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It is in the context of the turbulent history of the 20th century that the significance of Spinelli’s political design must be interpreted yet today, on the occasion of the 100th anniversary of his birth. It is not enough to view him simply as a protagonist of those years. He was the founder of a new political movement: namely, the movement for European unity. For this reason he can be defined as an “historical man”. According to Hegel, historical men “are those who first expressed what men want.” They are not philosophers, but “men of action”. They “know and want their work, because it corresponds to the age”.

In the summer of 1941, when Spinelli together with Ernesto Rossi wrote the Ventotene Manifesto, the document which defines his action plan for the United States of Europe, Hitler’s swastika flags were waving all over the European continent. After the occupation of France, German troops were attacking the Soviet Union, but the founders of European federalism, though confined on Ventotene, were able to see beyond the apparent horizon and glimpse the future of post-war Europe’s development.
When Spinelli was arrested and then convicted by the fascist special tribunal in 1927, he was just twenty years old and was a leader of the young communists. His solitary reflections in jail led him to choose the value of freedom and to give up communism in 1937. The choice of democracy represented for Spinelli only the beginning of a difficult intellectual journey. The encounter in 1939 at Ventotene with Ernesto Rossi, one of the leaders of the movement “Giustizia e Libertà,” marked Spinelli for life. Rossi was the vehicle of federalist culture. As a professor of economics, he was authorized to correspond with Einaudi, who sent him some books by Lionel Robbins.

In a vivid autobiographical page of his memoirs Spinelli described how he discovered federalism and what are the sources of his federalist thinking:

“In a volume of writings by Luigi Einaudi reproducing a few articles he published in the ‘Corriere della sera’ at the beginning of 1919, using the pen name Junius,
 […] the author brought the project of the League of Nations before the tribunal of reason, found it wholly groundless, and, recalling the constitutional events which led to the foundation of the United States of America, proposed a real federation uniting under the rule of law the peoples which were getting out of the blood bath.

In the following years I have often been thinking that really habent sua fata libelli (little books have their own destiny). When those pages were written, they were received with indifference and 
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the author himself put them aside, since he did not feel it necessary to dig more deeply into that matter. About twenty years later that book accidentally fell under the eyes of two people who had been living for more than ten years isolated from the rest of the world and were then observing with anxious interest the tragedy that had begun in Europe. We perceived that these pages were not written in vain, since they were beginning to fructify in our minds.

Requested by Rossi, who as a professor of economics was authorised to write to him, Einaudi sent him two or three booklets of English federalist literature which had flourished toward the end of the thirties as a result of Lord Lothian’s influence. Apart from Lionel Robbins’s book The Economic Causes of War, which I subsequently translated and which was published by the publishing house Einaudi, I cannot recall the titles or authors of others. But their analysis of the political and economic perversion that nationalism leads to, and their reasoned presentation of the federal alternative, have remained to this day impressed on my memory like a revelation.

Since I was looking for mental clarity and precision, I was not attracted by the foggy and contorted ideological federalism of Proudhon or Mazzini, but by the clean, precise thinking of these English federalists, in whose writings I found a very good method for analysing the chaotic state of affairs into which Europe was plunging and for drawing up alternative prospects”.

The core of Spinelli’s federalist thinking lies in two elements. The first one is the concept of crisis of the national state, that enables to see contemporary history in a new perspective, made it possible for Spinelli to analyse in depth the causes of imperialism and fascism, whose essential elements were already present in the works of his mentors. At the root of these phenomena there is the fusion of state and nation, which creates an explosive mixture and gives rise to authoritarian trends within the state and to aggressive trends in the international plane. Ultimately, the cause of imperialism and war lies in state sovereignty and international anarchy. The more specific cause of imperialism in the era of the world wars is to be found in the crisis of the European system of states. It was brought about by the internationalisation of the productive process, which pushed every state to try to weaken its neighbours through protectionism and to enlarge the economic space under the control of each of them, driving Germany to wage war for getting hegemony over the whole continent. As far as fascism is concerned, it is the point of arrival of the historical evolution of the national state, the expression of the belligerent and authoritarian trends dormant in its closed and centralized structure and become virulent with the exacerbation of power contest in Europe. On the economic and social plane, fascism is seen as the totalitarian and corporative answer to the economic stagnation of a market whose dimensions are inadequate for the development of modern production techniques; an answer to the disintegration of society, which is reduced to a battle-ground among corporate interests; to the need to eliminate social divisions, which make weaker the State’s capability to defend itself; and to the need to adjust the production system to the requirements of a war economy.

