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Is Today’s Divided Europe
Still Credible?

In the face of events that are revolutionising the framework of in-
ternational relations and the balances of power between various world 
regions, Europe finds itself both ill-prepared and paralysed. 

Ill-prepared on account of the member states’ failure over the past 
seven decades to establish a federal supranational political power ca-
pable of guaranteeing the Union’s ability to act. And paralysed by the 
fear—shared by many governments—of the possible electoral conse-
quences of boldly pursuing the creation of a political Europe, by the in-
ability to see beyond a now superseded vision of international relations, 
and by an apparent obliviousness both to the urgent need for change and 
to the risk of losing the values that originated and flourished in Europe.

In a world of shifting balances, in which the powers external to Eu-
rope are engaged in a struggle to seize resources and secure spheres 
of political influence, the European Union’s inability to embark on a 
path of radical political transformation—combined with the cautious 
and hesitant attitude of its member states and institutions—is seriously 
undermining the credibility of the European integration process itself. 
This could potentially lead to a complete collapse of public confidence 
and spell the end of the entire project.

In recent months, there have been multiple signs of Europe’s weak-
ness, inability to assert its positions, and loss of credibility on the inter-
national stage.

We may cite, for example, the Europeans’ exclusion from the Alas-
ka summit between Trump and Putin—an event that amounted to a le-
gitimization of Putin as an interlocutor and a complete delegitimization 
of the European Union and its member states.

Or, similarly, the recent tariffs agreement between the United States 
and the European Union. In this case, the Europeans’ initially cautious 
response to the Trump administration’s threats of staggering tariffs on 
European goods—unlike Canada, for example, the Europeans were 
careful not to react with counter-threats such as deploying the EU’s 
anti-coercion mechanism (or ‘bazooka’)—ultimately led to an under-
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taking not to raise tariffs on US products, a promise to purchase US 
energy (worth $750 billion over three years) and military equipment, 
and a commitment to increase direct investment in the United States by 
$600 billion—all in exchange for a 15 per cent tariff on European goods 
rather than the threatened 30 per cent.

This agreement is a compromise that runs completely counter to the 
direction outlined in Draghi’s report on competitiveness, which stressed 
the urgent need for Europe to gain autonomy from external powers and 
equip itself with real political planning and decision-making capacity. 
The report also made it clear that, in a world increasingly dominated 
by competition between continental-scale powers, the illusion that de-
fence, energy and technological needs can be met through dependence 
on others is no longer sustainable.

Indeed, the inability of the fragmented and divided European coun-
tries to influence international decision-making and protect the interests 
of their citizens and businesses was already clearly evident in the recent 
G7 decision on the Global Minimum Tax proposal, which has already 
been implemented, fully or partially, by 55 (mainly European) countries. 
At the G7 summit in late June, the United States managed to secure an ex-
emption for US-headquartered multinationals, thereby effectively caus-
ing the tax to backfire against businesses based in the European Union.

The European Union’s lack of political influence and its dependence 
in many areas on external powers—particularly its subordination to the 
United States—are not the result of chance. Rather, they are direct con-
sequences of the fact that the EU is not a political entity and has no au-
thority independent of its member states. In other words, its dependence 
on external powers—in particular the United States—is ultimately root-
ed in its internal dependence on its own member states.

This dependence is most evident in areas traditionally recognised to 
lie at the heart of state sovereignty—such as foreign and defence policy, 
and economic and fiscal policy—but, in reality, it also obstructs the imple-
mentation of policies that the European Union ought to be able to pursue 
independently, given that they fall within its exclusive competence. Re-
turning to the tariffs issue, one need only think of the customs union and 
the common commercial policy. Since these are two of the areas under the 
EU’s sole jurisdiction, in which decisions are taken by qualified majority 
in the Council and therefore not subject to any right of veto, the member 
states cannot intervene in them. Nevertheless, even here, the lack of a 
European political power capable of acting independently of the member 
states greatly limits the Union’s ability to act, for two main reasons. 
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First, because the ability to negotiate tariff and trade agreements 
with third countries is closely tied to foreign policy choices, and thus 
to political decisions regarding Europe’s role on the international stage. 
Indeed, since the CFSP is regulated by intergovernmental mechanisms 
based on the rule of unanimity, these decisions remain essentially in the 
hands of the member states, meaning that the Union, far from able to 
develop a coherent strategy, is constrained by the differing views of its 
member states and thus prevented from making decisions. This in turn 
explains why, in the face of Trump’s aggressive stance, the member 
states found themselves divided on the best way to approach the United 
States, with Italy prioritising the maintenance of good relations, and 
other countries, such as France, favouring a firmer position.

Second, because the Europeans’ dependence on third countries in 
many areas weakens their negotiating power even in those that are ex-
clusive competences of the EU. We might think, for example, of how 
Europe’s dependence on the United States for defence and military 
equipment—and the associated fear that the US might lose interest in 
European defence, leaving Ukraine to fall into Putin’s hands—had the 
effect of curbing efforts to respond to Trump’s tariff policy with a hard-
line approach, and ultimately saw the Europeans settling for an unfa-
vourable compromise.

Therefore, even though the European Union has, in principle, a free 
hand when it comes to matters of trade policy, its power is hollow in 
practice.

As already mentioned, it is primarily in the areas lying at the heart 
of state sovereignty that this condition of dependence strips the Union 
of its autonomy and prevents it from acting. The key such area—to be 
addressed as a priority—is that of EU funding, since the creation of 
own resources, based on EU fiscal competence, is the essential precon-
dition for the exercise of all the Union’s other competences.

And yet, even though numerous observers have repeatedly stressed 
the crucial nature of this issue and the urgent need for the EU to find 
a way of funding itself independently of its member states, there ap-
pears to be—as shown by the debate surrounding the recent proposal 
for the Multiannual Financial Framework 2028–2034 presented by 
the Commission—no real awareness of this need, either within the 
member states or at the level of the EU institutions. Compared with 
previous Frameworks, the new proposal contains several new devel-
opments—an increase in the budget from 1.1 per cent to 1.6 per cent, 
new priorities, a €410 billion fund to promote competitiveness and 
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innovation, a €400 billion package to support financially struggling 
states—to be funded through the issuance of European debt—and 
new own resources. It is therefore a sign that the Commission recog-
nises the need to secure additional resources in order to address the 
new challenges now facing Europe.

The risk, however, is that all this will lead to nothing. Not just be-
cause the proposed budget increase would not actually be that signifi-
cant—since the additional amount would also have to cover interest pay-
ments on debt issued under NextGenerationEU, it would correspond to 
a real increase of only 0.04 per cent—but also because the proposal falls 
within the framework of existing procedures, meaning that its adoption 
will require unanimity in the Council and approval by the parliaments of 
the member states. Also, leaving aside the fact that some countries have 
already expressed their opposition to the proposal, it is quite significant 
that no EU institution—not even the European Parliament, glaringly ex-
cluded from the decision on own resources—has raised the issue of the 
need to grant the Union genuine budgetary autonomy, which could be 
achieved through a reform that uncouples decisions on EU financing 
from the requirement of unanimity among the member states, and in-
stead entrusts them to a true European-level fiscal authority, ensuring 
full involvement of the European Parliament in the process. Without 
such a reform, there can be no real increase in the resources at the EU’s 
disposal, which means that any proposal can only result in a mere real-
location of resources from one area to another.

Once again, then, the courage to really address the critical issues of 
the process of integration and break away from the existing system seems 
to be lacking, leaving the European Union caught in a vicious cycle.

The window of opportunity for reversing this trend is limited, mak-
ing it essential for at least some of Europe’s member states, starting 
with those belonging to the ‘coalition of the willing’ supporting Kyiv—
to take the initiative to form a core political union able to reaffirm the 
centrality of the values developed in Europe and restore credibility to 
the project of peace and democracy that lies at the heart of the process 
of European unification.

As pointed out by Giuliano Noci, writing in Il Sole 24 Ore (‘L’Oc-
cidente e le nuove regole per evitare il crollo definitivo’, 24 August 
2025), unless action is taken now, the entire structure will collapse—
and Europe will not be a bystander: it will be buried in the rubble, won-
dering how things ever came to this.

The Federalist
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Unite or Perish

Since the inauguration of the new US administration, Europe and 
its citizens have been faced with the harsh reality that not only Russia 
but also the United States increasingly regard the European Union as an 
enemy to be sidelined—a weak and internally divided organisation with 
limited political influence that seeks to obstruct Russia’s expansionist 
ambitions towards Ukraine and Eastern Europe, while simultaneously 
seeking to impose its own regulations and standards on American com-
panies, thereby placing them at a competitive disadvantage. At the same 
time, it represents a model of openness and resistance to the forces of 
nationalism, and thus stands in stark contrast to the cultural vision em-
braced by both the White House and the Kremlin.

Although a paradoxical convergence of the stances of the USA and 
Russia on both the invasion of Ukraine and the role of Europe had been 
apparent since the very start of Trump’s second term, the American ad-
ministration’s proposed 28-point plan to end the conflict, unveiled at 
the end of November, constituted a further escalation of this trend. In 
fact, the plan fully aligns with the demands of the aggressor, Russia, 
while severely penalising the victim of the aggression, Ukraine. The 
document explicitly accuses Ukraine of Nazism, while also calling for 
it to abandon its NATO membership aspirations, reduce its armed forc-
es to just 600,000 troops, and cede additional territory beyond the areas 
already occupied by Russia. Above all, under the terms of the plan, the 
fate of the Ukrainian people would be decided by the United States and 
Russia, with the Europeans excluded from any role in the negotiations 
and merely required to assume obligations and financial commitments.

Even though more developed documents are now under negotia-
tion, and the EU and its member states, together with Ukraine, have 
managed to prevent the plan from being finalised, the fact remains that 
the USA—on whose support Kyiv depends in order to continue holding 
out against Russia’s aggression—has shifted from an ally to a power 
primarily interested in pursuing convergence with Putin. 

Further confirmation of this shift in relations is provided by the 
United States National Security Strategy, presented by Trump at the 
beginning of December. It openly accuses the Europeans of: treating 
Russia as an existential threat; harbouring unrealistic expectations of 
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the peace process, thereby impeding its progress; eroding their own 
identity and civilisation through excessively permissive immigration 
policies; undermining the fundamental principles of democracy; and 
suffocating opposition forces—by which it means nationalist parties 
such as the AfD in Germany and the Front National in France, which 
the White House regards as sources of ‘great optimism’.

If we also consider that European states are subject to daily Rus-
sian drone incursions and cyberattacks, not to mention Russia’s ongo-
ing campaign of disinformation and its financial support for Europe’s 
strongly nationalist parties, it becomes clear that the continent, under 
attack on all fronts, has effectively already been drawn into the ongoing 
conflict and must now find the strength to respond.

Against this backdrop, the European Council meeting of 18–19 
December 2025 represented an important opportunity for the Europe-
an member states to send Russia and the United States a strong signal 
through decisions on two crucial issues: aid for Ukraine in the wake 
of the Trump administration’s declarations of disengagement, and the 
Mercosur agreement, which—in today’s climate of great power com-
petition and rising US tariffs—would guarantee the Europeans pref-
erential access to a major market. On both, however, the European 
Council settled for solutions that, while positive in some respects, did 
not amount to strong political responses. The picture of the EU that 
thus emerged was that of an organisation composed of numerous small 
states, each driven by its own national interest and consequently willing 
to opt for the easiest course of action.  

Indeed, on the trade policy question concerning the possibility of 
opening up to the Mercosur market, which would mean significant 
economic gains for the Europeans, it was French concerns—stemming 
from the French government’s weakness in the face of its farmers’ pro-
tests—together with similar reservations from Italy, that ultimately pre-
vailed, resulting in a one-month postponement of the decision.

On the political issue relating to the war in Ukraine, the limits of a 
Union that remains hostage to its member states emerged more clearly 
than ever. The Commission’s proposal, supported by Germany and the 
Nordic states, to use the frozen Russian assets currently held on the Eu-
roclear platform to issue a loan to Ukraine—repayable should Moscow 
pay the war reparations it owes, but otherwise automatically convert-
ible into compensation for war damages—met with opposition from 
Belgium, concerned that it might ultimately be held solely responsible 
for the platform, which is headquartered on its territory, as well as from 



9

France and Italy, fearful of possible retaliatory measures against their 
companies. It was furthermore rejected by Hungary, Slovakia and the 
Czech Republic, whose pro-Russian governments oppose solutions that 
would put pressure on the Kremlin. It should at this point be noted that 
use of the frozen Russian assets was also addressed in Trump’s 28-point 
peace plan, which envisaged investing EUR 100 billion of these funds 
in US-led reconstruction of Ukraine, with the United States set to re-
ceive 50 per cent of the resulting profits and the remaining frozen funds 
to be channelled into a joint United States–Russia investment vehicle. 
It is therefore clear that it was in the United States’ interest for the Eu-
ropean Council’s proposal on use of the assets to fail. Likewise, the fact 
that the project was fiercely denounced in Russian propaganda confirms 
that it would have created serious difficulties for Putin. Even the Italian 
government’s cool stance on the proposed use of the assets was likely 
driven by a desire not to irritate Trump, with whom it believes it enjoys 
a special relationship.

The compromise solution ultimately adopted was to authorise a 
EUR 90 billion loan to Ukraine, funded through the issuance of new 
EU budget-backed bonds. To secure the abstention of Hungary, Slova-
kia and the Czech Republic—necessary because decisions on EU debt 
require unanimity—these countries were granted ‘opt-outs’ that exempt 
them from contributing to the repayment of the debt in question. The 
European Council, in its conclusions, justifies this measure on the basis 
of Article 20 TEU on enhanced cooperation, even though the conditions 
for such cooperation were not actually met in this case. Meanwhile, the 
Russian assets remain frozen for potential use in the future.

The final outcome, while providing a lifeline for Ukraine and con-
taining positive elements insofar as it overcame resistance to the issu-
ance of new debt, ultimately worked in favour of both Putin and Trump. 
Indeed, the new loan will, in practice, be paid by European taxpayers 
rather than by Russia, while the aforementioned pro-Russia EU gov-
ernments succeeded both in preventing a course of action strongly op-
posed by Putin and in avoiding all repercussions of the decision to raise 
additional debt.

Even though the European Council’s two decisions safeguard both 
the possibility of concluding the Mercosur agreement in 2026 and Eu-
rope’s continued support for Ukraine (whose defence resources would 
otherwise have been exhausted by the end of March), its meeting was 
nevertheless a missed opportunity. A positive decision on the Mercos-
ur question would have underlined the EU’s capacity to counter the 



10

United States’ protectionist drift, while strengthening its reputation as a 
reliable trading partner. Moreover, the use of Russian assets to support 
Ukraine’s resistance would have guaranteed Kyiv the resources needed 
to confront an already weakened Russia, thereby helping to induce the 
latter to accept a ‘just’ peace, while at the same time demonstrating the 
Europeans’ determination to react with unity and resolve to the attacks 
mounted by Trump and Putin on our model of integration and democra-
cy, and setting Europe on the path to political unification.

Europe has long clung to the illusion that it can prosper in a world 
of open markets and international cooperation without needing to create 
a federal union. This belief has not only led to serious delays in key 
sectors such as defence, technological innovation and the digital sphere, 
but also left the European member states—now abruptly awakened to a 
global order defined by competition between major powers and a return 
to the use of force as an instrument of international relations—para-
lysed by fear and unable to respond decisively to external provocations.

This inability stems less from the unanimity rule than from the inter-
governmental method—a rigid decision-making process that prevents 
the emergence of a European general interest and allows the member 
states to exert decisive influence over the functioning of the Union, 
thereby rendering it effectively dependent on them. First of all, when 
issues of fundamental importance to the future of the Union are decided 
by the governments of the member states—regardless of whether those 
decisions are taken unanimously or by qualified majority—the outcome 
necessarily reflects a compromise among competing national interests 
rather than a solution that serves the interest of Europe’s citizens as a 
whole. Indeed, every national government is accountable to its own 
electorate and by definition constrained by considerations linked to its 
electoral cycle and short-term interests. The unfolding of the European 
Council meeting in December reflects this reality, in which the impor-
tance of opening up to the Mercosur market and protecting Ukraine 
(whose defeat would cost Europeans far more dearly, both politically 
and economically, than the use of frozen Russian assets) was ultimately 
outweighed by the interests of individual states, driven by domestic po-
litical considerations and by their ties to the United States or Russia. A 
forum of national governments cannot, by definition, fulfil the role that 
would be performed by a democratically legitimised European govern-
ment, which, being accountable not to individual national electorates 
and parliaments but to the citizens of Europe as a whole, would be in a 
position to take decisions in their common interest. 
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The European Union’s dependence on its member states becomes 
particularly problematic in relation to the issue of the EU budget, and 
thus the Union’s capacity to provide aid to Ukraine and to issue debt on 
a structural rather than occasional basis. Most of the European Union’s 
revenue in fact still derives from member state contributions, and the 
Union still lacks fiscal autonomy. The debt incurred by the Commission 
following the approval of the NextGenerationEU package, guaranteed 
by the EU budget (temporarily raised to 2 per cent GNI for this pur-
pose), will require member states to increase their contributions unless 
new European own resources are introduced. The latter is a matter on 
which, at present, no agreement has been reached, as any such agree-
ment requires unanimity both in the Council and at national level pur-
suant to Article 311 TFEU. A European Union endowed with a feder-
al budget financed by fiscal resources fixed and levied directly by the 
Union would be able, on the one hand, to invest in the sectors (defence, 
digital technology and technological innovation) in which it is clearly 
lagging behind; on the other, like any other sovereign entity, it would 
be able to issue debt systematically, as its solvency would be guaran-
teed by the said fiscal resources, collected directly from citizens and 
businesses. In the absence of these conditions, debt issuance by the Eu-
ropean Union cannot be structural—it would have to be decided on an 
ad hoc basis by the member states in emergency situations—and may 
fail to attract investors, who, aware of the Union’s structural weakness, 
internal divisions, and lack of a European fiscal authority to guarantee 
the debt, might be induced look elsewhere.

