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INTRODUCTION

[…] if public opinion can be conscious that Europe has seen 
the light thanks to its Founding Fathers, nowadays, Europe of 
citizens grows and strengthens thanks to the action of creative 
women: the Mothers of Europe. (Prix Femmes d’Europe, 
Bruxelles, May 1992)

The idea of this project is to show a new way of be-
ing European by illustrating and enhancing the role of 
the Founding Mothers of Europe. History can be told 
differently;  not only as a series of winners and losers, 
of kings, queens, battles, of wars and hate,  but also as 
the intertwining of peace, useful inventions, coopera-
tion and solidarity between peoples.  It is this kind of 
history that we need to share; particularly in times of 
crisis.
Preserving historical memory is still necessary to make 
Europeans more aware of the common ground that 
defines them, while still respecting their differences. 
Unfortunately, the way in which history is told is of-
ten neglected.  As an example, Robert Schuman, one 
of the Founding Fathers of Europe, urged to start a 
detoxification process of all history books filled with 
nationalistic thoughts.
This idea is also the deeper purpose of this research 



project and, in fact, this study encourages a new way of 
conceiving Europe by recounting these women’s lives 
and by looking for the soul and the sense of responsi-
bility that Europe seems to have lost. 



DO FOUNDING MOTHERS  
OF EUROPE EXIST? 

Ursula Hirschmann Spinelli, one of the Founding 
Mothers of Europe, at a conference entitled ‘Yesterday 
and today against fascism’ said:

As it always happens during rebellious stages against 
authoritarian regimes, or during liberation struggles, 
women have always played a vital role in Italy during 
those moments because their physical involvement in 
battles made them equal to men before the ‘enemy’. 
This heritage needs to be refreshed in the contemporary 
memory as it was partially lost after the liberation and 
the so-called ‘return to normality’ that, in our specific 
case, also meant the normalisation of women’s subal-
ternity in society. 1

Why suddenly, did those women - who had fought 
and sacrificed their lives to defend liberty - stop their 
involvement in supporting Europe?  Had they just 
fallen out of love with the idea of achieving a world 
without violence?  Not at all, they persisted in their 
‘war against war’ - or properly their ‘struggle against 

1	 Conference ‘Ieri ed oggi contro il Fascismo’, Milan, April 30 1975
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war’- on the margins of history.  They were, in fact, 
aware that neither institutions nor laws were enough 
to build Europe. The European ideal had to arise from 
the hearts of humans and not be handed down from 
above. So in 1987, the European Commission with 
the support of DG Information established the famous 
Prize ‘Women of Europe’:

[…] if public opinion can be conscious that Europe 
has seen the light thanks to its Founding Fathers, 
nowadays, Europe of citizens grows and strengthens 
thanks to the action of creative women: the Mothers 
of Europe.2

While it cannot be denied that European Institutions 
were born particularly thanks to the good deeds of the 
Founding Fathers, it is equally true that it would not 
be fair to downplay the role of women.  The Found-
ing Mothers of Europe were convinced that a real 
European democracy would have been reached only 
through a greater involvement and empowerment of 
all individuals.  The economic union was not enough, 
it was necessary to act on more fronts - social, cultural 
and political - in order to bring a change in mentality. 
Europe was not orphaned by its ‘mothers’.

2	 ‘Prix Femmes d’Europe’, Bruxelles, May 1992
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LOUISE WEISS

I feel, at this moment, as though my experience 
throughout this century and my travels throughout the 
world were destined to culminate in my meeting with 
you today: I come to you as one who loves Europe and, 
with your forbearance, I shall try to give expression to 
the fears and hopes which torment and inspire our col-
lective conscience. 

(Louise Weiss, Opening speech to the inaugural session of the European 
Parliament elected by direct universal suffrage, Strasbourg, July 17 1979) 

