal issues of both Europe and Africa. Therefore, it is worth noting that at the 
European regional level the gender agenda seems to have stagnated since the outbreak 
of the financial crisis in 2008, while it has been further developed in the AU despite its 
internal problems (van der Vleuten, van Eerdewijk 2020). Furthermore, many EU Member 
States have experienced a backlash on women’s rights in recent years. The most radical 
reaction could be observed in the area of sexual and reproductive health and rights, 
as well as violence against women (European Parliament 2018). These internal tensions, 
however, do not stop the EU from speaking with one voice on the gender agenda at the 
international stage and in external actions with its partners. When it comes to the African 
side, it may be observed that the most important disagreement between member states 
of the AU, and between the AU and EU, remains on the language around sexual and 
reproductive health and rights and sexual orientation. The main accusation here is, that 
the language dedicated to these gender issues, proposed by the EU, is not consistent with 
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the language presented in key AU policy documents. In other words – that reproductive 
and LGBT rights are not defined the same in Europe and Africa, and that Europe is too 
dominant in imposing its version. 

Differences in the approaches presented by the EU and AU may influence how the 
gender agenda can be integrated into the AU–EU partnership, and it seems that these 
nuances create a disadvantages. The potential for connecting Europe and Africa on the 
basis of sharing gender experience is therefore far from perfect. It is also interesting 
that trends characterised with regard to the role of the gender agenda in the ongoing 
EU–Africa negotiations are similar to the narratives, which go along with other fields 
of negotiated partnership. Firstly, it may be observed that particular priorities are 
accompanied by contradictory discourse. For instance, it is underlined that the provisions 
of the new agreement should serve as a basis for the partnership of equals while at the 
same time it is said that no equality will be achieved while the African continent depends 
so much on assistance from Europe (Fox 2021). Secondly, negotiations on a  strategic 
partnership are imbalanced and dominated by the EU perspective (Strauss 2021). And 
lastly, similarly to other components of EU–AU relations, the gender agenda will draw 
on EU financing. This fact “points to a risk that cross-cutting gender aspects on which no 
agreement can be reached may be dropped or minimised, weakening the foundation” 
not only “for transforming gender relations” (Knoll, Mucchi 2020: p. 6), but also for other 
parts of partnership in subsequent years.
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Zajmuje się badaniami sytuacji społeczno-politycznej w  Afryce Subsaharyjskiej ze szczególnym 

uwzględnieniem sytuacji kobiet i roli ruchów społecznych w demokratyzacji. Prowadzi projekt ba-

dawczy dotyczący roli EAC w procesach integracyjnych w tym regionie. Koncentruje się również na 
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kobiecym organizacjom pozarządowym w Tanzanii i  ich wpływowi na przemiany społeczno-poli-

tyczne w tym państwie.
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