The stretching of the Union’s institutional mechanisms to their lim-
its, and the adoption of compromise solutions such as the ‘opt-outs’ 
granted to Hungary, Slovakia and the Czech Republic at the December 
summit, while clearly necessary in emergency situations and capable of 
addressing the fault lines that threaten the integration process, do not 
alter the fact that the European Union—or even just some of its mem-
bers—must either constitute a political union, or inevitably succumb 
to the pressures of the member states’ divergent interests, leaving its 
citizens irrelevant on the global stage. 

The Federalist
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Europe as a Third Power.
The Profound Relevance

of Altiero Spinelli’s Views Today
SPYRIDON ST. KOGKAS

Introduction.
The emergence of the new imperialist bipolarity between the USA 

and the Russia-China axis—the East’s most compact bloc in geopo-
litical, military, energy and economic terms—is threatening European 
unification, and we have to accept that this is due to a crisis of the Euro-
pean Union’s attempt to establish itself as a regulatory force in the glob-
al order that was born from the collapse of the Eastern socialist bloc.

This assumption needs to be taken as the starting point for a deep 
analysis of the strategic causes of this situation and a realistic assess-
ment of how to address the crisis, with a view to ensuring Europe’s 
recovery and its ability, in the future, to act independently of these two 
superpower blocs on the global chessboard.

For every European, analysis of these causes is a priority political 
task that must lead to a complete dissection of the EU project’s geopo-
litical and existential crisis.

This is not something that can be done within the framework of an 
article, nor is it part of a typical academic research process. Crucially, 
it should contribute to a public conversation within the federalist and 
pro-European forces with the aim of generating a series of practical 
conclusions able, in turn, to drive action suited to the new conditions. 
It is about supporting concrete steps to end the crisis while also treating 
it as a strategic opportunity to accelerate Europe’s federal unification.

The EU today, especially since the start of war in Ukraine and 
Trump’s re-election to the White House, has to realise that all the theo-
ries underpinning a linear, supposedly harmonious, development of the 
European project are relics of a superseded historical era.

Europe currently seems to be at risk of regressing to a state even 
further back than where it stood after the end of World War II. Such 
a scenario, were it to materialise, would completely invalidate all the 
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developments of the past 65 years, while, in particular, strengthening 
the view that the nation state constitutes a better option than the EU for 
the peoples of our continent. It would represent, in both public opinion 
and broader popular belief, an ideological defeat of the federalist idea, 
and of all those who lead, and have led, the EU, particularly over the 
past three decades. Today, therefore, it is not enough just to condemn 
nationalism; it is also necessary to courageously identify the processes 
that have driven European society towards the forces that would see the 
EU dissolved in the name of national sovereignty.

The European Union’s failed attempt at geopolitical, social and cul-
tural integration and its refusal to wage a political struggle against the 
various ideologies that, although different, sustain the idea and practice 
of the nation state, are the root causes of the resurgence of the anti-fed-
eralist pole and of extremist forces.

Were it not for the traditional European political families’ indiffer-
ence, lack of courage and vision, and, above all, fanatical commitment 
to intergovernmental ideals, and their cooperation with an internal EU 
administrative mechanism that relied on them to control the process of 
building the European Union, we would likely not have seen the pop-
ular disillusionment, disengagement and ultimately conservatism that 
are so widespread among European citizens today.

Unless we take this observation as the starting point for our herme-
neutic approach, we are destined to remain passive and bewildered on-
lookers, and our efforts to analyse the rise of the far right inevitably ster-
ile. Faced with the enormity of the effects of our refusals to accept reality, 
are we really going to allow ourselves to remain in a state of emotional 
shock, failing to seek the errors in our own interpretation and action?

The idea of Europe as a third world power was espoused in the post-
war era by Altiero Spinelli who recognised the continent’s long-term 
geopolitical importance in the balance of global powers, both within and 
beyond the context of the Cold War. The abandonment of this idea-per-
spective—a major strategic failure on the part of the entire political and 
intellectual leadership of the European Union—was was disguised by 
creating a new narrative, loaded with illusions and complacency, namely 
the false idea that economic unification and territorial expansion could 
be achieved without the foundations of a federal state. Amidst the jubi-
lation that followed the collapse of the Eastern bloc, European leaders 
prioritised their dream of creating and integrating new markets, based on 
a regulatory utopia in which these could be coordinated without the need 
for definitive political overcoming of national state structures, without 
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creating new democratic powers at the level of the European institutions, 
without guaranteeing the citizens military and energy security, and with-
out involving them in the new cycles of development enabled by the con-
tinuous advances ushered in by information technology.

Logically, this optimistic illusion endured for a time. European 
monetary and banking policymakers focused on a stock market-driven 
model of globalisation. This model, ultimately shaped by the specific 
policies of corporations, organisations and elites, obviously had noth-
ing to do with supporting a single development plan for the European 
Union—one based on a political entity built around a European federal 
people of different nations. And no one wanted to shatter the (danger-
ous) illusion that the economy and enlargement were working well.

All the exponents of the intergovernmental model thus celebrated the 
‘ideal balance’ between nation state and confederation in a global market 
considered to represent the end of history. The forces leading the Union 
during this period made the decisions that catalysed the current crisis.

In short, they allowed social structures to disintegrate; accepted 
refugees without a strategy for their reception and integration into the 
labour market; and established the Economic and Monetary Union 
through political choices that led to a new North-South divide in Eu-
rope, and ultimately to the PIGS crisis.

Externally, they failed to develop any political strategy for the Mid-
dle East at a time when the reach of extremist and terrorist forces was 
still limited; made economic deals with Russia and China that—based 
on fragmentary actions and designed to serve Germany’s interests—did 
not benefit the Union’s economy in the long term; opted for short-term 
trade deals with the Global South; pursued no global political initiative; 
and embraced economic expansion and the conviction that the model 
of soft economic power would drive unification forward until it even-
tually—at some undefined future time—culminated in political union. 

The ‘Europe as a Third Power’ idea promoted by Altiero Spinelli 
established the priority of purpose necessary to define unity of action—
the reverse is not possible.

His pragmatism did not stem from theoretical obsession with any 
analytical scheme, as he had no interest in confirming any academic 
or ideological prejudice. It was grounded, rather, in the principle that 
geopolitics, political science and international relations are all shaped 
by power balances.

The Third Power idea did not arise from the experience of the 
American Revolution, or from any attempt in the history of continental 
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political conflict to build an empire or other great geopolitical zone.
Spinelli, in essence, elaborated a compelling reinterpretation of the 

argument first clearly advanced by the great Luigi Einaudi in the late 
19th century—namely, that a United States of Europe is the only real-
istic response to the cyclical recurrence of global conflicts between the 
world’s great powers: conflicts posing an existential threat to humanity.

Spinelli’s insistence on the need for a United States of Europe in 
order to have a third global power therefore has a profound realist di-
mension underpinned by an understanding of the character of the great 
powers that shaped the post-WWII world. The victors had presented 
Europe with a stark choice regarding its historical future: to become a 
federation or to resume its historically cyclical role as the battleground 
in the struggle for global hegemony, with all the attendant consequenc-
es in terms of dependence, subjugation and destruction. In short, Third 
Power or eternal slave and victim of the other global powers.

Spinelli therefore knew that the Third Power concept was not a 
great project capable of gradually evolving in normal times, ideally in 
the absence of external interventions and influences. Nor did he see it 
as based on some irrational hatred of the idea of nation or state. Spinelli 
recognised that, in the wake of the devastation wrought by the Second 
World War, the nation state had ceased to be a historically useful tool 
for the European peoples. The geopolitical dimensions of the victors, 
irrespective of the form and symbolic value assumed by the political 
figures at their helm, left no room for illusions as to why Europe, as 
long as it remained a group of nation states, could be nothing other than 
a gathering place for political dwarfs and puppets in an evolving global 
context. This explains why preservation of the nation-state model will 
always be the political and diplomatic strategy of the two—or more—
superpower blocs situated outside Europe and acting in opposition to it.

The importance of the Third Power idea reflects the logic of a last-
ing political revolution at the level of geopolitics, society and culture 
across vast geographical areas. Spinelli, analysing Europe’s long-term 
historical interests within the global geopolitical framework, saw that in 
the absence of the force of the imminent prospect of a world federation, 
the risk of Europe’s extinction or absorption remained the only constant 
in international politics in the age of imperialism.

He thus held that even the very concept of world federalism and 
democracy cannot be safeguarded in the absence of a geopolitical 
stronghold—or space—able to express balance over time and, through 
its innovative federal unification, offer the world a compelling model 
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of international relations based neither on classical liberalism nor on 
classical pragmatism/realism, but on their synthesis and transcendence 
within a European federation.

In Spinelli’s view, the Third Power—meaning a united, federal, sov-
ereign and democratic Europe—is geopolitically destined to constitute 
a cultural alternative to the imperialist powers of the West and the East, 
thus serving Kantian world peace not as an emotional utopia, but as a 
continental power organised to constitute a deterrent force in any war 
threatening the freedom and existence of humanity.

Reflections on Federalist Pragmatism.
No coalition of forces, no matter how negatively it might be viewed, 

is strong enough to become definitive and permanent. Within it, there-
fore, there must exist forces that apply theories of adaptation to reality 
in order to direct it towards their interests, which may diverge from 
those of other forces. Thus, pragmatism can never be completely de-
void of idealism, since the subjective tendency to seek dominance over 
other forces in order to uphold one’s ideals leads to strictly realistic 
exploitation of the given situation.

No power on the world stage currently defends federalism as a glob-
al value in the international order. The fact that some countries operate 
federally internally has no bearing on their international diplomatic and 
political strategy. The most pressing challenge for the European Union 
today is to intervene in the international situation as a subject that op-
erates federally internally, while externally defending the prospect of a 
global federal order as the only realistic development for the survival 
of human society—an axiomatic premise capable of guiding a strategic 
choice in the management of international relations in the 21st century. 
At this point, however, as demonstrated by the Draghi Report and other 
subsequent ones, the issue of the EU’s strategic autonomy runs into 
obstacles of a political nature,  rather than a lack of sound proposals on 
how it should be achieved. In fact, we have the solution to the problem, 
but not the decision to solve it.

But why does reality insist on reminding us of this enormous gap 
between knowledge and will?

Pragmatism, here, means deciding who should make policy on stra-
tegic autonomy within Europe—who should be accelerating Europe’s 
federal unification, and whose task it is to analyse the changes that the 
wise drafters of the various reports highlighted as both feasible and 
needing immediate implementation.
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The European institutions are not designed to bring about their own 
internal revolution towards federation, and they also seem incapable of 
getting the member states to collaborate in order to effect the necessary 
changes. Consequently, in addition to a power vacuum at the consti-
tutional level, there is no ‘Jacobin’ centre and no conscious European 
people capable, as a responsible agent, of acting to obtain the state it 
deserves—namely, the European federation or United States of Europe.

This gap is also a politically unfilled void. In political history, espe-
cially at times of crisis, internal institutional transformations are either 
driven by political minorities, centres or political elites within the in-
stitutions, or they are imposed by political elites supported by majority 
social subjects that act and press for change.

When such revolutionary social subjects do not exist, true institu-
tional change, really addressing the needs of the situation, is unlikely to 
occur. Even if we look at the issues of federal choice through the prism 
of the member states, we find that they will only act in emergency sit-
uations, to seek emergency solutions. That is, only in situations of war, 
revolution or both.

In the grey areas in between, the leading member states (i.e., the 
incumbent governments of the confederation’s leading member states) 
need to agree to pursue—through cooperation and with the support of 
their peoples—the gradual formation of the initial historical core of a 
revolutionary entity that will exert pressure on the weaker and more 
moderate forces of the remaining states. In this context, it is also neces-
sary to consider the opposition of those member states that are trapped 
in an intermediate position—be this due to their dependence on forces 
outside the European Union, because they are acting as saboteurs of 
European unity to benefit third parties, or because, despite being un-
der threat, they cannot get their national political systems to accept the 
transfer of their sovereignty (a structural weakness in the face of the 
fear of dissolution, internal social unrest or an extreme political crisis).

At the point we have reached, the speed of global developments 
worldwide is such that we can no longer afford to dream. The subject 
of the federal people cannot be formed overnight. However, the idea 
of a federal vanguard, made up of a heterogeneous coalition of forces 
that recognise the immediate need to pressure the European Union into 
making all the changes—even preliminary ones—required for its trans-
formation into a federal state, can be pursued as an immediate political 
objective. And that means determining who will make the historically 
significant decisions.
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Let us not deceive ourselves.
Asking the current European Union—formed through a transna-

tional, bureaucratic and confederal process—to approve changes that 
would shake its very foundations, amounts to nothing more than a his-
torically symbolic appeal. What is lacking—like the political subject 
itself—is the leadership capable of turning such changes into reality.

In this situation, with the passing of time already working against 
Europe, the issues needing to be addressed—military autonomy, tech-
nological renewal and investment, social and economic development—
remain unsolved.

This is precisely where the paradox created by the nation states and 
the administrators of domestic power comes into play. The nation states 
are configured to act immediately—to show results, present solutions 
or narratives to the citizens of their countries, and above all to give the 
impression that there exists a ruling class committed to ensuring that 
specific situations are managed in specific ways by specific people.

There can be no pragmatism in the exercise of a political strategy 
forced to unfold in an international emergency when no part of the insti-
tutional system perceives itself as an entity required to offer solutions, 
narratives and specific people to lead the process of adapting the insti-
tutional system to the evolving reality.

Thus, in the face of a vacuum of European federal political leader-
ship, the peoples of the European Union find themselves abandoned to 
the political hegemony of the populists within their states.

The Existing Scenarios.
There can be no mistaking the nature of Trump and Putin’s planned 

and coordinated efforts to turn Europe into a mosaic of nation states, 
thereby triggering the EU’s collapse, disintegration or gradual de-
cline—a process that would see resistance within an ever-growing 
number of member states to any initiative even vaguely resembling a 
move towards federal integration. The general picture is worse if we 
also consider that France and Germany, due to the strength of anti-Eu-
ropean far-right forces within them, continue to lurch from one govern-
ment crisis to the next.

The basic element of the line adopted by these forces is not public 
rejection of the European Union, and certainly not condemnation of 
the value of Europe as an idea. Rather, it is a form of populist repub-
licanism that can and does appropriate democratic rhetoric to set the 
nation state, alleged to offer more direct democratic control, against 
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the distant, foreign and opaque bureaucracy of a supposedly corrupt 
supranational directorate.

But is there any basis for a democratic confrontation with these 
heterogeneous anti-European forces within the nation states? Has even 
minimal support emerged among the mainstream European political 
families for the creation of an informal European front within each 
member state, focused on a series of key issues? The answer is no. 
Beyond joint declarations of the kind typically made during European 
election campaigns, there has been no agreement in this sense, and no 
political force seems to be seeking one.

Have the EU institutions made any concerted efforts to reach civil 
society within the member states in order to launch a coordinated cam-
paign to defend European democracy against nationalist narratives? 
No, there have been no efforts to reach civil society, or even to system-
atically offer it initiatives that might allow social forces to become a 
support engine for the European federal project.

Is there a readiness to counter the shared authoritarian course of the 
US and Russian/Chinese imperialists through a renewed political ap-
peal aimed at mobilising democratic citizens against this international 
axis of totalitarian and pro-totalitarian power structures? No, there is no 
such will at institutional level.

In relation to the issue of strategic autonomy, the absence of a com-
mon European defence industry facilitates the tragic game of arms 
trading openly played by EU member states—not only those aligned 
with Russia, but also, for example, countries such as Spain and France, 
which continue to arm Turkey despite its relationship with Russia and 
its threatening rhetoric towards Greece, a fellow EU member state.

The issue of defence autonomy, linked to the desire for a minimal 
European defence strategy that would see Europe equipped with its own 
armed forces, defence industry and military leadership, independent of 
the member states, is therefore more complex than the debate over with-
ering or reinvigorating NATO. Essentially it is a matter of establishing 
whether the current situation can be addressed through decisions taken 
with a view to creating a sovereign federation within its territories, re-
sponsible for defending its citizens and protecting its institutional culture.

The Third Power idea is more than just a simple slogan. It concerns 
the organisation of all Europe’s external affairs and its international 
presence in relation to the internal political dynamics of its member 
states. For this reason, every setback to European integration at the lev-
el of the member states delays and complicates the implementation of 
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decisions regarding any independent international presence of the EU.
It is not, therefore, a concept that can be strengthened through ge-

neric slogans urging citizens to pressure their governments into adopt-
ing a firmer stance in immediately demanding the institutional reforms 
needed to restart the unification process.

The need to forge a common political front across all the member 
states against the forces of dissolution must first be addressed through 
central decisions by the EU institutions that oblige the political families 
within the European Parliament to draft and submit to their national 
parliaments extraordinary legislative proposals for the authorisation of 
direct military and financial support measures in favour of the Union’s 
defence arm. 