Louise Weiss was born on January 26, 1893 in Arras 
and she died in Paris on  May 26, 1983. She is the fe-
male figure that, without a doubt, should receive the 
title of ‘Founding Mother of Europe’. She grew up in 
the same period of the Founding Fathers, but she did 
not receive the same recognition and honours, despite 
the fact that she faced more obstacles than her male 
colleagues, such as: the difficulty in being honestly 
evaluated and appreciated, the desire to find a man 
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who could understand her capabilities and sustain her 
aspirations. For that reason, she suffered many heart-
breaks. The toughest one was the deception of her love 
Milan Stefanik who, before dying in an accident, had 
abandoned to get engaged to the Marquise Giuliana 
Benzoni. He explained that Louise - who appeared 
like an old political man - was not as innocent as Gi-
uliana. Maybe Louise was born too early, in a society 
unable to understand her.
However, Louise did not surrender and demonstrated 
courage in all her choices. In 1914, for example, al-
though she passed the exams to obtain the teaching 
certification, she refused the job because the salary 
was too low. Additionally, during the First World War, 
she opened a hospital and later she continued to take 
care, as a war nurse, of wounded soldiers in Bordeaux. 
The absurdity of the violence of war persuaded her to 
study and analyse the true nature of conflicts.
She strong desired to become a journalist, but it was 
not easy for young women to be accepted in a pre-
dominantly male sector. However, she began to write 
articles, under the false identity of Louis Lefranc, for 
the review ‘Le Radical’ and in 1918 she founded the 
journal ‘L’Europe nouvelle’. She continued support-
ing her cause for peace by travelling around Europe, 
interviewing well-known figures, like Thomas W. Wil-
son. Moreover, she took part in many historical mo-
ments such as the signature of the Peace Treaties in 
1919. Later, in 1930, she founded the ‘Nouvelle Ecole 
de la Paix’ and in 1934 she promoted the movement 
‘La Femme Nouvelle’. She was certain that topics such 
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as peace, women’s participation and Europe were in-
terconnected. 
At the age of 86, in 1979, she opened the inaugu-
ral session of the European Parliament elected, for the 
first time, by direct universal suffrage:

[…] the stars of destiny and the paths of the written 
word have led me to this rostrum, and given me, as 
President for a day, an honour of which I would never 
have dared to dream and the greatest joy a human be-
ing can experience in the evening of life: the joy of a 
youthful vocation miraculously come to fruition.3

Later, she became known as the ‘Grandmother of Eu-
rope’, a reductive nickname, since she would have de-
served a title comparable with one of Founding Fa-
thers of Europe.

3	  FONDATION J. MONNET, Louise Weiss l’Européenne, Lausanne, 
1994, p. 483
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ADA ROSSI

Do you think that women in power positions could be 
better than men? Considering how power transforms 
people, I am afraid that women have different short-
comings, but usually they are more serious and precise

(C. BARILLI, Un uomo e una donna: vita di Ernesto e Ada Rossi, 
Laicata, Manduria, 1991)

Ada Rossi was born on September 10, 1899, the daugh-
ter of Carlo Rossi and Concettina Montanari in Bagan-
zola, near Parma.  Her husband had coincidentally the 
same surname, Ernesto Rossi.  In fact, in her family 
tree there was a Polish officer of the Napoleonic army 
named ‘Leroux’ who had decided to move to Italy.
After she graduated as a school teacher at the Villa 
della Regina in Turin, she continued her studies and 
received degrees in Mathematics and Physics.  In 1928, 
she obtained a professorship at the Vittorio Emanu-
ele Institute in Bergamo where she was immediately 
fascinated by the charming and mysterious Professor 
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Ernesto Rossi. Ada supported Ernesto, her future hus-
band, in his antifascist actions. For this reason she was 
monitored by OVRA - Organization for Vigilance 
and Repression of Anti-Fascism - and the spy Carlo 
Del Re defined her as a ‘very dangerous nihilist’ with 
terrorist attitudes.
Her love story with Ernesto, in particular after his ar-
rest, inevitably undermined her career and her everyday 
life: she was forced to leave the school and was obliged 
to give private lessons to support herself. However, she 
was not discouraged and in 1931 she married Ernesto 
in the prison of  Pallanza. After Ernesto Rossi was ex-
iled to Ventotene, although she could not move to the 
island she played a primary role and, together with Ur-
sula Hirschmann, brought the Manifesto of  Ventotene 
to mainland Italy. She shared the Manifesto with some 
students who attended her mathematics lessons, such 
as Quarti Brothers. 
The authorities were alarmed by these activities and 
decided to confine her to Forino, near Avellino. Later, 
Ada was moved to Melfi and Maratea and on July 21 
1943, unaware that Mussolini would have fallen soon 
after, she left for Bergamo. There she would have been 
present before the court for an eviction trial. That trip 
was always etched in her memory.  She crossed Italy 
during the bombings and survived the terrible raid on 
Foggia. On July 25, she was spending the night at her 
mother’s house when the radio announced that Mus-
solini had fallen. 
In August 1943, after the constitution of the European 
Federalist Movement, Ada and Ernesto found shelter 
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in Switzerland and moved to Rome soon after. Ada 
was always active and committed on several fronts, 
such as the Radical Party (Partito Radicale) till the 
end of her days. She died in Rome on June 15, 1993.
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MARIA JERVOLINO DE UNTERRICHTER

Women who want Europe as a cultural and human 
entity have to be conscious that without their adhesion 
and collaboration no community, defined by papers and 
not by hearts, could be able to survive.