The second element is the European Federation, designed as a means to overcome international anarchy 

and to assure peace. Spinelli drew from the experience of American federalism the lesson that European unity should be conceived as a constitutional objective. The history of the formation of the United States of America shows clearly that state sovereignty was the agent of the division of North America and that unity was achieved when a federal government, endowed with limited but real powers, was created.

This constitutional vision of European unity enabled Spinelli to point out the limits of international solutions to the problem of the construction of a European political order. Not only co-operation among states, which is the expression of an intercourse between sovereign powers and does not tend to create unity, but also international organisations, which generally are not endowed with a supranational power.

What distinguishes Spinelli from those who, before him, chose federalism for expressing their political position, but confined themselves to place the European Federation in a distant, indefinite future, is the idea of the current topicality of the European Federation. Eugenio Colorni in the preface to the Ventotene Manifesto described the European Federation as “an attainable goal, almost within our reach”.

If we consider the history of Europe after WWII, it cannot be asserted that the idea of the topicality of the European Federation was wrong. European unification is simply a gradual process, which is still unaccomplished. Overcoming the crisis of the nation-state through the construction of European unity requires long-term processes of such a complex nature that to achieve them takes longer than any man’s natural life-span. Today however, 100 years after Spinelli’s birth and 50 years after the creation of the European Community, we can assert that a considerable part of Spinelli’s project has been achieved. That he has been admitted into the Pantheon of the Founding Fathers is shown by the fact that one European Parliament building is dedicated to him. The European Commission, the European Parliament, the European Court of Justice, the European Central Bank now regulate what were once considered the domestic affairs of the nation-states. The powerful growth of European unification highlights the erosion of states’ sovereignty and fosters the strengthening of economic, monetary, social and environmental competences at the EU level.

It is in the field of political action that Spinelli’s work made a really innovatory impact. He developed a new sector of federalist thinking: the theory of a democratic action for unifying a group of states. The great novelty of his vision consists in the strategic priority given to the goal of the European federation, over that of the renovation of the national state. What the parties of liberal, democratic, socialist and national ideologies have in common is the priority they give to the betterment of their state and their belief that peace is the automatic consequence of the establishment of the principles of, respectively, liberty, equality, social justice and national independence. The peculiarity of the federalist viewpoint consists in the overturning of this priority. 

The question that must be resolved first, failing which progress is no more than mere appearance, is the definitive abolition of the division of Europe into national, sovereign states [...]. Anyone taking the problem of the international order as the central problem in this historical age, and considering its solution to be the prerequisite for solving all the institutional, economic and social problems imposed on our society, is obliged to consider all the issues relating to internal political contrasts and the attitudes of each political party from this point of view, even with regard to the tactics and strategies of daily struggle .

Who attends only to national renovation does not act upon the cause of international conflicts, imperialism and war. Due to international anarchy, national independence tends to turn into nationalism, liberty tends to be sacrificed to the need to centralize power and favour military security; military expenses are an alternative to social expenses. Unlike political parties (and traditional ideologies inspiring them) which generally continue to confine themselves to plan government or regime changes within state borders, but do not question their own state, the federalist project aims at a more radical change, which affects the very nature of the state, i.e. its transformation into a member state of a federation. For Spinelli, federalism is the response to the greatest problems of contemporary society, which have acquired much wider dimensions than nation-states. The federalist outlook is the expression of the awareness that the European unification and the unification of other great regions of the world in the perspective of world unity, have the priority over the goal of renewing individual states considered separately All this highlights the lack of autonomy of internal politics and the illusion of the reform of the national state, by now surpassed by processes transcending it. Therefore, “if tomorrow the struggle were to remain restricted within traditional national boundaries, it would be very difficult to avoid the old contradictions”.
 Since the traditional political forces pursue the reform of the national State, they remain prisoners of that institution, suffer from its decline and hence place themselves in the camp of conservatism. From the above it ensues, therefore, a shifting of the centre of political struggle from the national plane to the international. A new dividing line tends to be established between the forces of progress and those of conservatism: 

Therefore, the dividing line between progressive and reactionary parties no longer coincides with the formal lines of more or less democracy, or the pursuit of more or less socialism, but the division falls along a very new and substantial line: those who conceive the essential scope and goal of struggle as being the ancient one, the conquest of national political power, and who, albeit involuntarily, play into the hands of reactionary forces, letting the incandescent lava of popular passions set in the old moulds, and thus allowing old absurdities to arise once again, and those who see the main purpose as the creation of a solid international state, who will direct popular forces towards this goal, and who, even if they were to win national power, would use it first and foremost as an instrument for achieving international unity .
 