To achieve consensus on Treaty reform, Europe’s institutions, po-
litical families and civil society must coordinate their efforts to build a 
unified and recognisable institutional and social front across the conti-
nent. This front should work not only towards reforming the Treaties and 
bringing about an extraordinary defensive rearmament of the EU, but 
also towards the immediate establishment of a clear position on the in-
ternational political stage—one supported by a solid (although not nec-
essarily unanimous) majority that opposes the United States, viewed as a 
threat to global stability and the democratic cohesion of the Free World.

Several measures are therefore needed: vigorous condemnation of 
US interference in Antarctica and the Middle East and institutional for-
tification of Europe against any form of intervention and interference 
by the USA in its internal affairs, backed by a system of escalating 
and proportionate sanctions; submission of an EU proposal on NATO’s 
obligations in the new global landscape; cessation of all economic co-
operation with any country globally that endorses the military policies 
of the United States, Russia and China within the geopolitical bound-
aries of the EU, both maritime and terrestrial; a global diplomatic and 
trade policy response to Trump’s tariff war against, in particular, Latin 
America, Canada and Africa; the establishment of a process of strategic 
rapprochement with the United Kingdom on a commercial, technolog-
ical and military level.

Is all this feasible? Yes and no. At the point we have reached, none 
of the measures demanded by the current global context appear readily 
achievable. However, without profound and rigorous debate on the set 
of actions that might enable even partial implementation of the Draghi 
Report, the political will to achieve this objective will never materialise. 
The Draghi Report is not the product of a broad and democratic process 
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of elaboration. In Europe, we are not working towards the formation of a 
common public opinion aligned with the federalist-oriented pragmatism 
underlying Draghi’s proposals. Consequently, what is feasible—accord-
ing to the evaluation methodology proposed in the report—remains un-
achievable, because we are not building the mechanisms for some kind of 
European civil lobby around these proposals. What is needed, therefore, 
is the active engagement of industrialists, scientists, citizens, the academ-
ic community and of course military experts and professionals.

All this goes beyond academic debate and pertains to the political 
sphere that, throughout Europe, must henceforth be shaped by discus-
sion of the imperative to accelerate the development of European unifi-
cation towards a federal model. For this reason, all the above measures, 
proposals and lines of attack primarily concern ways to create, within 
the political life of all the member states, the transmission belt rep-
resented by the existential necessity of institutional reform, so as to 
reframe the whole of public European debate, in all the member states, 
around an idea that will mobilise two distinct camps: that of the Euro-
pean democratic forces, and that of the forces of national sovereignty.

Unless we seek to legitimise decisions to relinquish portions of na-
tional sovereignty in favour of the establishment of a European federal 
state, there will be no mobilisation of the party bases and youth wings 
of Europe’s democratic political families, or of the currently marginal-
ised section of civil society still sympathetic to the European idea; and 
above all, the hypocritical forces—hidden and overt guardians of di-
vided national sovereignty that actually support the agenda of Meloni, 
Orbán, Le Pen and AfD—will not be exposed for what they are.

Some might say, but are you calling for a polarisation of Europe? Do 
you want political civil war within our societies? Of course not. On the 
contrary, it is precisely because we want to prevent the forces instigated 
by Washington and Moscow from creating political and social disasters 
in European societies that we are striving to define the process that will 
lead our democracies to reflect on the critical nature of the current mo-
ment, and, through the member states’ institutions, constitutional princi-
ples and rules, foster a broad awareness of the challenges of the future.

The vision of Europe as a Third Power cannot advance if it rests sole-
ly on wishful thinking. It cannot avoid the great shocks of history, nor 
can it fail to revolutionise the way in which the EU’s structures have 
functioned up to now. The current balance of power and existential threat 
to European unification are giving rise to a new raison—a raison d’état 
for a federal Europe as a third global power. This, in itself, forces us to 
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recognise that this turning point of historical development will be reached 
asymmetrically—not in the manner and at the time we would prefer, but, 
rather, through an extraordinary exercise in federal realpolitik.

The Cultural Dimension of the Third Power.
The relevance of Altiero Spinelli’s idea of Europe as a Third Pow-

er does not arise from a particular tradition, ideological religiosity, or 
ideological need to refer to an authority; rather it stems from an endur-
ing contradiction within history—an unfinished process that its very 
opponents repeatedly and unwittingly bring to light.

This fact represents not only a timeless realism on Spinelli’s part but 
also his most significant Platonic idea: that the political cycle of world 
history cannot be renewed without the creation of a United States of Eu-
rope. This pragmatism is likewise the only idea capable of offering even 
a glimmer of hope to the citizens of the European Union, and those of the 
entire world. On this basis, Spinelli’s idea enters the realm of the cultural 
autonomy grounded in Europe’s humanist and democratic tradition.

Freedom—understood as the continual creation of spaces that foster 
individuality and personal development in the face of all tyranny, and 
as the ceaseless commitment to balancing law and freedom—is at the 
heart of Europe’s identity and uniqueness.

Moreover, while Europe’s geopolitical position helps to explain the 
cultural significance of European unification, its importance is not just 
cultural. It also raises the issue of the link between politics and the 
sense of a common destiny, which since the Second World War has 
depended on the ultimate prevalence of a Pax Europaea—precisely the 
contribution that a Federalist Europe could make to resolving the dis-
order and chaos of global politics. The establishment of a new form of 
international law, based on global equality and respect, carries more 
than just political significance. It also embodies the cultural and ethical 
leadership that Europe would assume in demonstrating to the rest of the 
world that only the implementation of a federalist model superior to any 
other model of the past—and therefore not a repetition of the American 
one or any other version—can bring global society in our century closer 
to a new evolutionary leap for humanity’s growth and prosperity. This 
is how a Third Power Europe, capable of balancing the world, could 
signal the end of nationalism and all its mechanisms—by introducing 
a new functional structure in which the only challenge facing citizens 
is the strengthening of subsidiarity and participatory democracy across 
the economy, society, science and culture.
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The ethical imperative to restore an order that will not repeat the 
cycle of destruction, but rather enable the synthesis of the intellectual 
and material dimensions of civilisation—thus averting any risk of ex-
tinction—is the basis of Europe’s distinctiveness. This distinctiveness 
is not superiority but a material manifestation of European democratic 
civilisation’s refusal to accept that human dignity must be subjugated to 
the endless bloodshed of power.

The federal idea sets Europe’s position in a universal dimension, 
linking it to our planet’s need for a global power that does not seek to 
dominate and expand at the expense of others, but ensures, through 
its multidimensional influence, that the balance of power remains fa-
vourable to the possibility of federalism being adopted globally as the 
means of achieving the future global democracy of democracies.

Once again, realism reminds us that the real reason for defending the 
possibility of any normative principle can be found in non-normative 
ones. Europe as a Third Power is neither a legal construct, nor a philo-
sophical concept; it is not a cult of the state, nor a new imperialist identity.

As a result of Europe’s historical condition of finding itself caught 
between the Atlantic power and land empires extending from Asia—its 
geopolitical constant—European politics is destined to be the key to de-
termining how and when humanity’s dependence on these superpowers 
might finally end. As long as the challenge of transforming European 
unity into an independent state remains to be overcome, the crisis of 
international politics will continue to deepen, driving the world toward 
escalating suffering and catastrophe as a result of the two geopolitical 
superpowers’ blind monopolisation of the planet’s most pressing prob-
lems. The United States of Europe represents the crucial parameter for 
turning this geopolitical constant into a new balance of power, buying 
time for a new transition towards a global system of cooperation.

Consider, for a moment, the genealogy of the concepts underlying 
imperialist rhetoric from the First World War to the present day. What 
emerges is an endless metaphysical, ideological, fictional world of ab-
stractions, based on interpretations of a global order in which there is 
no European federal state, no Third Power Europe. On the contrary, 
the European federation project is intertwined with the only normative 
principle capable of regulating all normative fictions and forms of pow-
er: the geopolitics of freedom, peace and the logic of the future.
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Crisis or Transformation?
Notes on Intermediary Bodies

and the State of Society*

GIULIO SAPUTO

Defining the Present: Digital Space and the End of Grand Narratives.
For several decades we have been living in a ‘risk society’,1 in which 

the development of modernity has produced unintended negative effects 
capable of threatening the very existence of humankind irrespective of 
ethnicity, nationality or borders. In this ‘cosmopolitan drama’,2 human-
ity emerges as so interdependent that it becomes difficult to find new 
categories allowing identity to be redefined according to the classic ‘us’ 
versus ‘them’ divide. We are witnessing the contradictions produced 
by the formation of history’s first global civilisation—a civilisation 
held together by major urban centres and the information- and knowl-
edge-based economy, and founded on mobility, interconnectedness and 
the first indications of a global public opinion shaped by a veneer of 
shared cultural experience. Our species seems to be moving towards 
a single destiny, but this unification does not yet imply either equality 
or political convergence: we are witnessing a new fragmentation of the 
planet, often manifesting tragically regressive patterns. Nearly all the 
traditional ideological compasses have lost their credibility: one by one, 
they have revealed the limits created by the lack of a clear plan for gov-
erning globalisation and addressing the ‘dissymmetry’ between global 
issues and the institutions’ embeddedness in national frameworks.3

In the course of the crisis of the ‘western-centric’ order, a gap has 

* This is an adaptation of an address given at the meeting How to Save Liberal De-
mocracy by Building a Federal Democracy / Come salvare la democrazia liberale costru-
endo una democrazia federale, organised by the Debate Office of the MFE and held in 
Naples on 18 October, 2025.

1 Ulrich Beck, Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity, translated by Mark Ritter, 
London, Sage Publications, 1992.

2 Ulrich Beck, La società cosmopolita, Bologna, Il Mulino, 2003.
3 Arjun Appadurai, The Future as Cultural Fact: Essays on the Global Condition, 

London and New York, Verso Books, 2013 and Zygmunt Bauman, Globalization: The 
Human Consequences, New York, Columbia University Press, 1998.
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also opened up between interpretations of reality, individual experience 
and the necessarily now global spheres of action. In the wake of the 
post-modern attempt to deconstruct and analyse complexity, we now 
lack effective symbols for narrating reality. We are incapable of break-
ing free from a linear and mechanistic conception of becoming, and 
thus of explaining the still incalculable elements of our lives.4 Whereas 
first modernity suppressed growth of the self in favour of the commu-
nity, second modernity coincided with the individualisation of life, de-
taching it from blood, geography, gender, kinship, social class and re-
ligion, and ultimately giving rise to a society of individuals—alone yet 
hyperconnected. As the cornerstones of certainty crumble and waves 
of information flood the new digital space, everything in society now 
needs to be revised, renegotiated and rebuilt. And yet, it remains neces-
sary, in fact paramount, to bring some order to this reality, perceived as 
devoid of points of reference. We live in ‘the desert of post-ideology’5 
in which the individual is emancipated but not truly free, and in which 
humankind’s use of science to control reality, reason and even human 
instinct is purely instrumental.

Today, we are witnessing an explosion of storytelling, but there are 
no grand narratives to be found. Traditionally, stories build commu-
nities, yet modern storytelling is merely a commercialized version of 
the concept, oriented towards consumers. The digitalisation of society 
is accelerating the process of emptying it of narratives, because while 
information may accumulate, it does not carry meaning. Nowadays, we 
are better informed, yet we are adrift in a reality flattened by the ac-
cumulation, control, and instant transmission of data. The problem is 
that the complexity of life and reality cannot be conveyed through a 
mere collection of quantifiable events. In today’s disenchanted world, 
community without communication is giving way to communication 
without community, without hope and without a future to imagine.6

A story, like a syllogism, is a form whose conclusion enlivens a 
closed order, providing meaning and identity. Populist, nativist and 
fundamentalist narratives—including conspiratorial ones—are a cheap 
and easy way to respond to this need, a mechanism helped by the un-
bridled development of new technologies. Data that were once used to 
improve the quality of internet searches have become the raw material 

4 Gianni Vattimo, A Farewell to Truth, New York, Columbia University Press, 2011.
5 Slavoj Žižek, The Year of Dreaming Dangerously, London and New York, Verso 

Books, 2012, p. 47.
6 Byung-Chul Han, The Crisis of Narration. translated by Daniel Steuer, Cambridge, 

UK, Polity Press, 2024.
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for a market in which digital corporations are monopolists, reluctant to 
accept any limits on their activities. Users are no longer an end in them-
selves, but rather a means to achieve the goals of others. Surveillance 
and manipulation of online behaviours have become the new currency 
of an economy built on the ability to generate unprecedented profits and 
predict users’ future behaviours. 

In particular, the concept of ‘surveillance capitalism’7 gained trac-
tion within federal agencies as well as within the broader apparatus of 
the United States’ no-holds-barred war on terrorism. To safeguard their 
privileged position and fight any legislation aimed at protecting users’ 
personal data, digital corporations pour tens of millions of dollars into 
lobbying activities every year. Their aim is to make it ‘inevitable’ that 
technology evolves too fast to be regulated and should therefore escape 
political control. The result is a sort of ‘neo-feudalism’8 characterised 
by the consolidation of an elite that operates above the rules of de-
mocracy. In this context, the idea of equivalence is sold as equality, 
while democracy is undermined due to a weakening of the individual’s 
capacity to make conscious choices: the aim is to make people predict-
able and indifferent to the very power system that controls them. In the 
instrumentalised society described, there is no room for autonomous 
thought and no time for politics: everything is hyperconnected, and this 
hyperconnectivity drives the societal transition towards an organised 
and predictable swarm of individuals.

With the rise of artificial intelligence and the gradual erosion of rights 
across digital platforms, we are no longer faced with just one ‘Big Broth-
er”, but rather with an array of interconnected devices that together con-
stitute a system of ‘mass self-communication’.9 Individuals themselves 
voluntarily supply their data, which are then employed in different ways 
of which they remain unaware. In democracies, this system entails a de-
coupling of political power from the power of surveillance, since the lat-
ter is no longer exercised by public authorities but by private actors such 
as multinational corporations or specialised agencies. In authoritarian 
states such as China, the technologies for digital surveillance and control 
are in the hands of the state, paving the way for a dystopian regime ca-

7  Shoshana Zuboff, The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The Fight for a Human 
Future at the New Frontier of Power, New York, Public Affairs; London, Profile Books, 
2019.

8 Vittorio Bertola and Stefano Quintarelli, Internet fatta a pezzi, Turin, Bollati Bo-
ringhieri, 2023.

9 See Manuel Castells, Communication, Power and Counter-Power in the Network 
Society, International Journal of Communication, 1 (2007), pp. 238 ff..
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pable of creating a society that, based on automatised behaviours, lacks 
the capacity to challenge the existing power structures.

The challenge of interpreting complex reality in today’s digital 
world has led to the collapse of the last bedrock of certainty: truth no 
longer exists, only the power of the ‘plausible’, which requires inter-
pretation. There are no longer any events that escape media coverage. 
Social media themselves, by providing symbolic interpretations of time 
and space, now play the role once filled by cosmologies and world-
views. We thus live in an ‘infocracy’,10 a form of dominion in which 
information and its dissemination, mediated by algorithms and artificial 
intelligence, decisively shapes social, economic and political processes.

In cyberspace, identities are shaped without public oversight, while 
algorithms foster echo chambers in which similar ideas and behaviours 
reinforce each other. Selective exposure to and propagation of infor-
mation, together with the polarisation of groups, are the most common 
effects of these communication bubbles which, functioning as digital 
replications of Plato’s cave, reject all truth or rational-scientific rea-
soning. From a societal perspective, while the sense of deprivation felt 
by the marginalised is often nurtured in isolation, it frequently gives 
rise to collective reactions in desocialised digital spaces, where these 
individuals vent their resentment and seek easy targets to blame. Social 
media are increasingly strengthening the idea that language is not mere 
representation (an intermediate stage between symbol and meaning), 
but rather the very foundation of reality.11 Through personified abstrac-
tions, metaphors and allegories, public language can shape and condi-
tion thought, distort truth and reinforce power.12 

With the myth of the irreversibility of liberal democracy, capital-
ism, etc., now shown to be false, public debate, oscillating between the 
evocation of ever-new risks and calls for new protective measures, has 
been drawn into an endless spiral.13 Ordinary citizens find themselves at 
the mercy of outside forces: from disinformation propagated by autoc-
racies to the adverts tailored to our specific interests that, in Orwellian 
fashion, constantly stalk us. The horizontality of the internet—illusory, 

10 Byung-chul Han, Infocracy: Digitization and the Crisis of Democracy, translated 
by Daniel Steuer.  Cambridge, UK and Medford, MA, USA, Polity Press, 2022.

11 Federico Boni, Etnografia dei media, Bari, Laterza, 2004 and Manuel Castells, The 
Rise of the Network Society, Cambridge, MA, USA and Oxford, UK, Blackwell Publish-
ers, 1996.

12 Zygmunt Bauman and David Lyon, Liquid Surveillance: A Conversation, Cam-
bridge, UK and Malden, MA, USA, Polity Press, 2013.

13 Alessandro Colombo, Il governo mondiale dell’emergenza, Milan, Raffaello Cor-
tina Editore, 2022.
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since it is virtually monopolistically controlled—openly conceals an 
obvious fact: nowadays, ‘social disciplining’ is carried out mainly by 
a small number of private entities that collect information and use it to 
govern, thereby stepping into a political, institutional, social and ideo-
logical vacuum.14

In this way, the values transmitted are effectively commodified and 
reified: by purchasing a given product or following the example of an 
ephemeral idol, we are seeking to reposition ourselves, albeit temporarily, 
in the world and in society. Through the process of product mediatisation, 
members of the consumer society themselves become consumer goods, 
and it is precisely this characteristic that makes them part of that society. 
This unfortunately marks their transition from citizens of society to the 
increasingly precarious identity of fickle consumer citizens,15 who accept 
diminishing horizontal rights and huge vertical inequalities as ‘normal’.