(R. P. VIOLI, Maria De Unterrichter. Donne, educazione e democra-
zia dell’Italia del Novecento, Studium, Roma, 2014)

Maria De Unterrichter - born in Ossana, Trentino 
Alto Adige, on August 20 1902, and died in Rome 
on December 27 1975 - was like the Founding Fa-
ther Alcide De Gasperi a ‘border figure’. When she was 
20 she moved to Rome and attended the Faculty of 
Arts at the University of Rome, now ‘La Sapienza’, 
and from 1925 to 1929 she was appointed as President 
of the Italian Catholic University Federation (FUCI). 
In 1930, she married Angelo Raffaele Jervolino and 
together they had a child, Rosa Russo Jervolino.
During her career, she performed many prestigious 
roles, for example she was among the twenty Italian 
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women elected in 1946 in the Constituent Assembly, 
President of Opera Montessori, National Delegate of 
the Female Movement of Democrazia Cristiana and 
Undersecretary of the Ministry of Public Education. 
Her personal story, combined with her extensive edu-
cation and her conception of politics led her to ex-
amine in depth four main topics: peace in Europe, 
the condition of Southern Italy, women and educa-
tion. On the education side she was, in addition to 
the role of President of Opera Montessori, also among 
the promoters - with Adriano Olivetti and Guido and 
Maria Calogero - of the Centro di Educazione Profes-
sionale per Assistenti Sociali (CEPAS), an education 
and professional center for social workers. However, 
an important question was: was it possible to reform 
the education system, in a patriarchal society with a 
nationalist culture? Starting from this reflection Ma-
ria De Unterrichter considered increasing presence of 
women in political and social life an imperative. 
Following this idea, Maria De Unterrichter founded in 
1945 the Centro Italiano Femminile (CIF) in Naples. 
In the same year she delivered a speech - during the 
first meeting of the women’s group within Democra-
zia Cristiana - entitled ‘Woman in political life in Italy 
and Europe’. Moreover, she promoted other initiatives 
such as the ‘Comitato italiano per la difesa morale della 
Donna’ (1950).
Among her most touching speeches about women’s 
involvement in European affairs, is ‘Why do Women 
want Europe?’
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Women who want Europe such as a cultural and hu-
man entity have to be conscious that without their ad-
hesion and collaboration any community, defined by 
some papers and not by the hearts, could be not able 
to survive. 
Our sons and daughters, whom we love and push to-
ward a respectable life, work and peace, must not see 
what our eyes had seen before and their soul must not 
suffered and  be tormented.
We hope that Europe, refreshed by the adhesion to a 
real democracy, and by a Christian conception, which 
gives a sense to our human anguish, could one day find 
a future of concrete and fertile peace, realized by the life 
and the love of all European women. 
European civilization is greatly in debt to women’s 
culture. 4

4	 R. P. VIOLI, Maria De Unterrichter (1902-1975). Donne, educazione e 
democrazia dell’Italia del Novecento, Studium, Roma, 2014, p. 178. AILS, 
Fondo De Unterrichter, b. 5, f, 9
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URSULA HIRSCHMANN

The battle toward the political integration of Europe 
could be an important and an exemplary opportunity 
for women. […] What better occasion, for women, to 
use their energies to support a real democratization of 
Europe? 

(U. HIRSCHMANN, L’Europa può cambiare?, in «Effe», giugno 
1975)

Ursula Hirschmann was born in Berlin, on Septem-
ber 2 1913. In her youth, she adhered, together with 
her brother Albert, to the youth organisation of the 
Social Democratic party (Sozialistische Arbeiter-Ju-
gend). This decision forced her to seek refuge in Paris, 
where she met again the young student Eugenio Col-
orni, whom she had already met in a library in Berlin. 
Charmed by his thinking, she fell in love with him and 
decided to leave France, reach Italy and marry him.  In 
1937, the couple had their first child and two more 
followed soon after.
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When Eugenio Colorni was sent to Ventotene as a po-
litical prisoner, Ursula - thanks to a few fortunate op-
portunities, like being a foreigner and pregnant for the 
second time - was able to follow him and travel back 
and forth from the island to the mainland.  Thanks 
to this loophole she was able to spread the Manifesto 
of Ventotene, together with Ada Rossi. Moreover, she 
published the first and clandestine copy of the review 
‘L’Unità Europea’. On August 27 1943, she organised 
the first meeting of the European Federalist Move-
ment in Mario and Rita Rollier’s home in Via Poe-
rio 37, in Milan.  Altiero Spinelli, who affectionately 
named her the ‘pink flamingo’ or ‘number 2’, also ac-
knowledged the invaluable, if not crucial, role played 
by Ursula Hirschmann:

Although the European Federalist Movement was 
founded by Rossi and myself, after Mussolini’s fall, 
on August 27 1943 a workshop in Mario Alberto 
Rollier’s house was held in Milan, actually the real 
founder was Ursula Hirschmann who, a year earlier, 
had put together the very first memberships and pub-
lished the first Federalists magazine, while Rossi and 
myself were still prisoners. […] we jokingly but also 
with admiration used to call her ‘number 2’ as we con-
sidered the two of us as number 1. 5

In the same context Ursula - who was no longer in 
love with Eugenio, later killed in 1944 by the ‘Banda 

5	 A. SPINELLI, Come ho tentato di diventare saggio, Milano, 2014, p. 315
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Koch’ in Rome - declared her love to Altiero. A story, 
born in Ventotene, that seemed intertwined with the 
love story of European peoples.