In the era of the crisis of the national state and of the internationalisation of the productive process, the clash between the forces of progress and those of conservatism takes no longer place in the national arena between the principles of liberty and dictatorship, or between those of socialism and capitalism. Who chooses to commit himself in the national plane, even if his objective is to realize more democracy or more socialism, places himself in the camp of conservatism, because his political action consolidates the national states. As a consequence, the objective to pursue above all by those willing to promote progress is the overcoming of the division of Europe and of the world in sovereign states. The supranational era makes a new dividing line emerge among the political and social forces: that between nationalism and federalism.

Spinelli defined the strategy to achieve the European federation. This objective has a dual nature. On the one hand, it is a treaty in which states agree to give up part of their power to a supranational government, and on the other it is a Constitution defining the structure of this union of states. Since the nature of the objective determines the character of the means to be used, Spinelli concluded that progress towards the construction of a European federation would not be possible without the agreement of the states, even though the latter represent the main obstacle to the transfer of powers to the European level.

The model of the Philadelphia Constitutional Convention was constantly in his mind. Following this example, Spinelli specified the characteristics of the constituent method which he saw as the only procedure possible for the successful construction of a European democratic power. It required on the one hand a European constituent assembly representing all the peoples and political forces of Europe. This would be the only body entitled to act since its legitimacy would derive from the fact that it was elected and therefore had the authority necessary to draft and propose a Constitution. On the other hand, as a democratic assembly it would take its decisions publicly and by majority vote together with procedures permitting a clear identification of responsibilities and therefore enabling democratic and productive decision-making. This is, namely, the opposite of the diplomatic method in which decisions are reached in secret and by unanimity: a process which protects national sovereignty and leads to compromises that have to take the individual interests of every participating state into account.

When the first European institutions were established, Spinelli’s strategic goal became the bestowal of the constitutional mandate on the parliamentary bodies which were  a significant aspect of those institutions. On the basis of this constitutional strategy, Spinelli twice succeeded in bringing Europe to the threshold of a federal union. First, he tried to put the European army – in course of construction between 1951 and 1954 – under a European political power. Second, in 1984, as a member of the European Parliament he tried again with the draft Treaty of European Union. In both cases it was a parliamentary body – the enlarged Assembly of the European Coal and Steel Community and the European Parliament – that drafted the constitutional document. And in both cases the constitutional project was defeated by a single government: France in the first instance, and then Britain.

The Convention summoned in 2001 to frame a European Constitution was the most recent incarnation of Spinelli’s constitutional strategy, though at the same time it contained an innovatory element, namely a constitutional procedure based on co-decision between associated national and European institutions and their governmental and parliamentary organs. On the one hand, member states’ governments recognized that Spinelli was right in thinking it is unrealistic to entrust an intergovernmental conference (IGC) with the task of drafting a Constitution for the people’s representatives are essential to the process. On the other hand, any attempt to eliminate the influence of national governments from the drafting of institutional reforms is wishful thinking and destined to fail. A federal Constitution is a pact between both states and citizens. This means that governments and parliaments, national and European institutions, are indispensable partners in the constitutional process.

The limitation of the constitutional revision procedure – as regulated by art. 443 of the Constitutional Treaty and now confirmed by the Reform Treaty – lies in the fact that the IGC, deciding by unanimity, has the last word as regards ratification. This rule compels the EU to proceed at the speed of the slowest of the 27member states. 

This is the main problem to be resolved by a new Convention. A qualified majority of member states should be sufficient to pass constitutional revisions. As Britain and Poland have opted out of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights – a genuine constitutional matter – it may be ventured that similar decisions might in future also be taken concerning other elements of a comprehensive project for a European Constitution.

If Spinelli were among us, addressing the decision of governments to abandon the Constitution and return to the method of international treaties, he would say: “In spite of all”, let us go ahead. More specifically, we can guess that he would concentrate all his energy in the effort of convening a new Convention. Those are the words which, according to Max Weber – I am referring to the famous lecture on Politics as a Vocation he gave at the University of Munich in 1919 – express the “steadfastness of heart” which enables the political leader to “brave even the crumbling of all hopes”. Spinelli was used to say that the strength of European unification lay in its “ability to rise from its defeats”.
 This is the lesson we can learn from the history of the attempts to construct European institutions.

In the past, the rejection of the European Defence Community provided the premise for the EEC. Likewise, after the rejection of the Treaty of European Union, the adoption of the Single European Act created the conditions for Monetary Union. The Reform Treaty which will replace the European Constitution, however inadequately, nevertheless represents a step forward which can raise expectations and generate pressures likely to compel governments to consider more advanced solutions regarding the governance of the European economy, the unification of foreign and security policy, and majority voting in respect of constitutional revision.
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