The very concept of citizenship is being pulverised, leaving a mass 
of self-centred individuals concerned only with their own future and 
oblivious to any common interest, except insofar as they are ‘taxpayers’ 
to whom political proposals can be sold. Not only have we allowed ob-
jects to take on the value of symbols of our lifestyle, our societal identi-
ty and our deeper sense of self, we have also permitted brands and their 
producers to wield more influence than ideologies and civil struggles. 
Corporations, far beyond simply offering patronage, are occupying the 
void created by the crisis of narratives. Major brands are chasing pub-
lic opinion, giving it what it wants in order to optimise profits while 
stripping ideas of their transformative power. Consumption designed to 
satisfy moral impulses knows no bounds: in principle, anyone can have 
everything if they can pay for it. The result is commodification of the 
emancipatory power of human imagination, in both the present and the 
future. For this reason, the status quo remains unchanged while ethical 
messages are dismantled and diluted.16

As the individual’s control of the world shifts to the world con-
trolling the individual, and the teleological link between scientific, 
material and moral progress crumbles, we once again find ourselves 
faced with the ‘end of modernity’. If the propagandistic rejection of 
progressivism and the future, framed as a reactionary or identity-based 

14 Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, Oakland, 
University of California Press, 1978.

15 Zygmunt Bauman, In Search of Politics, Cambridge, UK, Polity Press, 1999.
16 Ulrich Beck, Power in the Global Age: A New Global Political Economy, trans-

lated by Kathleen Cross, Cambridge, UK, Polity Press; Malden, MA, USA, John Wiley 
and Sons, 2005.
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response, is succeeding, it is because the struggles for civilisation have 
been ‘hijacked’ by the supranational economic world, and are thus often 
perceived as associated with the ‘evils’ of globalisation. The reification 
of these ideas has helped to legitimise a common narrative in which a 
false, nationalist-framed naturalisation of tradition is defended against 
a form of progress that is perceived as ‘external’ to popular culture. Es-
sentially, this progress is seen as promoted by non-political actors and 
accessible only to those equipped to ‘understand’ it, effectively turning 
progress itself into a privilege for the few. All of this results in a divided 
and impoverished world in which the future is foggy and we, being 
disoriented, struggle to understand where we came from and where we 
are headed. Hope in the possibility of great change disappears, replaced 
by retreat from the failure of globalisation.

 
The Decline of Institutions and the Society of Uncertainty.

Today’s national and supranational institutions are incapable of re-
solving the fundamental problems of domestic and international poli-
tics, in other words of guaranteeing economic growth and the security 
of citizens, in both the civil and social spheres.17 National politics is 
no longer capable of regulating the tech and communication giants, 
financial markets and multinationals, or even of responding to terror-
ism, pandemics and international crime. By contrast, actors including 
NGOs, religious institutions, and political and public opinion move-
ments, along with individuals such as social media personalities and 
tech oligarchs, wield influence that cuts across society as a whole.18

Our world today is one of ‘complex sovereignty’, in which state 
power is asymmetric and dependent on the specific areas and policies in 
question, in which spatial and temporal boundaries are relevant only up 
to a certain point, and in which the state itself is only one of the social 
organisations active in the political arena19. The concept of the ‘crisis 
of the nation-state’ has long highlighted the incompatibility between 
the structure and scale of this type of state and both the evolution of the 
forces of production and the maintenance of the international equilib-
rium.20 Whereas the progressive development of democracy and of the 

17 Mario Albertini and Sergio Pistone, Il federalismo, la ragion di Stato e la pace, 
Ventotene, Istituto Spinelli, 2001 and George Monbiot, The Age of Consent: A Manifesto 
for a New World Order, London, Flamingo, 2003.

18 Alberto Melucci, Passaggio d’epoca. Il futuro è adesso, Milan, Feltrinelli, 1994.
19 David Held, Models of Democracy. 3rd ed. Cambridge, UK and Malden, MA, 

USA, Polity Press, 2006.
20 See Sergio Pistone, Federalism and Raison d’État, The Federalist, 44 n. 3 (2002), 
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great progressive ideologies has been guaranteed within state boundar-
ies, externally, in the absence of an established legal order, interactions 
in the realm of power politics remain governed exclusively by the logic 
of the state of nature and the law of the strongest.

After the Second World War, thanks to the states’ prioritisation (for 
the first time) of social policies, much of the Western world could be 
sure of living in a ‘society of equals’—a community of people sharing 
a finite set of resources and rights, and thus existing in a state of inter-
dependence rather than dependence.21 The welfare state functioned as 
a buffer against individual and collective risks. However, as the na-
tion-state increasingly struggled to maintain its role as a regulatory au-
thority, the economic system we know today began to emerge, incentiv-
ising deregulation, re-individualisation, destandardisation and flexible 
labour. While trade unions and other forms of worker protection con-
tinue to operate mainly within the framework of national democracy, 
the economy has, in the meantime, become globalised. Those unable 
to adapt to the ‘biographical model’—meaning those with no guarantee 
capital or collective protection—are excluded from the market.22 Power 
and politics are now separate, while a new and unprecedented direct-
ness characterises the relationship between the individual and society.

First, national institutions are not managing to gather resources 
that might be reinvested to promote some measure of social equal-
ity between citizens. Second, national ideology is unable to offer a 
framework of meaning capable of resonating with and engaging the 
new groups in society who, as a result of the migratory flows linked to 
globalisation, now find themselves living in or passing through other 
countries while remaining in daily contact with their communities of 
origin. These combined failures are driving the disintegration of soci-
ety, leaving it increasingly divided into groups that, left to their own 
devices, are incapable of reorganising on a broader basis—hence the 
growing calls for protection. This fragmentation23 leads to a state of 
conflict that sees everyone set against everyone else; it also generates 
a condition of permanent fear that makes caesaristic, isolationist and 
authoritarian ‘solutions’ look highly appealing. Presented as a new de-

pp. 235 ff..
21 Léon Bourgeois, La costruzione della solidarietà, Soveria Mannelli, Rubettino, 

2011.
22 Zygmunt Bauman and Keith Tester, Conversations with Zygmunt Bauman, Cam-

bridge, UK, Polity Press, 2001.
23 Federica Martiny and Tommaso Visone, Ripensare l’Europa, Campospinoso Al-

baredo, Altravista, 2019.
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fence of one’s own group or interests, these solutions also exploit a 
growing sense of disillusionment over the perceived broken promises 
of a world that no longer exists.24 We have moved from an ordered so-
ciety, a ‘distributor of wealth’, to a divided one that is a ‘distributor of 
risks’—a society in which individuals are unable to govern their own 
existence, master the present, or positively anticipate, imagine or plan 
for the future.25

As a result, insecurity 26 has come to dominate the whole of political 
debate. In particular, social alarm over crime or directed at ‘others’ re-
inforces community bonds and sharpens social boundaries, while also 
encouraging communication with institutional authorities.

We are now seeing the European welfare state becoming a security 
state27 that celebrates a return to law and order, while the social prob-
lems linked to insecurity persist. This new mode of legitimising na-
tional institutions does not draw on the traditional belief in the capacity 
of democracy to plan for the future through the welfare state; rather, it 
relies on the persistence of a self-reinforcing cycle in which appeals to 
order and security become the sole source of institutional legitimacy.

Security conceived in positive terms, as the right to plan for the 
future, is retreating in favour of a negative conception that frames it 
as repression of deviance and protection against crime.28 Through a 
radical distancing from the European social model, this emphasis on 
control opens up the possibility of a scenario of ‘authoritarian democ-
racy’29: as the protection of the vulnerable is abandoned, citizens are 
driven to seek new sources of legitimacy, based on defence of their 
own tribe.

The Collapse of Politics and the Rise of Tribalism.
Democracy is in crisis because it is ‘suffocated’ within national 

boundaries and overwhelmed by a new populist model of governance 
that no longer recognises democratic rules, the legitimacy of oppo-
nents, the norms of civil political competition, or freedom of informa-
tion. This modus operandi strips electoral legitimacy of all meaning 

24 Giovanni Orsina, La democrazia del narcisismo. Breve storia dell’antipolitica, 
Venice, Marsilio, 2018.

25 Robert Castel, Incertezze crescenti, Bologna, Editrice Socialmente, 2015.
26 Robert Castel, L’insicurezza sociale, Turin, Einaudi, 2011.
27 Zygmunt Bauman, Retrotopia, Cambridge, UK and Malden, MA, Polity Press, 

2017.
28 Danilo Zolo, Globalizzazione. Una mappa dei problemi, Bari, Laterza, 2004.
29 Ulrich Beck, What Is Globalization?, translated by Patrick Camiller. Cambridge, 

UK and Malden, MA, Polity Press 2000.
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except its purely plebiscitary value and uses it to gradually undermine 
constitutional constraints.30

For all those who have found themselves without the means to re-
skill in order to become more employable, populism provides a genuine 
response to the impact of globalisation. At the same time, it represents 
a Manichean simplification of the identity crises of social classes, fill-
ing the gap left by the absence of coherent narratives. Furthermore, the 
epochal transformation of communication brought about by the rise of 
social media has made it possible to bypass the traditional channels 
linking citizens with authorities, intensifying the phenomena of disin-
termediation and social and cultural dissociation.31

Disintermediated societies have no need of intermediaries, as the 
leaders and the people communicate directly. Within the framework 
of this emerging ‘populocracy’, leaders accept no constraints on their 
power and display dangerous authoritarian, anti-expertise and often an-
tiscientific tendencies. In particular, the decline of political parties as in-
termediary entities has been accentuated by the advent of social media, 
which allow real-time interactions with ‘digital communities’ through 
slogans that require no well-established cultural foundation. As a result, 
political parties are increasingly abandoning their role as mediators of 
citizens’ needs and demands in favour of a growing symbiosis with 
the state. Both the role and the perception of these organisations are 
changing, and this is leading, more broadly, to a shrinking of the very 
idea of representation; at national level, competition between parties 
has become less intense, while political elites are witnessing an erosion 
of the social foundations of their legitimacy. In this way, they are be-
coming part of the establishment, as well as self-referential, collusive 
and technocratic. Occupying public institutions, they manage power 
and resources without actually governing public policy.32

Therefore, in contemporary society where everything must move 
quickly, the balance between rationality and efficiency is being lost as 
politics becomes preoccupied with managing one crisis after another, 
with no time for deliberation. The importance of executives grows, 
while parliaments and courts become mere ‘obstacles’. Politics has be-

30 See Benjamin Moffitt, How to Perform Crisis: A Model for Understanding the 
Key Role of Crisis in Contemporary Populism, Government and Opposition (Cambridge 
University Press), 50 n. 2 (2015) pp. 189 ff., published online by Cambridge University 
Press on 29 May 2024.

31 Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt, How Democracies Die, New York, Crown, 
2018.

32 Peter Mair, Ruling the Void: The Hollowing of Western Democracy, London and 
New York, Verso, 2013.
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come a permanent state of emergency in which there is no room for 
compromise and any dissent is treated as a betrayal of the community’s 
interests. Politics by citizens becomes politics over citizens, the latter 
characterised by an intense pressure to conform.33

All this has been accompanied by the establishment of a ‘technop-
olitical’ framework34 in which the void created by the crisis of tradi-
tional social mediators is filled with constant recourse to surveys and 
opinion polls, used not as instruments of citizen participation, but as 
a means of gauging and then shaping the fluid consensus of voters 
through the accumulation of data. The type of party best equipped to 
express itself in today’s ‘public democracy’ is the ‘professional-elec-
toral party’, an evolution of the catch-all model. Whereas the inter-
nal selection process used in mass parties was linked to party-based 
and ideological activism, the benchmark now is managerial expertise. 
From this perspective, politics becomes an ‘electoral market’—an 
extension of the consumer sphere treated much like the market for 
goods and services—whose strategic focus is the moderate vote. With 
politics incapable of finding the tools needed to genuinely address 
contemporary risks, what emerges is a kind of self-reinforcing reflex-
ivity, in which purely cosmetic measures are produced to sustain a 
system where opinions are justified unconditionally and information 
is exploited for electoral ends.35 It is all about appealing to base emo-
tional impulses, focusing on individual personalities within the public 
sphere, and fostering ‘consumer citizenship’,36 while the machinery 
of state essentially continues to run itself within the constraints of bu-
reaucracy and international law.

This whole scenario creates ample space for demagogic formations 
serving as containers for widespread unease. Since there is no capac-
ity to plan for the future, preventive action or radical change is never 
considered; instead, we see an exacerbation of the general confusion 
in which everyone—scientists and anti-scientists, experts and non-ex-
perts, politicians and anti-political actors—is considered to have an 
equal voice. On the battlefield of liquid politics, all victories—pursued 
in the spirit of today’s quest for individual happiness—are inevitably 
temporary. Politics permeates the private sphere, rendering it deeply 

33 Jan Zielonka, Democrazia miope. Il tempo, lo spazio e la crisi della politica, Bari, 
Laterza, 2023.

34 Stefano Rodotà, Tecnopolitica, Bari, Laterza, 2004.
35 Manuel Castells, Communication Power, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2009.
36 Colin Crouch, Post-Democracy, Cambridge, UK and Malden, MA, Polity Press, 

2004.
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unstable and creating a situation in which opponents are never ac-
knowledged and victory goes to whoever is least willing to listen.37

The reality of ‘politics as spectacle’ fuels a simplistic, Manichean 
vision of the world in which political leaders themselves are turned 
into figureheads engaged in confrontation. ‘Guides’ claiming to offer 
interpretations of current affairs are increasingly in demand, yet quickly 
‘consumed’ and discarded by a volatile electorate lacking firm ideologi-
cal commitments and expecting the impossible: immediate solutions to 
complex problems. In today’s world dominated by immediacy and in 
which the present prevails, there is no room for trust in slow, gradual 
work. As a result, participation has become mere spectatorship. In a 
kind of distorted formalism, democracy is reduced to a ‘machine’ or 
to a mere set of rules to be repeated by rote, like a mantra. We are wit-
nessing a metamorphosis of the language of politics—a simplification 
that turns it into little more than a struggle between two opposing poles, 
leads to fantastical recipes for ‘saving the country’, and allows a con-
tinual shifting of the invisible line that determines what can be deemed 
admissible.38 This results in a schematised notion of political represen-
tation, characterised by attachment to solutionism, the undermining of 
intermediary bodies and the exaltation of a leader-cum-saviour entrust-
ed with absolute power to solve all problems. 

The idea of the ‘masses’ has lost its twentieth-century relevance due 
to the emergence of a new actor—the ‘public’ composed of today’s vast 
television audiences. Triggered by social media, this ‘public’ has frag-
mented into numerous separate segments, each lacking roots in a shared 
sphere of communication.39 Everyone exists in their own atomised 
bubble, engaging only with the like-minded. When interactions with 
differing views do occur, opinions are asserted as markers of identity, 
fuelling polarised clashes in which there is no possibility of assuming 
intermediate positions. This leads individuals to seek, more than any-
thing, the validation or approval of their group. This atomisation of the 
masses is also marked by a shift in political horizons from the collective 
to the individual, that is, from collective responsibility for the common 
good to the dominance of private interest. 

Because of these dynamics, the efforts of civil society organisations 
risk degenerating into mere power struggles in a context where power 
is perceived as driven by individual ambitions within a political class 

37 Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Fear, Cambridge, UK and Malden, MA, Polity Press, 
2006.