In the Spring of 1942, Ursula who was less resigned 
than me, was able to clandestinely send me a short let-
ter […]. So started our covert correspondence for a year.  
We exchanged about 10 letters and we, very slowly 
but impetuously, knew something that we could no 
longer deny was taking shape. When I left Ventotene 
we knew that we would have been united forever. 6

Even during Altiero Spinelli’s exile in Switzerland, Ur-
sula played a fundamental role among those women 
who organised the first international federalist sympo-
sium, which took place in Paris in March 1945. Ursula 
was aware that the European project needed a wider 
participation of women and she organised in Brus-
sels, on November 7 - 8 1975, the first meeting of the 
group ‘Femmes pour l’Europe’.  That same year, she 
had a significant cerebral haemorrhage, which obliged 
her to reduce her commitments. She died on 8 January 
1991 and was buried together with her mother Hed-
wig Marcuse in the non-Catholic Cemetery in Rome.  
 

6	 Ivi, pp. 324-325
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SOPHIE SCHOLL

Freedom of speech, freedom of religion, the protection of 
individual citizens from the arbitrary will of criminal 
regimes of violence-these will be the bases of the New 
Europe.

(Fifth Leaflet of ‘Die Weisse Rose’)

Sophie Scholl was born in Forchtenberg, on May 9 
1921, and she died on February 22 1943 in Munich. 
She disseminated with her brother, Hans, and a friend 
Alexandre Schmorell fliers of ‘Die Weisse Rose’. They 
were part of a group of students supporting peace, 
freedom, collective responsibility and awareness of 
German people. Sophie, Hans and Alexandre were 
killed for their actions, despite their young age. In 
particular, the fifth leaflet invited the German people 
to pay attention and not to trust National Socialism, 
power and bureaucracy. Only a federalist system could 
have brought new energies, ideals and principles for a 
weakened Europe. 
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The imperialistic notions of power must be forever 
rendered harmless, regardless of which side they come 
from. […] The groundwork for reconstruction can only 
be created in a liberal cooperative effort of European 
nations. Every centralized power […] must be nipped 
in the bud. The Germany of the future must be a fed-
eralist state. Only a healthy federalist form of govern-
ment will be able to breathe new life into a weakened 
Europe. […]Freedom of speech, freedom of religion, 
the protection of the individual citizen from the caprice 
of criminal, violent States – these are the bases of the 
new Europe.7

Sophie Scholl was born on May 9th, chosen later 
as Europe Day, and her lesson is still an example for 
young Europeans. Surely, it is a sincere lesson that 
books alone could never teach:

Hans and Sophie Scholl […] and Professor Huber, 
died to give us the certainty that freedom is like a 
flower willing to revive even in the desert  […] and to 
make us conscious that the United States of Europe 
need a courageous testimony. Young people of Europe 
must consider that the life and the death of Hans, So-
phie and Prof. Huber are the most beautiful, clear and 
logical lessons ever taught.8

7	 http://www.rosabianca.org/
8	 Comuni d’Europa, n. 10, October 1964
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ELIANE VOGEL-POLSKY

In Europe, […] there is a long tradition of excluding 
women and their interests from public life. This situa-
tion is not just a serious attack on women’s political 
rights but also constitutes an enormous waste of human 
resources that affects the whole society.

(E. VOGEL-POLSKY, La citoyenneté européenne et les femmes, Ca-
hiers du GRIF, October, 1994)

Eliane Vogel-Polsky was born on 5 July 1926 in Ghent, 
Belgium in a family of Russian origin. Her parents - 
Jean Isthok Polsky and Nine Kisselew- had met when 
her father was a volunteer in the Belgian Army. 
The young couple ensured that their two daughters 
would receive the best education possible. They at-
tended the Lyceum Émile Jacqmain, founded in 1922, 
with the aim of guarantying  solid knowledge and sci-
entific skills to young women. However, when Anti-
Jewish measures were adopted, Eliane was forced to 
abandon the Jacqmain and continue her studies in 
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Liège, under a false name, in a catholic institute run by 
the Benedictine Sisters of Peace. 
After her Diploma, she began to study law at the 
‘Université Libre de Bruxelles’. Her long career was 
crowned with awards, titles and international recogni-
tions. She was, for example, the first woman to receive 
the prestigious Janson Prize for young lawyers. Not 
only was Eliane an inspiring Professor, but she was also 
a woman of concrete action. Her greatest achievement 
was the recognition of the direct applicability of Ar-
ticle 119 of Rome Treaty, which established the right 
to equal pay for men and women.
In 1965, she was invited by The General Federation of 
Belgian Labour (FGTB) to hold a seminar on the right 
of equal pay. Charlotte Hauglustaine, a worker and a 
delegate for trade unions at the Fabrique National of 
Herstal (FN), and the other participants were charmed 
by Eliane’s reasoning. While claiming the direct appli-
cability of Article 119, she stressed the necessity of an 
interpretation of the European Court of Justice.
In 1966, in the Factory of Herstal, where Charlotte 
worked, the first complaints and strikes began. Women 
claimed the applicability of Article 119 and suddenly 
the protests spread. A first mission was accomplished, 
but it was not enough. It was necessary to petition the 
European Court of Justice. The decisive and ‘historic’ 
case soon arrived. On February 15 1968, Gabrielle 
Defrenne was fired from Sabena, an airline company 
for having reached an age limit: it was the right occa-
sion to submit the prejudicial question on the matter 
of wage discrimination. The first appeal ‘Defrenne I’ 
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was nevertheless a failure, while the following ‘De-
frenne II’ was successful. The European Court of Jus-
tice accepted the direct applicability of Article 119 in 
its 8 April 1976 ruling. Eliane Vogel-Polsky was tri-
umphant. However, she was always aware that the Law 
was not sufficient to protect women: 

The law cannot change society, morals, prejudices, the 
division of power, mythology, gender relations, with a 
wave of a magic wand; but it can be an important fac-
tor in the transformation of society by changing men-
talities and establishing a legal standard.9

Eliane died in Brussels on November 13 2015.

9	 E. GUBIN, Eliane Vogel-Polsky. Une femme de conviction, Institut pour 
l’égalité des femmes et des hommes, Bruxelles, 2007, p. 139. E. VO-
GEL-POLSKY, Comment la femme s’intègre-t-elle dans la norme de droit 
?, Cours donné à l’Université des femmes le 29 septembre 2006. 
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FAUSTA DESHORMES LA VALLE

A new Europe arises […] Women are now aware to 
be European. Women of Europe – mirror of women’s 
initiatives and interests – has also demonstrated their 
commitment to the European integration process, as 
global project.

(F. DESHORMES L.V., Donne d’Europa: storia di una rivista, in 
«Rivista donna e società», n. 89/90,1989)

Fausta Deshormes La Valle, born in Naples on Febru-
ary 20 1927, lived in Rome and received a degree in 
Law. Like her brother, Raniero La Valle, she inherited a 
strong passion for journalism by her father, Renato La 
Valle, and her mother, Mercedes Trotta.
She worked for reviews such as L’Universitario (1945-
1946), Annali Ravasini (1946-1951), Ricerca (1951-1955) 
and, before moving to Brussels, for Giovane Europa 
(1955-1958). As editor-in-chief of Giovane Europa - a 
review connected with the European Youth Campaign, 
an organization financed by the American Committee 
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for United Europe - she attended the signature of the 
Treaty of Rome in 1957. In the same period, she met 
Philippe Deshormes (Secretary of Campagne Euro-
péenne de la Jeunesse) and they married in 1958. They 
moved to Paris and, eventually, in Brussels; where in 
1961 she was hired at the Division Academic Advising 
and Adult Learning, in the Communications Service of 
the European Community (later named Directorate). 
In 1976 she was appointed as Head of the Women In-
formation Office set up within the Information DG.  
In the meantime, also thanks to the interest raised by 
International Women’s year in 1975, the European 
Commission established an office intended to enhance 
women’s work within the DG Social Affairs, headed 
by Jacqueline Nonon.

The Office was created at the end of 1976 and it 
started its activities from 1977. It was the starting 
point of an extraordinary adventure. For the first time, 
a European Institution established an information 
structure oriented to women’s public opinion. 10

The Women Information Office published from 1977 
a review, ‘Women of Europe’ implemented by some 
monographic ‘Supplements’, later renamed ‘Note-
books’. 

What I would like to tell is the transformation process 
of ‘Women of Europe’ and how it became an example 

10	 F. DESHORMES L.V., Donne d’Europa: storia di una rivista, in «Rivista 
donna e società», n. 89/90,1989, p. 56
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of a vehicle of communication oriented to develop par-
ticipation in the urban, social and political life. […] 
The most important and precious aspect is that ‘Wom-
en of Europe’ soon became a ‘ring of solidarity’, a mir-
ror of women’s creativity, an unlimited treasure trove 
of models and experiences, ‘a window on Europe’, as 
many female readers (also male readers) write us. 11

Fausta promoted, helped by her innate networking 
talent, many initiatives to increase women’s interest 
toward the European Community. Among the most 
relevant ones: the organization of the first ‘European 
Conference for women elected as local and regional 
authorities’, held in Pisa in 1983 and  the European 
Women’s Lobby, founded in Brussels in 1990. Also de-
rived from her creativity are: the famous catchphrase 
used by the European Commission ‘Women an oppor-
tunity for Europe. Europe an opportunity for women’ 
and the poster contest ‘Women vote for Europe’ used 
for the European elections in 1979.
Fausta died in Rome on  February 2 2013.  During 
her commemoration on  April 4 2013 in the Brussels 
Resurrection Chapel, Jacqueline De Groote remem-
bered her like this: 

Fausta has changed women’s lives in Europe and has 
certainly changed mine.  There are Founding Fathers 
of Europe, but she deserves the female title of Found-
ing Mother of Europe.