38 Paola Di Lazzaro and Giordana Pallone, Com’è successo, Rome, Fandango, 2022.
39 Damiano Palano, Bubble Democracy, Brescia, Scholé, 2020. 
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that no longer leads but seeks to dominate. Moreover, stripped of its 
values, the essence of power degenerates from legal (underpinned 
by the rationality of shared social norms) to traditional (‘this is how 
it has always been done, so this is how we must carry on’) or purely 
charismatic (founded on the personal devotion of individuals chosen 
for their loyalty to the leader). The result of all this, in the eyes of the 
citizens, is that civil society loses not only a value system deemed 
credible externally, but also all capacity to plan for the future. In this 
framework, any pretence of selecting new cadres based on merit or 
values is abandoned; instead, they are chosen solely for their ability to 
assertively implement the directives of whoever is leader. In the absence 
of ideas, all that remains is a dogmatic materialism that conceals 
the ineptitude of a sclerotic leadership class clinging to a formulaic 
ideology that is brought to life only through the formal repetition of 
rituals emptied of any capacity to induce catharsis. Activism thus ends 
up becoming the preserve of a handful of ‘experts’ far removed from 
the shared sensibilities of ordinary citizens—a form of acquiescence 
or a way of being and acting adopted merely to acquire a label and 
secure a small share of the power that has already been eroded by the 
decline of intermediary bodies. The defence of privileges becomes 
confused with the defence of rights in a political dialectic perceived 
merely in terms of rival power pyramids and corporate interests, 
which self-perpetuate within a corrupted or distorted understanding 
of politics. Having lost their moral compass and finding themselves 
unable to read reality or build alternatives, the forces that claim to be 
‘progressive’ are often the very ones that pursue nationalist, security-
focused and xenophobic policies.40 Individualism, egocentrism and 
narcissism, at both the individual and group level, reign supreme, 
leaving us entirely incapable of thinking in historical terms about the 
future. Progressivism itself becomes not just part of the establishment, 
but also defence of the status quo: a new form of conservatism that 
can easily be attacked by national-populist forces casting themselves 
as champions of radical change.41 In today’s individualised society, 
tribalism prevails, driven by a new need for community that desperately 
seeks to escape the breakdown of the idea of unstoppable and boundless 
progress. Increasingly, people remember the past not ‘as it was’, but 
as they would like it to have been—unmistakably ‘ours’, with no 

40 Giliberto Capano and Alessandro Natalini, Le politiche pubbliche in Italia, Bolo-
gna, Il Mulino, 2020.

41 Zygmunt Bauman, Retrotopia, op. cit..
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‘theirs’. Almost the whole of current public space is occupied by a 
boundless and overbearing presentism42 that lacks stable principles 
of authority and, amplified by the megaphones of the internet,43 is 
assuming increasingly vast proportions. Deprived of its power to shape 
the future, politics thus tends to move into the readily manipulable 
space of collective memory.44 History itself can be shaped, and as such 
endlessly recreated (and reinterpreted), becoming a commodity and a 
tool in identity struggles. Everyone has their own ‘truth’,45 and listens 
to others only when doing so will help them to demonstrate their own 
wilful misrepresentation of reality. This even gives rise to paradoxical 
situations whereby people do not always vote in their own interests 
but rather to support an interpreted sense of their own identity, and it 
results in leaders without parties, parties disconnected from society, 
personalist parties and a weakening of democratic participation. Thus, 
individuals’ daily lives become arenas of ‘life politics’ where lifestyle 
choices intersect with novel, intermittent and ad hoc forms of political 
engagement.46

All of this has shaped the emerging challenge of embracing ‘intimate’ 
citizenship, a concept theoretically grounded in the view—part of a 
normatively oriented framework in which life is conceived as liquid 
and society as fluid—that the personal aspects of an individual’s life 
also have political significance, resulting in a blurring of the boundaries 
between the private and public spheres.47 This phenomenon leads to a 
splitting of civil society, which, no longer structured within politically 
and socially defined groups oriented around specific thematic areas, 
becomes transitory and intermittent activism, arising in response to 
single events (the NIMBY groups) or issues (gender identity and dietary 
choices), or taking on the veneer of the global identity associated with 
‘emancipatory catastrophism’ (Fridays For Future).48

42 François Hartog, Regimes of Historicity; Presentism and Experiences of Time. 
Translated by Saskia Brown. New York, Columbia University Press, 2015.

43 Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth Century, 1914–1991, 
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44 Adriano Prosperi, Un tempo senza storia, Turin, Einaudi, 2021.
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As a limited response to the structural crisis of the political system, 
political representation, and the capacity of politics to be effective, we 
are also seeing a shift of power from the ideologically driven oligarchies 
of traditional politics to technocratic elites entrusted with ensuring the 
functioning of the political apparatus. Thus, in many countries the 
‘efficiency myth’ has gained ground—that is, the idea that institutions 
‘work’ only if they can decide quickly, possibly by sidestepping debate. 
This relative depoliticisation49 of policymaking has become an art of 
government that, through diverse strategies, tends to render its political 
character less visible, resulting in ‘rights without democracy’. In these 
circumstances, citizens retain the right to vote, yet the central issues 
affecting their lives remain outside the spheres of public debate and 
discretionary decision-making by elected representatives, being instead 
concentrated in the hands of ‘experts’. Grounded in bureaucratic 
mediocrity and entirely devoid of radical or idealistic impetus, it is a 
response incapable of consolidating consensus. The main advantage of 
this mode of government is that it allows the decision-making process 
and its stakes to be framed as technical matters of no or little political 
significance, in an attempt to limit or channel social conflict. Aimed at 
removing the divisions—based on identity and on ethnic, cultural and 
class-based membership of specific groups—that structure the belief 
systems underlying politics, it is, however, a process that leaves ample 
room for resurgences of populism.50

The common good is the result of a complex operation: a synthesis 
that safeguards the freedom of all. Instead, we are witnessing the 
progressive disappearance of narrative complexity, replaced by an 
emotional relationship between leaders and followers—a relationship 
essentially grounded in contradictory narratives that tends to privilege 
the affective dimension of the public sphere. As such, it is antithetical 
to the preservation of a shared space for communication, that is, a 
public sphere conceived as a unified locus for social discourse. In this 
context, the identification of an ‘enemy’ to be set at a distance, and 
even legitimately hated, becomes central. Nationalism, undergoing a 
dangerous renewal, is able to offer bewildered postmodern globalised 
individuals a totalising identity—a clear vision encompassing the 
individual, the family, society, the state, economic and international 
relations—while readily switching between enemies to be targeted: 

49 Ernesto d’Albergo and Giulio Moini, Politica e azione pubblica nell’epoca della 
depoliticizzazione, Roma, Sapienza Università Editrice, 2019.

50 Zygmunt Bauman, Un mondo fuori asse, Bari, Laterza, 2023.



38

Europe, people of diverse gender identities, environmentalists, NGOs, 
feminists and, invariably, foreigners.51

To react effectively and break out of this spiral of hatred, a radical 
new proposal for political struggle and the future is needed—one that 
represents a systemic revolution, deterritorialises politics, thereby 
freeing the state from the shackles of nationhood, and gives institutions 
new meaning. In brief, federalism could provide a key enabling us 
rethink our communities and save both democracy and globalisation.52

51 Alessandro Dal Lago, Non-People: The Exclusion of Migrants in a Globalizing 
World, translated by David Broder, Cambridge, UK, Polity Press, 2009.

52 Giulio Saputo, Il federalismo contro la paura, Campospinoso, Altravista, 2025.
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Notes

FEDERALISM AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT: 
A THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE

Introduction.
Federalism refers to an institutional system in which powers, fiscal 

resources and responsibilities are distributed in a stable and rational 
manner between the central level and lower levels of government. The 
term does not imply a single possible model, but rather allows for mul-
tiple interpretations of how, and the extent to which, public functions 
should be centralised. In this article, I analyse what I consider to be the 
key economic theories of federalism—those proposed by Musgrave, 
Oates and Tiebout—in order to show how, albeit with varying theoret-
ical nuances, they all converge on the need for a form of federalism. I 
also discuss the potential economic benefits of a fully-fledged European 
federation.

The Economic Benefits of Federalism.
European federalism refers to an institutional system in which the 

European Union—endowed with autonomous fiscal powers, indepen-
dent and centralised spending capacity, and tools for macroeconom-
ic stabilisation—does not merely coordinate the activities of different 
states, but exercises actual functions of government at supranational 
level. Unlike simple intergovernmentalism, it frames Europe as a truly 
autonomous level of government, in accordance with the principle of 
subsidiarity.

The idea of a European federation is more than a mere ideological 
position; it is supported by rational economic arguments grounded in 
the potential benefits it offers.  

The aim enshrined in the 1957 Treaty of Rome was to establish a 
single European market for goods, services, capital and people. Trade 
liberalisation between member states offers several advantages: ac-
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cess to better-quality—and potentially less expensive—goods, a more 
skilled workforce, and more efficient investment opportunities. Over 
time, the European Union has achieved significant progress in this area, 
even in the absence of a true federation.

In establishing a true single market, however, the issue of a sin-
gle currency must necessarily be addressed. Any economic operator 
within a market naturally seeks to maximise gain while minimising 
potential risks. But it must be acknowledged that some degree of risk 
is inevitable: one might, for example, purchase goods that prove to be 
defective, or invest in a business that goes on to yield poor returns. 
Such risks are an inherent part of entrepreneurial activity, and cannot 
be eliminated. In the context of international trade, additional uncer-
tainties arise, such as exchange rate risk. Purchasing or selling in a 
foreign currency involves conversion costs and exposure to potential 
fluctuations in exchange rates.

Prior to the introduction of the euro, this was a very real risk, with 
fluctuating exchange rates capable of undermining the value of con-
tracts that had already been signed. If, for example, I signed a contract 
to buy German sweets at 2,000 Italian lire per unit in January, when the 
exchange rate was 2,000 lire=1 German mark, a sudden devaluation in 
February (1 mark=3000 lire) would increase by 50 per cent the actual 
cost of the goods I was importing.

The creation of the euro eliminated these risks for transactions with-
in the eurozone, reducing costs associated with currency fluctuations 
and giving businesses and investors greater stability. 

One of the main economic benefits of a federation is its ability 
to stabilise the economy. States have two fundamental tools at their 
disposal to counter temporary crises: monetary policy, carried out via 
open market operations and interest rate adjustments, and fiscal policy, 
implemented through transfers and targeted public spending measures. 
Accordingly, the eurozone member states, in delegating responsibility 
for monetary policy to the European Central Bank (ECB), surrendered 
an important short-term intervention tool. Moreover, although the ECB 
is able to respond effectively to common shocks, it struggles more when 
addressing crises affecting only specific areas of the Union. Indeed, al-
though tools such as selective reinvestment of government bonds in 
asset purchase programmes can make monetary policy more targeted, 
they carry significant limitations. In the absence of a well-targeted mon-
etary response, fiscal policy can help to fill the gap, providing tempo-
rary resources for areas affected by asymmetric shocks. However, the 
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European Union possesses no true centralised fiscal capacity. Its budget 
is limited in size and still largely funded through national contributions, 
and it lacks complete fiscal autonomy. Furthermore, the EU also lacks 
stable borrowing capacity—one of the tools most commonly used by 
states to respond to economic shocks.

An exception to this lack of centralised borrowing capacity oc-
curred during the COVID-19 pandemic, when the EU introduced its 
NextGenerationEU package (NGEU), funded by European debt. This 
exceptional mechanism, approved unanimously by the member states, 
highlighted the possibilities but also the limitations associated with 
borrowing in the absence of a solid and permanent fiscal foundation. 
According to a report by the think tank Bruegel, the markets treated 
the bonds issued under the NGEU in the same way as they do those is-
sued by supranational entities such as the International Monetary Fund, 
rather than equating them with national government bonds.1 As a result, 
these bonds carried higher yields, reflecting a greater perceived risk. At 
this point, it is reasonable to assume that, all else being equal, debt is-
sued by a European federation—likely to be perceived as safer—would 
be less expensive. After all, like a state facing bankruptcy, a European 
federation, to repay its debts, would have the ability to raise emergen-
cy taxes. The European Union, on the other hand, does not have this 
ability, and although any debt it issues is ultimately guaranteed by the 
member states, markets do not consider this guarantee sufficient to jus-
tify lower interest rates.

Another crucial aspect to consider is the ability of a federation to 
address issues that reach beyond national borders. Let us consider the 
case of two neighbouring countries separated by a river polluted by 
both of them. If one country unilaterally decided to bear the cost of the 
clean-up, this would naturally result in inefficiency, as the other would 
benefit without contributing. A federal government with authority over 
both countries would instead be able to manage this issue centrally, 
ensure equitable distribution of the costs, and eliminate the risk of op-
portunistic behaviour arising from positive externalities.

Environmental policies, such as those aimed at reducing CO2 emis-
sions, illustrate this point in real-world terms. If, for example, Italy 
were the only country to adopt restrictive measures, the whole of Eu-
rope would benefit, while the costs would be borne solely by Italian 

1 Grégory Claeys, Conor McCaffrey and Lennard Welslau, The rising cost of 
European Union borrowing and what to do about it, Bruegel Policy Brief 12/23, Bruegel 
(May 2023), https://www.bruegel.org/policy-brief/rising-cost-european-union-borrow-
ing-and-what-do-about-it.
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taxpayers. In such cases, centralised management of environmental 
policy at European level would be not only fairer but also more ef-
fective.

Theories of Economic Federalism.
Reading the first part of this article, some might observe that a fun-

damental aspect appears to have been overlooked: the possibility of 
reducing territorial inequalities through transfers between more and 
less developed areas. This is a key point in many theories of economic 
federalism. The following is a summary of the ones I consider most 
significant, together with the key differences between them.

American economist Richard Musgrave identifies three basic func-
tions of the public sector: allocation, redistribution and stabilisation.2 
Allocation is concerned with the delivery of public goods and services 
such as healthcare, education, security and transport; redistribution 
aims to correct imbalances in the distribution of wealth, through sub-
sidies or pensions, for example; and stabilisation—through interven-
tions in the event of crises and recessions—aims to keep the economy 
steady. According to Musgrave, redistribution and stabilisation require 
the presence of a central level of government, as local governments 
lack the necessary tools, and risk losing sources of tax revenue if they 
aim to redistribute too much: a state applying high levels of taxation 
might, for example, find that its richest citizens prefer to emigrate to 
countries with lower taxes. Although Musgrave does not refer directly 
to “federalism”, his vision is clearly aligned with a federal model. Wal-
lace Oates, another American economist, starts from Musgrave’s ideas 
to formulate his decentralisation theorem, according to which every 
public function should be assigned to the lowest level of government 
capable of carrying it out effectively.3

Decentralisation works in the presence of certain conditions. First of 
all, when the local community has heterogeneous preferences: some cit-
izens, for example, might prefer lower taxes and less in the way of ser-
vices, while others are willing to accept higher taxes for better services; 
second, when externalities are limited (consider the earlier case of the riv-
er between two states); third, when economies of scale are preserved, in 
such a way that smaller-scale expenditure does not lead to inefficiencies.

2 Richard A. Musgrave, The Theory of Public Finance: A Study in Public Econo-
my, New York, McGraw-Hill, 1959.

3 Wallace E. Oates, Fiscal Federalism. New York, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 
1972.
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Like Musgrave, Oates thinks that redistribution and stabilisation 
require central coordination. Instead, a third US economist, Charles 
Tiebout, offers a different vision. In his federal model, competition be-
tween jurisdictions promotes efficiency because citizens, behaving like 
market consumers, choose where to live on the basis of the tax-services 
ratio offered.4 This mechanism, whereby people ‘vote with their feet’, 
incentivises local governments to be more responsible and more re-
sponsive to citizens’ needs. A simple hypothesis might clarify this: were 
Italy to embrace purely left-leaning policies, and France only more 
right-wing ones, citizens could freely choose to reside in the country 
that best caters to their inclinations.

Essentially, we can say that the first two federal frameworks favour 
a more solidaristic approach, and the third a more individualistic one, or 
that the first two allow more room for public intervention, whereas the 
third values competition and a laissez-faire philosophy. Naturally, both 
perspectives have their limitations. While overly structural redistribu-
tion risks creating moral hazard (discouraging less competitive states 
from modernising and adapting their development models), completely 
ignoring the issue of territorial inequalities means forgoing a tool for 
income redistribution.

That said, both interpretations rest on the existence of a solid federal 
institutional framework, and both are compatible with a project for a 
federal Europe. What divides them, if anything, is the further step (cen-
tralised redistribution) proposed by the first.  

This is precisely why I consider it strategic, in both political and 
cultural debate, to focus on what unites us—not just us as federalists, 
but also us in the broader sense of the general public.

 To concentrate on disagreements over issues that must be consid-
ered secondary to the question of the institutional framework—to the 
point of being prevented from seizing the opportunity to build a federal 
Europe—would amount to a failure for us all. Our focus, instead, must 
be the fundamental areas capable of driving further economic and so-
cial development, namely the single market, a full monetary union in-
cluding all EU member states, and a strong economy able to withstand 
crises.

Our goal must be to build the broadest consensus possible—some-
thing that becomes far more difficult when focusing on deeply divi-
sive positions. The good news for those more concerned with issues 

4 Charles M. Tiebout, A Pure Theory of Local Expenditures, Journal of Political 
Economy, 64, n. 5 (1956).
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beyond the scope of the debate on Europe’s institutional framework is 
that, once the federation is established, there will be a parliament where 
these issues can be freely debated. Until then, we must concentrate on 
what unites us.

Conclusion.
Greater institutional integration may be seen as not just a political 

ideal, but also an economically rational and strategic choice. The the-
ories of Musgrave, Oates and Tiebout offer different perspectives, but 
converge on the need for a functional division of competences between 
different levels of government. In a setting like Europe, characterised 
by economic interdependence, global challenges and asymmetric cri-
ses, the current intergovernmental system is looking increasingly in-
adequate.

A federal Europe, endowed with independent fiscal powers and a gen-
uine macroeconomic stabilisation capacity, could strengthen the internal 
market, reduce systemic inefficiencies, tackle common challenges such 
as the green transition, and boost the EU’s overall resilience. It is not 
about standardising everything, rather about guaranteeing that functions 
requiring coordination are managed at federal level, while decisions that 
more directly impact citizens continue to be taken at local level. 

In pursuing our federalist goals, we must take into account our own 
internal divisions within the context of the European political frame-
work, as well as the divisions present in public opinion. We need to 
concentrate on the question of Europe’s institutional framework, as this 
is the area where it will be easier to overcome party-based divisions and 
build consensus.

Stefano Chiesa
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MONETARY CHAOS AND THE RUSH FOR GOLD

On 15 August 1971, Richard Nixon suspended the convertibility 
of the US dollar into gold, effectively bringing to an end the interna-
tional exchange rate system established at Bretton Woods in 1944—a 
mechanism that, since the war, had placed the US dollar in a domi-
nant position as the world’s reserve currency and monetary standard 
for global trade. The Bretton Woods system rested on several pillars. 
First, it linked the US dollar to gold, setting a price of 35 dollars per 
ounce. This recognised the intrinsic value of the US currency and gave 
central banks the opportunity to convert dollars into gold. Second, it 
established fixed exchange rates between the dollar and the currencies 
pegged to it. Third, it created the International Monetary Fund and the 
International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD, or 
World Bank), tasked with providing loans. These pillars were founded 
on the reality that the Americans had emerged as the war’s true vic-
tors and the USA was the world’s leading power, wielding significant 
weight in international decision-making.