11	 Ivi, pp. 56-57
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SIMONE VEIL JACOB

In our democratic states, women are still often discrimi-
nated against, I felt like a ‘femme alibi’ […] In this 
field we have still a lot to do. 

(S. VEIL, Speech for Charles V Prize Fundación Academia Europea de 
Yuste, 18 June 2008)

Simone Veil Jacob was born on July 13 1927 in Nice. 
Her father, André Jacob, was an architect who moved 
with his family from Paris to find fortune in south-
ern France. His wife, Yvonne, accepted his choice with 
resignation. She was forced to leave her studies and for 
this reason, she always encouraged her children, espe-
cially the girls, to be independent. 
After a very happy childhood, her life dramatically 
changed. The 1929 crisis, and later the first Anti-Jewish 
measures, shocked her family. They were all deported 
and only Simone, Denise and Madeleine survived.  
Unfortunately Madeleine died years later in a trag-
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ic car incident. Her mother passed away in Bergen-
Belsen with typhus fever. Her brother and father were 
deported to Kaunas, Lithuania, where they died.  
Simone was deeply shocked by all these terrible losses 
and misfortunes. She will never forget the indelible 
number 78651 marked on her arm, and all the suffer-
ing in Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen. She did not go 
back to Nice, but remained in Paris where she received 
her  Degree in Law and met her husband, Antoine Veil. 
In 1956, she already had three children and passed the 
exam to become a Magistrate. She chose to work in 
the penitentiary sector. She wanted to defend human 
rights and the dignity of prisoners and, in particular, 
of women. 
In 1974, Jacques Chirac appointed her Minister of 
Health. It was a troubled period for the recognition of 
the voluntary interruption of pregnancy. But after few 
years, she began to suffer the burden of power, politi-
cal misunderstanding and incoherent interests. She de-
cided it was time for change and she accepted her can-
didature with the Union Démocratique Francaise (UDF), 
proposed by President Giscard D’Estaing for the 1979 
European election. She had a prestigious career.
On July 17 1979, Simone Veil was elected President 
of the European  Parliament, elected by universal suf-
frage. She was the first female President and after her 
the European Parliament had only had one other fe-
male President, Nicole Fointaine.  
On July 18 1979, Simone pronounced her famous in-
augural speech: «If the challenges facing Europe are to be 
met, we need a Europe capable of solidarity, of independence 
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and of cooperation.»12. After that extraordinary experi-
ence, Simone continued her life and career without 
being corrupted by the ambition of gaining power. 

I have never had the desire of a great career and I 
intend to remain coherent to my principles. Politics ex-
cites me, but it does not interest me when it is an end 
in itself.13

On March 3 1998 she was elected in the French Con-
stitutional Council for nine years. She never aban-
doned gender related matters, such as discrimination, 
and she better understood its complexity. «Women’s op-
portunities often depend on hazards. They cannot merely rely 
on law or in general on rules […]»14. She affirmed this 
concept when she received, on  March 18 1998, the 
Charles V Prize by Fundación Academia Europea De 
Yuste:

In our democratic Nations there are still many dis-
criminated women. I felt like a ‘femme alibi’ […] In 
this sector there is still lots to be done.

12	 S. VEIL, Una vita, Fazi editore, Roma, 2010, pp. 246-255
13	 Ivi, p. 197
14	 Ivi, pp. 205-206
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SOFIA CORRADI

Erasmus helps to become adults. However, let me ex-
plain better: not adults in a close meaning, adults with-
out dreams. With Erasmus, I have noticed it, students 
learn to dream; but also to put their dreams in the zone 
of ‘realizable things’. […] having done the ‘Erasmus’ 
improves the level of a curriculum and, additionally, is 
very useful in particular for women, which always need 
to do something more to be recognised. 

(M.P. Di Nonno, Per i giovani europei. Intervista a Mamma Erasmus, 
Edizioni di Comunità, Ivrea-Roma, 2016)

Sofia Corradi was born in Rome on September 5 1934 
and her principal academic recognition was the inven-
tion of the Erasmus Programme in 1969. For that rea-
son, European students gave her the nickname ‘Eras-
mus Mother’. She has been Full Professor of Lifelong 
Learning at ‘Roma Tre State University’ and Director 
of its Laboratory of Lifelong Learning  and its  Post-
graduate Course in Lifelong Learning. At present, she 
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is retired and lives in Rome. How was the idea to real-
ize a model for foreign exchange programmes among 
European Universities born? As a recipient of Fulbright 
and Columbia Fellowships, she studied for an academic 
year at the prestigious Graduate School of Law at Co-
lumbia University in New York (1957-1958). 
However, the academic calendar of the University of 
Rome (now ‘La Sapienza’) did not coincide with Co-
lumbia University’s, and this caused Sofia a bureau-
cratic difficulty. The academic year at Columbia Uni-
versity started at the beginning of September and Sofia 
could not to take her last three exams. On the other 
hand, Columbia University did not impede her stud-
ies. She was accepted to attend the course for gradu-
ated students (although she had not formally gradu-
ated) and in June 1958 she received a Master’s degree 
in Comparative Law. 
In autumn 1958, Sofia Corradi returned to Italy and 
asked for recognition of her degree in Comparative 
Law. However, the administrative office of the Univer-
sity of Rome did not recognize her title and she was 
obliged, despite her stubbornness, to take her last three 
exams. Fortunately, it was not a difficult matter for her. 
She loved to study and, after having passed her exams, 
she graduated in Law. At this point, she received a first 
surprise. Employers, in fact, appreciated her Master in 
Comparative Law and this additional title helped her 
to find a job easily, on the contrary of other young 
graduates. 
When we are young, we often intend to change the 
world and make it better for everyone. This was also 
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the motivation of the young Sofia Corradi. When she 
began to work as scientific consultant for the Asso-
ciation of Italian Rectors for international relations, 
she took advantage of the opportunity to promote the 
recognition of curricular credits obtained in foreign 
universities. In 1969, the recognition of curricular 
credits was a pioneering idea and her press release, dat-
ed December 9 1969, was published in four national 
prestigious newspapers: Corriere della Sera, Il Messag-
gero, La Nazione and Il Tempo.
However, the Erasmus Programme would be officially 
launched in 1987, after 18 years of struggles and lob-
bying. The educational dream of Sofia Corradi had fi-
nally become reality. 
In 2016, she was awarded the 10th edition of ‘Pre-
mio Europeo Charles V’ for having invented, in 1969, 
the Erasmus Programme, which was subsequently im-
proved and titled as Erasmus Plus Programme of the 
European Union.  The illustrious ceremony was held 
in Spain in the presence of King Felipe VI and the 
President of the European Parliament, Martin Schulz. 
The prize consisted of a silver sculpture, 45.000 euros 
and the institution of ten grants, dedicated to her, for 
Phd Students. 
Sofia Corradi also received the ‘Humboldt- Newman’ 
Prize of AIDU (Associazione Italiana Docenti Uni-
versitari). 15 

15	 It is possible to find more information and to download Sofia 
Corradi’s latest book (English and Italian version) at www.sofia-
corradi.eu.
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TO BE CONTINUED

Women of the entire universe, whether Christian or 
non-believers, you to whom life is entrusted at this 
grave moment in history, it is for you to save the peace 
of the world.

(Pope Paul VI, Message to Women, December 8, 1965)

This essay is not exhaustive and it simply aims to raise 
interest and to stimulate further studies. If all the Eu-
ropean Member States undertook a common research 
on the Founding Mothers of Europe, they would dis-
cover an incredible number of untold (or partially 
told) stories. Stories that are able to instill hope and 
courage. In addition, if they decided to go investigate 
further they would discover other exceptional figures 
such as Hypatia of Alexandria. History proceeds in the 
right direction, and women’s stories proves it.
In particular, women have always taken up the impor-
tant mission of preserving peace. Prophetically, Pope 
Paul VI, at the end of the Second Vatican Council, on 
December 8 1965, launched an appeal to them:

And now it is to you that we address ourselves, women 
of all states - girls, wives, mothers and widows, to you 
also, consecrated virgins and women living alone - you 
constitute half of the immense human family. 
[…] But the hour is coming, in fact has come, when 
the vocation of woman is being achieved in its fullness, 
the hour in which woman acquires in the world an in-
fluence, an effect and a power never hitherto achieved. 
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[…] Our technology runs the risk of becoming inhu-
man. Reconcile men with life and above all, we beseech 
you, watch carefully over the future of our race. Hold 
back the hand of man who, in a moment of folly, might 
attempt to destroy human civilization.
[…] Women of the entire universe, whether Christian 
or non-believing, you to whom life is entrusted at this 
grave moment in history, it is for you to save the peace 
of the world.16

Women and peace, women and war are complex issues, 
and they present many different aspects to be better ex-
amined. Jean Bethke Elshtain, in fact, affirmed it in her 
book ‘Women and War’: «The title of this book, Women 
and War, could appear simple and clear. On the contrary, it is 
not. Neither women nor war are assumed categories».17

This research needs a change of mentality, in order to 
be correctly completed: there are still many women 
and men who have dedicated their lives to a differ-
ent way of being European. Unfortunately, we have 
forgotten most of them. I would like to mention also: 
Alexandre Marc, Denis de Rougemont, Fausta Giani 
Cecchini, Jacqueline De Groote, Jacqueline Nonon, 
Simone Weil, Umberto Serafini, Yvonne Edmond 
Foinant. However, the list of untold stories is long and 
young Europeans are invited to discover them. 