The end of the Bretton Woods system led, within just a few years, 
to the replacement of fixed exchange rates with floating ones—a model 
known to introduce significant uncertainty and make planning extreme-
ly difficult, especially in the context of international trade. In this new 
environment, the US economy continued to dominate, using both com-
petitive devaluations and strategic revaluations to offload the costs of 
its domestic difficulties onto the rest of the world, including Europe. 
The situation was further exacerbated by speculative activity, particu-
larly targeting weaker countries and currencies, which at times serious-
ly slowed development and adversely impacted employment.

With many countries already wrestling with monetary problems, 
1973 also saw the outbreak of the Oil Crisis, during which the world’s 
main oil-exporting countries took back control of their wells and, after 
halting exports for a time, sent the price of crude oil soaring—raising it 
by 70 per cent between 1973 and 1974 alone. While this translated into 
higher production costs for many countries around the world (European 
countries in particular), the United States was largely shielded from the 
impact, as the oil-producing countries began selling their oil in US dol-
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lars, thereby accumulating vast petrodollar reserves, which they then 
reinvested in US Treasury securities.

Up until the advent of the euro, Europe—largely through its own 
shortcomings—remained subject to the effects of US economic and 
monetary policy. It had, indeed, long been apparent that the single mar-
ket required a single currency. In 1992, with the Treaty of Maastricht, 
the irrevocable decision was made to create a single European currency. 
Even though the euro would not come into effect until 2002, it quickly 
emerged as a credible alternative and eventually went on to become 
the world’s second most widely used currency. That said, it still—for 
now at least—has only around a third of the impact of the dollar, which 
continues to be used in around 90 per cent of transactions on the foreign 
exchange market and 54 per cent of international trade transactions.

Although the dollar and the US economy still command parts of the 
global system today, their dominance is no longer as strong as it once 
was. This is due both to the advent of the euro and to the growing impor-
tance of the renminbi within China’s sphere of influence. More recently, 
this dominance has weakened further, mainly due to the scale of US 
national debt (approximately $2.4 trillion) and the erratic trade policies 
of Donald Trump, who, among other things, has announced his intention 
to increase this debt—a prospect that has shaken confidence in the cur-
rency and triggered a marked shift towards gold as a safe-haven asset.

At the same time, global investment policy has also seen a signif-
icant change. As pointed out by Eric Albert1 financial market actors 
are behaving in a highly unusual way: they are simultaneously selling 
American stocks, US Treasury bonds and dollars. This is not normal 
behaviour. In fact, when stock markets collapse, investors usually fall 
back on US Treasury bonds, since they are considered the world’s safest 
asset and the dollar the ultimate safe-haven currency.

Both as a reserve asset for central banks, which insist on the need 
for a stable benchmark, and as a personal safe haven, gold has now 
replaced the euro as the second most important reserve asset held by 
central banks. This is partly an effect of widespread global unrest, 
which is generating uncertainty and driving the search for an asset that 
is deemed safer than currencies.

Gold now costs over 3,000 dollars per ounce, and for at least the past 
three years, central banks, as a whole, have been purchasing more than 
1,000 tons annually. Reserves of this precious metal are thus reaching 

1 Eric Albert, Domination du roi dollar: chronique de huit décennies d’une mort 
annoncée, Le Monde, 7 May 2025.
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historic levels. And the various ongoing conflicts are only exacerbating 
uncertainty and prompting banks and private individuals to turn to gold 
reserves.

The exposure of central banks to the dollar has therefore decreased. 
And yet, despite this, it remains clear that without an alternative curren-
cy to rival it, the dollar is destined to remain the world’s main currency 
for international trade and its main source of liquidity, since gold cannot 
fulfil these functions.

As recently pointed out by economic historian Barry Eichengreen,2 
the shift towards gold ‘is less from its merits as a reserve asset than 
from the limitations of the alternatives.’

A further issue linked to the instability being generated by the be-
haviour of Trump and the US government is that of the security of for-
eign gold deposits in the United States. As noted by Gillian Tett,3 ‘In 
recent weeks, politicians in Germany and Italy have demanded the repa-
triation of their gold bars, worth an estimated $245bn. So have others.’

Let us not forget that Italy possesses 2,451 tonnes of gold, making 
it the third largest holder of gold reserves worldwide, after the USA and 
Germany. And 1,061.5 tonnes (just under half of the total), worth ap-
proximately 130 billion dollars, are still stored in the American vaults.

Meanwhile, Chinese leaders have started calling for greater use of 
the renminbi in trade, developing the Cross-Border Interbank Payment 
System (CIPS) to rival the US-controlled SWIFT Interbank Payment 
System.

For the euro, these developments represent yet another missed op-
portunity to establish itself as an international currency alongside the 
dollar, and highlight the lack of real political unity in this area as well. 
As recently stated by Fabio Panetta, Governor of the Bank of Italy, 
addressing a meeting of the Italian Banking Association at Bocconi 
University,4 a first step in the right direction could be the issuance of a 
common bond, because without this it will be impossible to achieve the 
investments that Europe so desperately needs.

Anna Costa

2 Barry Eichengreen, How gold became the world’s refuge from uncertainty, Finan-
cial Times, 13 June 2025.

3 Gillian Tett, Gold glitters as mistrust spreads, Financial Times, 26 June 2025.
4 Fabio Panetta, Back to the future: forward-looking considerations on monetary pol-

icy normalization, https://www.bancaditalia.it/media/notizia/lezione-del-governatore-fa-
bio-panetta-all-universit-bocconi/.
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NATIONALISM AND POWER POLITICS:
HAS CYPRUS REACHED A TURNING POINT?

On 19 October 2025, the northern part of Cyprus surprisingly elect-
ed Tufan Erhürman as its new president. This election is significant for 
the wide margin by which Erhürman beat the outgoing president Ersin 
Tatar, securing 63 per cent to the latter’s 35 per cent of the votes, but 
above all for the marked difference between the two men’s stances on 
the question of Cyprus. Indeed, while Erhürman positioned himself as a 
supporter of reunification with the Republic of Cyprus, his predecessor 
instead pushed for consolidation of the statehood of the self-declared 
northern republic, an entity closely aligned with (or subordinated to) 
Ankara.

The division of the island into two parts—the Republic of Cyprus 
and the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus—dates back to the con-
flict triggered in the twentieth century by a Greek-backed coup aimed at 
achieving union with Greece. This coup, prompting a military interven-
tion by Turkey in support of the Turkish-Cypriot minority population, 
ultimately resulted in a full-fledged occupation of the northern part of 
the island and the creation of the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus, 
an entity recognised solely by Ankara and still today excluded from the 
international community.

Over the centuries, various peoples have contested this island. 
Following an initial thousand-year Greek-style colonisation, which 
took a succession of forms—city-state, Roman province, Byzantine 
rule, Venetian domination—it was annexed to the Ottoman Empire 
from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century. During this period, it 
experienced immigration from Anatolia and saw a profound cultural 
and religious transformation of part of its population. In 1878, the 
island entered the orbit of the British Empire, remaining under British 
control until the mid-twentieth century. This change of governance 
allowed its Greek-Cypriot population (around 80 per cent of the total) 
to develop a growing desire for unification with Greece, a sentiment 
known as Enosis. By contrast, the Turkish-Cypriot community’s fear 
of being reduced to a minority within Greece fuelled the development 
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of the idea of partitioning the island, a concept known as Taksim. The 
creation of the Republic of Cyprus in 1960 followed the island’s inde-
pendence from the United Kingdom and the Greek and Turkish com-
munities’ agreement on a division of powers. But this compromise 
solution, intended to circumvent the aspirations of both Enosis and 
Taksim and supported and guaranteed by London, as well as Athens 
and Ankara, proved insufficient to ease internal ethnic tensions. The 
1974 coup d’État orchestrated by the Greek military junta then ruling 
Athens, which wanted to see Cyprus united with Greece, prompted a 
military response from Ankara in defence of the Turkish community, 
and led to the occupation of the northern part of the island that persists 
to this day.

The division of the island between Greek and Turkish Cypriots is 
more than merely a question of ethnic and religious partition. Indeed, 
it carries economic and energy security implications for both Turkey 
and Cyprus, as well as for the European Union, of which Cyprus is a 
member state. For Turkey, control of Northern Cyprus is a means to 
expand its influence in the eastern Mediterranean and access the area’s 
hydrocarbon resources, in violation of the Exclusive Economic Zone 
(EEZ) entitlements held by Cyprus under the so-called Montego Bay 
treaty.1 In recent years, Turkey—consistent with its “Blue Homeland” 
doctrine of maritime power projection, first conceptualised in 20062—
has adopted an increasingly assertive stance in the Mediterranean. This 
choice has brought Ankara into direct contention with Greece and seen 
it relying heavily on Cyprus as a means to expand its maritime bound-
aries. It has consequently led Turkey to disregard the EEZ delimitation 
agreements concluded by the Republic of Cyprus with several Middle 

1 The Montego Bay treaty, officially titled the United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea (UNCLOS) and commonly referred to as the “constitution of the oceans”, is 
an international agreement that was concluded in 1982 and entered into force at the end 
of 1994. It establishes a legal framework for regulating oceans, seas and internal waters, 
defining states’ rights and responsibilities regarding the use of their maritime spaces and 
resources. Among other things, it defines how coastal states may exercise their sover-
eignty over different maritime zones, depending on how far these zones extend from the 
coastline: territorial seas (up to 12 nautical miles), contiguous zones (from 12 to 24 nauti-
cal miles), Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs, from 24 to 200 nautical miles), continental 
shelves (not beyond 350 nautical miles).

2 The notion that Turkey should play a pre-eminent role in the eastern Mediterranean, 
the Aegean Sea and the Black Sea, and that it was being “suffocated” by Greek sovereign-
ty over the Aegean islands, was already gaining currency within the Turkish armed forces 
in the 1970s. However, it was not formalised until 2006, when the Turkish Navy’s chief 
of staff defined the “Blue Homeland”, an area to which Turkey laid claim even though 
it extended well beyond the maritime limits attributed to the country under the Montego 
Bay Convention.
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Eastern states and to contest the activities of foreign companies operat-
ing under Cypriot-issued licences.

Turkey imports around 90 per cent of its energy—largely natural 
gas, oil and coal—mainly from Russia, Azerbaijan, Iraq and Iran. The 
country’s energy consumption is increasing constantly, more than dou-
bling since the turn of the century. This, combined with the worsening 
of tensions linked to the instability in the Middle East and the ongoing 
conflict between Russia and Ukraine, explains Turkey’s aforementioned 
assertive stance in the eastern Mediterranean—adopted to guarantee it 
access to and control of the region’s natural resources. 

Access to hydrocarbons is, moreover, also crucial for Europe, which 
needs to diversify its energy supply sources, particularly now that it is 
seeking to end its dependence on Russian gas. Ankara’s blatant disre-
gard for agreements in this field is contributing to the erosion of inter-
national law and undermining the European countries’ energy interests, 
thereby exacerbating instability in the area and, in effect, interfering 
with the realisation of crucial infrastructure projects between third 
countries there, such as the EastMed Pipeline and the Great Sea Inter-
connector for transporting gas and electricity respectively from Israel to 
Greece and the rest of Europe via Cyprus. 

Erhürman’s victory reopens the possibility that negotiations for the 
island’s unification on the basis of some form of coexistence between 
the two Cypriot populations might be resumed, leading to an easing 
of tensions. Political and economic integration of the island would in 
fact reduce friction in the eastern Mediterranean, creating a more sta-
ble setting for the pursuit of energy cooperation and maritime security. 
Participation of the Turkish-Cypriot community in the institutions of a 
state organised along federal lines would allow Turkish interests to be 
safeguarded in a legitimate and institutional manner, while regional in-
tegration would create the conditions for developing new joint projects 
for the transport of gas to Europe. 

In this context, the voice of the European Union is practically ab-
sent. With the EU lacking true political power, the situation remains 
largely in the hand of the parties directly involved—the two Cypriot 
communities, Turkey, Greece and the United Kingdom, the latter by 
virtue of its sovereign military bases at Akrotiri and Dhekelia—while 
the Union is little more than a bystander. This diplomatic weakness 
undermines not only the EU’s capacity to safeguard one of its member 
states but also the credibility of the Common Foreign and Security Pol-
icy, which remains constrained by national interests.
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In short, the question of Cyprus highlights the structural limits of 
the current European architecture and the need for a federal evolution 
of the Union. Creating a European federation with a genuinely common 
CFSP would make it possible to overcome the national divisions that 
currently leave the Union paralysed and unable to act in scenarios such 
as the Mediterranean. A federal Europe would have the political legit-
imacy and decision-making tools necessary to intervene in a coherent 
manner—speaking with a single voice in complex international settings 
and more effectively defending its own strategic, energy and security 
interests. From this perspective, reunification of the island of Cyprus 
would be not only a regional achievement but also a testing ground of 
the continent’s capacity to evolve from a mere economic union into a 
mature political actor, capable of guaranteeing stability and order in its 
neighbourhood.

Giuseppe Arcidiacono
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EUROPEAN REARMAMENT,
STRATEGIC AUTONOMY

AND THE MISLEADING COMPARISON TO 1914 

In contemporary debate on the question of European rearmament, 
comparisons are frequently drawn with the arms race that preceded the 
First World War. This historical reference is often employed as a rhe-
torical device to denounce what is perceived as Europe’s present belli-
cose drift and to support the argument that increasing military spending 
would inevitably lead to a spiral of escalation similar to the one that 
led to the collapse of the European order in 1914. However, a closer 
analysis shows that this comparison is largely inappropriate and risks 
obscuring, rather than clarifying, the nature of the strategic problem 
now facing Europe. The historical, political and geopolitical situation 
of early-twentieth-century Europe was profoundly different from that 
of Europe today, as were the drivers, objectives and implications of 
European rearmament.

The period leading up to 1914 saw the main European powers di-
rectly engaged in a relatively symmetrical strategic competition with 
one another. Germany, the United Kingdom, France and Russia saw 
themselves as actors of comparable political, military and imperial 
might, operating within an international framework devoid of supra-
national institutions capable of managing crises. Rearmament during 
this period, rather than serving a primarily defensive or stabilising 
function, was an integral part of the pursuit of prestige, influence and, 
ultimately, continental and global hegemony. The naval race between 
Germany and the United Kingdom, the rise of military conscription, 
and the development of offensive military doctrines all followed a logic 
of outpacing the adversary rather than maintaining a balance. The rigid, 
automatic alliances then in place meant that every local crisis could es-
calate into a general war, while the political culture of the time regarded 
armed conflict as not only possible, but sometimes even inevitable or 
useful as a tool for redefining the balance of power. In this setting, the 
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stockpiling of weapons structurally increased the likelihood of war by 
reducing the scope for mediation and making the use of force an in-
creasingly practicable option.

Contemporary Europe finds itself in a radically different situation. 
The European Union is neither a traditional military power nor a fully 
sovereign strategic actor. Rather, it is an incomplete political construc-
tion, characterised by an extraordinary degree of economic and regu-
latory integration, yet exhibiting persistent weakness in the fields of 
defence and security. For over seventy years, the continent’s security 
has in fact been guaranteed by the NATO umbrella and, ultimately, by 
the United States. This delegation of strategic responsibility allowed 
the European states to pour their resources and political capital primar-
ily into reconstruction, economic integration and the development of 
the welfare state—a choice that, in that historical context, was both 
rational and consistent with the bipolar nature of the Cold War. How-
ever, it created a long-term structural dependence that is now becoming 
increasingly problematic.

Today’s evolving international landscape has laid this weakness 
bare. The return of conventional warfare to continental Europe, com-
petition among major powers, Russia’s growing assertiveness, and the 
emergence of a more unstable international order have called into ques-
tion the fundamental assumption underpinning European security: the 
certainty of America’s commitment to it. The progressive disengage-
ment of the United States—or at least the growing uncertainty over 
continued American support—has exposed the problem of Europe’s 
lack of autonomous means of guaranteeing its own security. In this 
context, the debate over European rearmament clearly stems not from 
sudden militaristic fervour, but from recognition of the strategic void 
that has formed over time.

European rearmament today, then, is not driven by a logic of sym-
metrical competition or the pursuit of military supremacy; Europe is 
neither attempting to ‘outpace’ other powers nor to establish itself as 
a global hegemon. On the contrary, following decades of underinvest-
ment and fragmentation, it finds itself in a condition of relative infe-
riority. Essentially, increases in Europe’s defence spending and the 
strengthening of its military capabilities aim to close a gap and reach 
a minimum threshold of strategic credibility, without which the Union 
can neither effectively defend its territory nor participate in internation-
al relations as an autonomous actor. In this sense, it is misleading to use 
the term ‘arms race’: these moves are not about competing with equal 
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powers; rather, they are efforts to recover capabilities that have been 
lost or were never fully developed.

One aspect often overlooked in public debate is the relationship 
between military capabilities and the pursuit of peace.  The pacifist 
argument tends, among other things, to consider any strengthening of 
military capabilities as intrinsically destabilising, based on the assump-
tion that peace derives from renunciation of force. Yet the history of 
international relations shows that lasting peace arises not from unilat-
eral weakness, but from balance and deterrence. The détente between 
the opposing blocs during the Cold War, together with the main arms 
control agreements, was possible precisely because the two sides rec-
ognised each other as capable and credible actors. In the absence of a 
solid power base, diplomacy is weakened and reduced to mere decla-
rations of intent.