16	  Address of Pope Paul VI to Women, December 8 1965, https://
w2.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/it/speeches/1965/documents/
hf_p-vi_spe_19651208_epilogo-concilio-donne.html	

17	  J.B. ELSHTAIN, Donne e Guerra, Il Mulino, Bologna, 1991, p. 29
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Meaningful reviews

30 Jours d’Europe, L’Europe 
au féminin, Mai 1979, n. 250

Comunità Europee, La Donna 
e l’Europa, febbraio 1975, n. 2

30 Jours d’Europe, Les euro-
péennes, Janvier 1975, n. 198

Femmes D’Europe, Ultimo 
numero, Maggio 1992, n. 70
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Poster ‘Women for Europe’  
of the European Movement.  

Author Domenico Purificato.

The history of this Poster ‘Women for Europe’ is re-
lated to the document ‘Le donne d’Europa per una 
società più umana e più giusta’ promoted by the Fe-
male International Commission of European Move-
ment for the European election of 1979. It was signed 
by: Movimento Femminile DC, PLI, PRI, IPSDI, PSI, 
Uff. Problemi Femminili CGIL, CISL, UIL, Commis-
sione Femminile ACLI, Associazione Europea degli 
Insegnanti, Associazione Italiana Consiglio dei Co-
munità d’Europa, Federazione Italiana Volontari della 
Libertà, Movimento Federalista Europeo, Associazione 
Giornalisti Europei, Associazione Mazziniana Italiana, 
Centro Italiano Formazione Europea, Movimento 
Cristiano Lavoratori, Sinistra Europea, Associazione 
Europea dei Ferrovieri, Associazione Giuriste Ital-
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iane, Associazione Internazionale Gioventù Europea, 
Associazione Nazionale Donne Elettrici, Associazi-
one Nazionale Famiglie degli Emigrati, Centri Azi-
one Femminili Torinesi, Centro Italiano Femminile, 
Consiglio Nazionale Donne Italiane, Confederazione 
Nazionale Coltivatori Diretti, Confederazione Itali-
ana dei Coltivatori, Federazione Italiana Donne Arti 
Professioni Affari, Lega Donne per il Socialismo, Lega 
Nazionale Donne Italiane, Soroptimist’s Club, Unione 
Cristiana delle Giovani, Unione Coltivatori Italiani, 
Unione Donne Italiane. 

Medal ‘A Federated Europe:  
for Peace and Freedom’

Regione Lazio commissioned this medal to Guido 
Veroi, for the celebration of 40 years of the Manifesto 
of Ventotene. It represents on one side the Island of 
Ventotene, and on the other side a young woman who 
brings an olive twig and a guiding light. 
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First election of the European Parliament 
by universal suffrage.  

Women of Europe, n. 10 1979
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Thanks

This work was supported by numerous professors, rel-
atives and friends. The first ones who increased my in-
terest about the history of  European integration (since 
when I was a student) were Professor Salvatore Sfre-
cola, Professor Carmela Decaro and Gabriele Panizzi.
Subsequently, in 2014-2015, my research on the 
Founding Mothers of Europe was supported by: Pro-
fessor Luigi Vittorio Ferraris (coordinator of Young 
Leaders), Professor Nicola Antonetti (President of Lu-
igi Sturzo Institute), Professor Gianni Dessì (General 
Secretary of Luigi Sturzo Institute) and, of course, the 
Young Leaders.
Also many Professors of La Sapienza University of 
Rome supported from 2016 the research, in particular: 
Professor Giovanna Motta, Professor Alessandro Sag-
gioro, Professor Nicola D’Angelo, Professor Francesco 
Gui, Professor Daniel Vincelli Pommier and Professor 
Marcello Barbanera. 
Thank also to all the people contacted or interviewed: 
Agnès Deshormes, Ana Paula Laissy, Fidelia La Valle, 
Grazia Masetti, Mariagrazia Rossilli, Raniero La Valle, 
Sofia Corradi and Gianna Radiconcini.
Finally, my gratitude is for all my friends and relatives 
who helped me and in particular Giulia Del Vecchio, 
the author of Founding Mothers of Europe’s portraits, 
and the editor, Beniamino de’ Liguori Carino.
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