Accordingly, European strategic autonomy does not contradict Eu-
rope’s commitment to peace, but instead constitutes a necessary con-
dition for it, since a structurally weak Europe is an element not of sta-
bility but of vulnerability. Furthermore, dependence on external actors 
reduces the room for political decision-making and increases the risk of 
being dragged into dynamics determined externally. Paradoxically, Eu-
rope’s lack of autonomous military capabilities may well leave it more 
exposed to conflicts, not less. The real choice, therefore, is not between 
rearmament and pacifism, but between, on the one hand, a coordinated 
and integrated strengthening of defence capabilities and, on the other, 
their fragmentation along national lines, which multiplies inefficiencies 
and rivalries without actually enhancing security.

This brings us to the central roles of France and Germany. Histor-
ically, the main advances in the process of European integration have 
arisen in response to systemic crises and been driven by joint initiatives 
from these two countries. Even today, only Paris and Berlin possess 
sufficient political, economic and military weight to trigger—particu-
larly in the event of a major external shock—a qualitative leap for-
ward. France embodies a tradition of strategic autonomy and a culture 
of power that naturally incline it to support a strengthening of Europe’s 
military capabilities. Germany, while more hesitant strategically, rep-
resents the economic and industrial pillar without which any common 
defence project would lack substance. Credible European rearmament, 
if accompanied by industrial integration, a unified command and joint 
political decision-making, could serve as a driver of a deeper federal 
transformation of the Union.
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Comparing the present situation to 1914, if done carefully, may have 
limited value as a warning against the risks of uncontrolled escalation. 
However, if this comparison is taken as the main interpretive lens, it 
becomes misleading. Contemporary Europe is not on the brink of a war 
driven by excessive power; the risk it faces stems rather from the op-
posite: strategic irrelevance and vulnerability resulting from prolonged 
weakness. European rearmament today does not signal a return to the 
past, but an attempt—belated yet necessary—to adapt to a changed in-
ternational order. Unless it possesses at least minimal strategic autono-
my, Europe can neither defend peace nor contribute meaningfully to its 
construction. In this sense, the strengthening of its defence capabilities, 
if undertaken as a means of deterrence, integration and shared responsi-
bility, constitutes not a negation of peace, but rather a potential precon-
dition for its preservation.

Giovanni Salpietro
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VENEZUELA AND TRUMP: DARK OMENS

Writing to a friend on 5 August, 1829, Simon Bolívar, a key figure 
in Venezuelan independence, lamented that: “the United States seems 
destined by Providence to plague America with misery in the name of 
liberty”.1 The recent US military operation that resulted in the capture 
of President Nicolás Maduro—accused by Washington of narcoterror-
ism—followed by Trump’s warnings of possible interventions in Mexi-
co and Colombia to defend US interests brings back into focus the “not 
in my backyard” mindset that has long shaped US policy towards its 
Latin American neighbours.

We have always been taught to regard the United States as the 
world’s leading example of democracy. However, if we look at its 
foreign policy management from a more detached perspective, some 
doubts emerge. While the extraordinary—and crucial—political and 
military support provided by the United States in the fight for freedom 
during the First World War and against fascism in the Second World 
War is a historically established fact, appraisals of its foreign policy 
throughout the rest of the twentieth century, in both Latin American 
and broader international opinion, have tended to be considerably less 
positive. Freedom has consistently been invoked to justify instances of 
US interference in Latin America—an interventionism at times imple-
mented through the use of armed force, as in Cuba (1898 and 1961), 
Grenada (1983) and Panama (1989), and at times by lending support to 
coups or to some of modern history’s most violent and repressive mil-
itary juntas.2 The fact that this interventionism has characterised both 
Republican and Democrat administrations bears witness to a continuity 
in the US approach to internal Latin American affairs. Some interven-

1 Cartas del Libertador, Vol VII, Caracas, Banco de Venezuela, Fundación Vincente 
Lecuna, 1969, p. 260. The letter was addressed to English diplomat Patricio Campbell 
and written after the failure of the Panama Congress in 1826, when the United States suc-
cessfully conspired to sabotage Bolívar’s project to create a Latin American parliament 
as a step towards the formation of a federation among the young nations that had recently 
broken free of Spanish colonial rule.

2 There is a long list of examples that could be cited, but here we will limit ourselves 
to recalling the succession of military dictatorships in Brazil, Chile and Argentina, as 
well as in Bolivia and Guatemala, the latter effectively governed by the US multinational 
United Fruits from 1954 until the early 1970s.
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tions have been framed as efforts to counter governments perceived as 
pro-communist or socialist, while others have sought to rid a country 
of a dictator, as in the recent case of the capture of Maduro in Venezu-
ela, and all have been justified by the argument that they were neces-
sary to safeguard vital US interests. The question that has to be asked, 
however, is how far the United States can legitimately go to safeguard 
its strategic interests, especially considering that it maintains over 600 
military bases worldwide (with some observers estimating the number 
to be as high as 800).3

A separate, in-depth analysis of the evolution of American society 
under Trump and the transformation of US foreign policy since the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union would undoubtedly raise numerous signifi-
cant points for consideration; here, however, we will confine ourselves 
to several observations in view of the recent events in Venezuela. 

It is widely accepted that Venezuela has not functioned as a democ-
racy ever since Chávez assumed the presidency of the country,4 and 
the succession of Maduro following Chávez’s death in 2013 marked 
the beginning of the Venezuelan government’s definitive descent into 
authoritarian rule, as this publication has noted on several occasions.5 
Maduro has won all the subsequent presidential elections, each of 
which was widely condemned as illegitimate by the whole of the inter-
national community—with the significant exceptions of Russia, China, 
Iran, Cuba and Nicaragua—on the basis of electoral irregularities and 
suppression of the opposition forces, many of whose exponents were 
silenced, imprisoned or forced into exile.

Venezuela was therefore not part of the community of democratic 
states at the time of Maduro’s capture by US special forces. The prob-
lem—following his subsequent deportation to face trial in New York 
on charges of leading drug trafficking organisations—is that Venezuela 
today remains under the control of his supporters, heightening the risk 
of civil unrest.

Indeed, contrary to Trump’s declarations, the United States is not 
running Venezuela, either politically or militarily, having sent no troops 
to occupy the country. This may be because the real reason for captur-

3 See, for example: www.geopop.it (19 April 2023).
4 In 2016, Venezuela was suspended from Mercosur, of which it had been a member 

since 2012, precisely because it failed to respect the democratic rules set out in the 
South American common market’s founding treaty.

5 See for example: S. Spoltore, Venezuela e Mercosur: la difficile via verso la demo-
crazia, Il Federalista, 59 n. 3 (2017), p. 169, https://www.thefederalist.eu/site/index.php/
it/note/1518-venezuela-e-mercosur-la-difficile-via-verso-la-demo-crazia.  
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ing Maduro was an entirely different one: to take control of Venezuela’s 
oil reserves, which are believed to be the largest in the world. The US 
certainly has no intention of exporting democracy to the country, as 
that is not where its interest lies. Unsurprisingly, amid contradictory 
statements at his January 3 press briefing, Trump spoke of the imminent 
return to Venezuela of the American oil companies whose facilities had 
been nationalised under Chávez—companies whose owners have yet to 
receive the promised 100 billion dollars in compensation. This interest 
in oil and in gaining control of the related infrastructure is part of a 
deliberate strategy: to halt Venezuelan crude oil exports at discounted 
prices to China and Russia, and in particular to Cuba, which relies com-
pletely on the supplies that Caracas previously guaranteed in exchange 
for medical assistance. It is no coincidence that Trump, in his press 
conference, warned of consequences for Cuba, and also did not neglect 
to threaten the governments of Colombia and Mexico, accusing them of 
colluding with drug cartels. The US Department of State has repeatedly 
stated that 90 per cent of the cocaine circulating in the United States, 
despite entering via Mexico, is in fact produced in Colombia. Clearly 
then, if Trump were genuinely intent on stopping drug trafficking, Ven-
ezuela and its president would certainly not be his primary target. The 
capture of Maduro is an example of the performative and dramatic pol-
itics that Trump favours, and notwithstanding his bullish declarations, 
the operation targeted a country that is, in reality, very weak. A similar 
military intervention in Mexico or Colombia would have devasting re-
percussions within the United States: the Venezuelan community in the 
US is largely made up of exiles opposed to Chávez, whereas the Mexi-
can and Colombian ones generally remain attached to their roots and do 
not politically oppose the governments of their countries of origin. For 
this reason, military intervention in either of those two countries would 
certainly trigger a serious backlash from Latino communities within the 
United States.

Time alone will us tell whether—and how—the United States can 
provide stable political leadership in Venezuela, which is still effective-
ly governed by allies of Maduro. What is now clear is that the US raid, 
months in the planning and made possible only by the collaboration of 
figures close to the Venezuelan president, was aimed mainly at taking 
control of the country’s vast oil resources. Furthermore, it seems high-
ly unlikely that Putin and Xi Jinping were not informed in advance 
of this armed intervention when meeting with Trump last year. Both 
Russia and China, allies of Venezuela since the Chávez era, have stra-
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tegic cooperation agreements—signed in October 2025 and May 2024 
respectively—that commit them to industrial and commercial activities 
in the country. China, through the China Concord Resources Corpora-
tion in the Lake Maracaibo region, already has an extensive presence in 
Venezuela’s oil sector. It is thus clear that the United States and China 
will need to find some common ground on how to manage and exploit 
the country’s oil assets—which currently guarantee Beijing 60,000 
barrels a day—in ways that serve their mutual interests. Russia, too, 
over a period of eleven years, transferred around 17 billion dollars in 
loans and investments to the Chávez and Maduro governments, allow-
ing them to avoid a sovereign default. In return, the Kremlin received 
Venezuelan oil. At current prices, the value of the Venezuelan crude that 
goes to Rosneft, the Russian state oil company, amounts to around 3.6 
billion dollars per year.6 But how long can these commercial and finan-
cial agreements hold? Trump’s declaration that the sale of Venezuelan 
oil will be controlled by the United States puts a different slant on the 
American intervention in Venezuela. What appears to be taking shape 
is a new ‘Yalta’ arrangement, in which these major powers, by common 
accord, are dividing the world into spheres of influence. Remarks by 
Trump on 3 January appear to confirm this: underlining the intention to 
assert US dominance in the Western Hemisphere, he insisted, “Under 
our new national strategy, American dominance in the Western Hemi-
sphere will never be questioned again”. This language is no different 
from that used by Putin at the Munich Security Conference of February 
2007, where he declared Russia’s intention to reassert control over in-
ternational affairs to prevent this domain from remaining a sole prerog-
ative of the West. Similarly, it echoes that used by Xi Jinping when he 
speaks about Taiwan or the disputes with neighbouring countries over 
control of the islands in the South China Sea.7

Trump’s manner of speaking borders on arrogance, but his philos-
ophy is clear: even military actions are acceptable provided they offer 
his country a concrete financial and economic return. This is the posi-
tion—clearly far from isolationist—of the MAGA faction that supports 
the president: anything is permissible anywhere in the world if it aligns 
with the United States’ primary interests. But if a new map of global 
spheres of influence has indeed been drawn, it remains to be seen where 

6 See two articles, both published on 8 January, 2026: La transizione passa da BigOil, 
in Avvenire, and A. Simoni, La guerra sporca del petrolio, in La Stampa.

7 See: S. Spoltore, L’oceano della discordia, Il Federalista, 57 n. 3 (2015), p. 204, 
https://www.thefederalist.eu/site/index.php/it/note/1476-loceano-della-discordia.
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Europe fits into it—and, above all, whether today’s Union has the ca-
pacity to play an autonomous role. The stakes are enormous, because 
the second election of Trump marked a definitive shift in the global 
balance of power, prompting the United States to now regard Europe 
as marginal to its interests, even to the point of sharing with Russia the 
idea that it is now time to push for the dismantling of the European 
Union.  

Closing remark.
The intervention in Venezuela cannot therefore be interpreted in iso-

lation; instead, it forms part of a broader framework of developments 
involving the United States, from the conflicts in the Middle East and 
Ukraine to its expansionist claims on Greenland and aggressive stance 
towards Panama, Mexico and, some months ago, also Canada. Added to 
this is Trump’s contradictory application of his tariff policies and block-
ing of ships in international waters, developments that carry significant 
implications and could easily lead to confrontation—and potentially 
open conflict—with Russia and China, an outcome whose effects could 
be dramatic. The world is watching this standoff between superpowers 
with dismay. The United States should seriously reflect on its choices, 
because however strong it may feel under Trump, it is alienating much 
of the world—including those regions with which it shares deep histor-
ical and political ties. 

Everything has now been called into question, while NATO itself, 
following Trump’s repeated pronouncements, is losing its role as an 
alliance. If the major powers indeed now share an imperial vision that 
overrides respect for international law, the Europeans—if they are to 
retain any influence—have no choice but to pursue a new model of EU 
governance built around a core group of countries willing to advance 
European sovereignty in strategic sectors. The reports by Letta, Draghi 
and Niinistö could not have been clearer in showing the path forward.

Stefano Spoltore
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Documents

Raimondo Cagiano’s
Federalist Activism:

An Expression of Cultural, Political 
and Moral Engagement*

GIORGIO ANSELMI

I wish to begin by thanking Prof. Antonelli, Prof. Norci Cagiano 
and the Primoli Foundation for hosting us here in this beautiful setting. 
My thanks, too, to Luisa Trumellini for asking me to speak about the 
federalist activism of Raimondo Cagiano de Azevedo. I imagine this 
invitation was prompted by the fact that, in 2017, when Luisa was na-
tional secretary of the Movimento Federalista Europeo, it was she and I 
together who proposed Raimondo as coordinator of our Debate Office. 
It was a role he filled with extraordinary dedication and commitment 
until the end of his days, pouring his best energies into it, and even, 
latterly, the last of his physical strength. I should make it immediately 
clear that I do not feel worthy of the task I have been given today, and 
am really not sure whether Raimondo would have appreciated my being 
the one to talk about his activism. I nevertheless feel reassured by the 
knowledge that there will also be several contributions from individuals 
who are certainly better qualified to comment than I am, and who will 
be able to supplement and even correct what I am about to say. Finally, 
I wish to apologise in advance for my use of personal recollections.

* Address given at the conference Federalism for Peace, Democracy and Equality, 
organised by the Movimento Federalista Europeo and the Primoli Foundation ETS in 
memory of Raimondo Cagiano de Azevedo, at the Foundation’s headquarters in Rome 
on 11 November 2025.
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In the 1970s, Jean-Baptiste Fages wrote Introduction à la diversité 
des marxismes, a work that was subsequently translated into Italian. I 
do not believe the time is yet ripe to write an introduction to the dif-
ferent federalisms, which are often labelled with adjectives serving to 
distinguish and classify them. Allow me, however, to make just two 
remarks in this regard. The reason behind the search for new terms to 
refer to current unfolding events or their desired outcomes surely lies 
in the uniqueness of the process of European unification, which bears 
no comparison with any other historical experience, particularly that of 
the United States. This uniqueness also explains why, whenever anyone 
talks of the ‘United States of Europe’, a slogan coined more than a 
century ago, there is always someone who will ask, ‘But do we really 
want to replicate the United States of America?’ I would add here that 
I am not troubled by the use of various labels. For me, it is a sign of 
the times—a sign that we have now reached the end of the era when 
‘federalism’ was a pornographic word, as Jacques Delors’ so memo-
rably put it. In other words, it suggests that we have entered a time in 
which federalism in Europe is shifting from utopia to ideology, albeit 
along lines quite different from those outlined almost a century ago by 
Karl Mannheim, drawing on Marx and Engels’ famous 1846 text. For 
Mannheim, in fact, ideology arises from the defence of privilege and is 
therefore always conservative, grounded in a distorted understanding 
of reality, whereas utopia ushers in the new. Today, the federalist option 
is present in European political debate not as a dream projected into 
some indefinite future time, but as a criterion guiding action and choic-
es today. Those of you who know me will know that I find it almost 
offensive to be labelled a dreamer, because, on the contrary, I consider 
us to be realists—the only realists.

With those preliminary remarks made, let us now turn to Prof. Ca-
giano’s commitment to federalism, which must be set within a cultural 
and political tradition that arose, between the two world wars, from 
French personalism. Personalism, as a term, was actually coined at the 
start of the century by Renouvier, and while this is certainly not the 
place to explore the key aspects of this philosophical movement, which 
counts numerous thinkers and schools of thought—one, for example, 
having a religious orientation and another a more secular nature—what 
we can do is examine the reasons for its convergence with federalism, 
which came about primarily through the work of Denis de Rougemont 
and Alexandre Marc. Certain elements within personalism aligned well 
with federalism: the centrality of the person, understood not abstractly 
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as a mere individual considered in isolation, but as the centre of a net-
work of relationships extending from the family to wider communities; 
the rejection and condemnation of all forms of totalitarianism; the cri-
tique of the state understood as an absolute entity to which everything 
must be subordinated and sacrificed; and the idea of the need for the 
personalist and communitarian revolution referred to in the title of a 
famous work by Emmanuel Mounier. Federalism, with its communi-
ty and cosmopolitan dimensions, its division of sovereignty on both 
functional and territorial bases, and its institutional models designed 
to safeguard both unity and diversity, offered and still offers a coherent 
framework able to embody these elements in practice.

It seems, to me, almost inevitable that French culture should have 
produced a precursor to this convergence of personalism and federal-
ism in the person of Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, given his critique of the 
centralism—monarchical and then Jacobin—of the French state and its 
enduring Colbertist tendencies. There can be no doubt that it was Alex-
andre Marc, the same Alexandre Marc—born Lipiansky into a Jewish 
family in Odesa, forced into exile in France, a convert to Catholicism 
and also the first Secretary General of the Union of European Federal-
ists (UEF)—who identified Proudhon as a forerunner of that integral 
federalism of which he himself would become the leading theorist. And 
Marc is widely acknowledged to have been a mentor to Raimondo, 
who, in recent years, had his three major works republished in facsimile 
editions. However, Prof. Cagiano never showed any traces of sectari-
anism or exclusive allegiances. Anyone who spent time at the beautiful 
headquarters, here in Rome, in Salita de’ Crescenzi near the Pantheon, 
of the Centro Italiano di Formazione Europea (CIFE)—of which he was 
an indefatigable driving force—will recall that a large photograph of 
Marc hung there alongside similar portraits of Altiero Spinelli, Mario 
Albertini and Gianni Ruta, the latter a friend from Raimondo’s early 
federalist years who died far too young. In short, Raimondo was an-
imated by a spirit that I would venture to call ecumenical—one that 
drove him to seek not merely the superficial, more or less circumstan-
tial reasons for convergences, but also their deeper underlying basis. 
During a conversation I had with him following President Mattarella’s 
visit to Ventotene to commemorate the 80th anniversary of the Manifes-
to, he remarked that the President, in addressing the seminar partici-
pants, took the very first lines of Spinelli and Rossi’s text as his starting 
point not simply because they were the opening lines, but because, in 
setting out ‘the principle of freedom, according to which man should 
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not be a mere instrument of others, but an autonomous source of life’, 
they remind us exactly where we should start. He then added: ‘Every-
thing that was built over seven decades is rooted in that principle, which 
is the starting point we must always return to if we are to avoid building 
on foundations of sand.’

This spirit, which I have taken the liberty of calling ecumenical, not 
only guided Raimondo in terms of principles and values, it also found 
concrete expression in his interactions with the organisations that Um-
berto Serafini referred to as the ‘federalist force’, and which, more cir-
cumspectly, we might call the ‘federalist galaxy’. Be it the Movimento 
Federalista Europeo, the Movimento Europeo – Italia (MEI), the Coun-
cil of European Municipalities and Regions, or the European Teachers’ 
Association (AEDE), Prof. Cagiano offered each organisation engaged 
in the common struggle to unite Europe his intellectual input, often 
hosted them at the CIFE headquarters, and was always ready to give 
them words of support and encouragement. Raimondo was equally 
ready to engage with a much wider circle of bodies, institutions and 
associations, as confirmed by the numerous roles and recognitions that 
appear in his remarkable curriculum.

We all had opportunities to appreciate his receptiveness to other 
people, even the humblest, his willingness to exchange in dialogue, and 
his thoughtful consideration of ideas and positions he did not necessar-
ily share. One clear memory comes to mind in this regard. A few years 
ago, we invited him to speak at the regional debate we organise each 
year in Sezano, in the Valpantena hills north of Verona. I asked him 
whether he would rather stay in the town or at the Olivetan monastery 
where the event was being held. He said he preferred the latter option, 
and so I drove him from the station to Sezano. On the way, I asked 
Raimondo if knew that the monastery would also be hosting Riccardo 
Petrella, who had founded a so-called Università dell’acqua bene co-
mune (University of Water as a Common Good) there. He immediately 
replied that he’d like to meet him. I discreetly reminded him that Pe-
trella, once one of our activists and a member of staff at the European 
Commission during Jacques Delors’ terms, had gone on to become a 
harsh critic of what he considered—and still does consider—the wrong 
directions followed by the EU, particularly in the wake of the sovereign 
debt crisis. (At this point, as an aside and without meaning to flatter our 
distinguished guest, whom we are honoured to have with us today, I 
would simply note that, looking back and considering how the ‘periph-
eral’ countries—I reject the English acronym used in the past—have ac-
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tually fared, it may be time to reconsider some of the hasty judgements 
made during that period—judgements that, unfortunately, have not 
been completely abandoned). But, to return to my anecdote, Raimondo 
turned his head slightly toward me—a familiar gesture—and, glancing 
at me almost slyly, retorted: ‘I said I’d like to meet him.’ Ultimately, his 
warm manner proved decisive in putting his interlocutor at his ease—
Petrella, let’s not forget, had not been expecting to meet someone from 
a part of his past he had chosen to turn his back on. Actually, Prof. Ca-
giano did even more than that, managing to persuade Petrella to present 
his ideas during the following day’s debate. The differences in the two 
men’s analyses and judgments persisted of course, but that discussion 
was certainly much appreciated by the audience present that day.

Prof. Cagiano’s manner never betrayed even the slightest trace of 
disdain, still less arrogance. While teaching at the University of Pescara 
he met Lino Venturelli and Damiana Guarascio, a married couple who, 
for many years, kept the local section going and also established the 
regional centre. Both of these endeavours enjoyed Raimondo’s constant 
support. Indeed, he took part in many of the trips to Abruzzo’s towns 
and valleys that Damiana organised with such meticulous care—out-
ings that some of us experienced as well.

The debates, staged in eleven towns across eight regions, that Prof. 
Cagiano organised during his time as coordinator of our Debate Office 
perhaps constitute the most important legacy of his commitment to the 
Movimento Federalista Europeo. For each one, he drew on the exten-
sive network of academic and political contacts he had built up over the 
years, thereby allowing our members to really grapple with the main 
theoretical and political issues of the past decade. Writing in L’Unità 
Europea, Fernando Iglesias also recalled Cagiano’s—ultimately suc-
cessful—efforts to get an ‘Altiero Spinelli’ professorship created at the 
University of Buenos Aires. Whenever Cagiano addressed our meet-
ings, he not only kept us updated on this project, but would often also 
add reflections and analyses on Latin America—a subcontinent close to 
his heart—or on Africa and the tragedies of migration, informed by his 
expertise in statistics and demography.

And so, I come to my final thoughts. When preparing these remarks, 
I couldn’t help wondering: what exactly was it about Prof. Cagiano’s 
tireless activity that earned him such widespread recognition during his 
lifetime, and can explain the unanimous outpouring of sorrow triggered 
by his passing? The answer that immediately came to me, which is not 
to be taken as a flippant remark, is that Raimondo was one of the few—
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the very few—activists with whom I never had any kind of falling out 
or even disagreement, something for which he, of course, deserves full 
credit. Then, thinking about it more, I came to the conclusion that Rai-
mondo possessed, to an exceptional degree, ‘a sense of proportion’, 
for Max Weber ‘the decisive psychological quality of the politician’. 
In other words, the politician’s ‘ability to let realities work upon him 
with inner concentration and calmness. Hence his distance to things 
and men.’ It is this alone that allows us to avoid what Weber, quoting 
his friend Georg Simmel, refers to as ‘sterile excitation’. So, at a time 
when—on both sides of the Atlantic—we are witnessing so much ster-
ile excitation, fuelled—to use Weber’s words once again—by vanity, 
‘the deadly enemy of all […] devotion to a cause, and of all distance, 
[above all] of distance towards one’s self’, Raimondo Cagiano de Aze-
vedo’s example should be taken as both a source of inspiration and an 
important admonition.

It now falls to us, as a duty, to continue his battle, which is also 
our battle. As Hannah Arendt paradigmatically put it in a tribute to her 
mentor Karl Jaspers shortly after his death, ‘That which is most fleeting 
in a man—a spoken word or a single gesture—dies with him, rendering 
necessary the memory of him we keep. Memory finds its fulfilment in 
our bond with the deceased […] and echoes anew in the world.’ (Tribute 
to Karl Jaspers, 4 March, 1969).

Thank you, Raimondo, may we not prove too unworthy of you.
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Thirty Years Ago

CONSIDERATIONS ON THE 1996
INTERGOVERNMENTAL CONFERENCE

AND THE PASSAGE TO THE THIRD 
PHASE OF MONETARY UNION*

The Problems we Face. 
The European political debate is presently conditioned by two is-

sues, which pose a series of complex problems. These issues are, on 
the one hand, the drive toward enlarging the Union and the risks this 
presents for the Union’s survival in the absence of a reinforcement of 
its institutions; and, on the other, the proximity of the two crucial dead-
lines laid down by the Maastricht Treaty, namely the intergovernmen-
tal conference for re-examining certain of the Treaty’s clauses, due for 
1996, and the decision, due to be taken no later than 31st December 
of the same year, regarding the possibility of starting the third phase 
of monetary union prior to the final deadline set by the Treaty of 1st 
January 1999. 

The complexity of problems to be faced over the next few years 
divides politicians and confuses observers. It should however be noted 
that this is the result of the weakness of the politicians’ political will and 
the insufficient mobilisation of public opinion. Problems of a similar 
complexity were solved quickly on the occasion of German unification, 
thanks to the presence of a power that was determined to deal with 
them and which was sustained by a strong degree of consensus. But in 

* This report was delivered at the Federal Committee of the European Union of Fed-
eralists (UEF), held in Brussels, 8-9th April 1995, and published in The Federalist, 37 
No. 1 (1995), p. 62, in section Federalist Action.
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today’s Europe there is no-one with the power or will to cut at a single 
stroke through the various knots that are preventing the continuation 
of the integration process. It is therefore necessary to try and introduce 
some clarity into the tangle of problems we are faced with, and to pro-
pose solutions, in the awareness that only in this way is it possible to 
contribute to the evolution of the political will which is currently weak 
or lacking, as well as to the development of a consensus among public 
opinion, which is presently stifled by the lack of purpose of the political 
class and by the citizenry’s insufficient knowledge of what is at stake. 

First of all, though, it should be stressed that the drive toward en-
largement corresponds to the Union’s fundamental vocation, and nei-
ther can nor should be stopped. The historical significance of the rev-
olution of 1989 will depend on the Union’s capacity to attract into its 
orbit the states of central and eastern Europe which are knocking at its 
door. If this does not take place, these countries will become victims of 
the destabilising forces of nationalism. Moreover, the Union’s enlarge-
ment southwards would be decisive in bringing stability to an area that 
is suffering from devastating conflicts. It is sufficient to recall the recent 
example of the hard-won free trade agreement with Turkey, which of-
fered a glimpse of the possibility of beginning to resolve, through Cy-
prus’s entrance into the Union, a problem which neither the UN nor the 
United States have been able to solve in the past. Besides, it should be 
remembered that if the Union tries to evade its responsibilities by sim-
ply maintaining its current composition, and does not endow itself with 
the necessary instruments to govern itself and to be an effective pres-
ence in European and world affairs as a force for peace and progress, it 
will in its turn be overcome by the forces of disintegration. The fact is 
that the Union can no longer stand still, because the present internation-
al context does not allow it to; rather, it must choose between advancing 
or retreating. Hence, even if there were any sense prior to the entrance 
of Austria, Finland and Sweden in trying to block enlargement for a few 
years while waiting for the institutional reforms delegated to the 1996 
Intergovernmental Conference, the idea now of the Union retreating 
into itself with the sole aim of preserving the status quo makes no sense 
at all. On the contrary, the problem is to encourage enlargement while at 
the same time preventing it from bringing about the Union’s dissolution 
through its transformation into a large free trade area. This problem can 
be resolved only by strengthening the Union. Moreover, on this point, 
with the exception of John Major’s government, there is a broad, if 
rather unfocused, consensus.
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Monetary Union and Political Union.
The motivations for monetary union and for the institutional reform 

of the Union had different origins. The former was essentially dictat-
ed by the need to eliminate the final and most serious obstacle to the 
functioning of the single market; the latter by the inherent dangers of 
enlargement and by the need to face up to them in order not to condemn 
the Community venture to failure. Nevertheless they are closely con-
nected. The link between them has caused some people, including both 
friends and enemies of the European ideal, to argue that the creation of 
a true European government is a pre-condition of monetary union. Such 
people maintain, with good reason, that a currency is one of the essen-
tial instruments for the exercise of sovereignty. It would follow from 
this that there can be no single currency without political union, so that 
the creation of the latter should in all events accompany or precede the 
establishment of monetary union. 

That the currency is a political tool of paramount importance is a 
matter of fact. And it is also a matter of fact that in the case of Europe, 
monetary and political union are closely connected. But their connec-
tion should not be interpreted in a mechanical way. In the industrialised 
world, the need for central bank independence is now increasingly 
widely recognised, even if as part of a more general politico-institu-
tional frame-work. This awareness reflects the relative autonomy which 
monetary policy currently possesses compared to economic policy and 
indeed to all other policies. As a result, monetary union could function 
for a few years even in the absence of political union, albeit at the cost 
of tensions and a lack of coherence in policy-making. 

It should be added that monetary union, unfettered, or partially 
unfettered by political union, is easier to achieve today than political 
union itself, since it is provided for in the Maastricht Treaty, which 
regulates the procedures for its realisation, including the setting aside 
of the unanimity condition. This, by the way, reflects the fact that the 
abandonment of monetary sovereignty is now perceived in some coun-
tries as being less traumatic than either giving up military sovereignty 
or a reform of Europe’s institutions entailing the radical redistribution 
of European powers among the Council, Parliament and Commission in 
a democratic and federal sense.

The fact remains that the currency, in the final instance, is an instru-
ment of politics. It is therefore true that the European monetary union 
can not survive for long without a European government.

This means that monetary union, in the absence of a political union, 
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would in the medium term cause contradictions and imbalances among 
the Union’s members, and between these latter and the surrounding states. 
The requirements of monetary union’s functioning would forcefully raise 
the problems of a budgetary policy, a regional policy and a policy of 
solidarity with regard to the excluded states; this could only be achieved 
by a genuine European government. Through monetary union the Euro-
pean front would be reinforced and the nationalist front weakened; a wide 
variety of behaviours would be affected; the expectations of economic 
actors and citizens would be oriented toward the deepening and accelera-
tion of the unification process, not only economically but also politically; 
the European Parliament and the Commission would be reinforced; and 
the competition between parties would tend to shift from the national to 
the European context. It should be remembered that the birth of political 
Europe will not be solely an institutional event. It will be marked by the 
birth of a new European legitimacy, which will of course be linked partly 
to the institutional reforms, but which will also depend on establishing 
the idea of European citizenship in the collective consciousness, and on 
all that this citizenship will come to signify. This means that in the pres-
ence of monetary union, an imperfect institutional arrangement which 
in an extreme hypothesis may not be much different from the current 
one, would be profoundly altered in its daily functioning by the fact of 
gradually becoming one of the preferred arenas for the confrontation of 
the political forces and an important point of reference for the consent of 
citizens. This trend would not do away with the necessity of institutional 
reform, which would always remain the destination point of the process. 
But the latter would be greatly speeded up by the spontaneous evolution 
of politicians’ behaviour and of widespread attitudes. 

The connection between monetary and political union (compound-
ed by the fact that the Intergovernmental Conferences for both matters 
will take place at the same time) therefore means that they must neces-
sarily be considered in the context of a single process. Furthermore, the 
German government has clearly declared its opposition to establishing 
a monetary union that does not provide for the democratic reinforce-
ment of the Union’s institutions. It is therefore impossible in practice 
to isolate the objective of monetary union, setting aside that of political 
union. The two must be considered as joint aims.

Nevertheless, the fact remains that if the result of the great appoint-
ments awaiting the European Union over the next few years is solely 
the creation of monetary union accompanied by insufficient institution-
al reform, this should still be considered a very important step forward. 
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Monetary union with these limitations would install an element of irre-
versibility into the process by creating institutions, such as a European 
system of central banks, and a network of relations of interdependency 
which could not be suppressed without a crisis of catastrophic propor-
tions. Monetary union would certainly require the pursuit, or rather the 
intensification of the struggle to create a democratic European govern-
ment, but would also allow this struggle to be carried forward on a more 
solid basis and would greatly improve its prospects of success.

The Politico-institutional Minimum.
Independent of the connection existing between monetary and po-

litical union, it remains a fact that the prevailing opinion in Europe’s 
political debate is that the Union’s enlargement necessarily calls for 
some form of institutional reinforcement. Most European government 
ministers are aware of the decisive importance for all member states 
of pursuing the Community project, and are favourable to reforms that 
would make this possible, whatever their individual attitudes to the ces-
sion of sovereignty may be. Only a few governments differ from this 
position, primarily the British government, which explicitly proposes 
to exploit enlargement in order to water down the Union and transform 
it into a free trade area. However, the formulas proposed for reinforc-
ing the Union’s institutions are numerous and mutually contradictory. 
They are divided substantially into two groups. Some adopt the goal of 
reinforcing the Union’s capacity to act by rationalising the existing in-
stitutions, that is they remain within an intergovernmental perspective. 
Others aim to change the Union’s current institutions in a democratic 
and federal sense. 

Before embarking on the merits of these proposals, it is necessary 
to denounce the widespread belief that the exclusive nature of the dif-
ference between a confederation and a federation in unions between 
states is obsolete, and derives from a doctrinaire approach. According 
to this way of thinking, the “community” model represents a third way 
which can not be encapsulated in either of the former types of union. 
However, this third way does not exist. In the contrast between federa-
tion and confederation, which moreover was at the heart of the debate 
accompanying the creation of the United States of America, the concept 
of sovereignty is at stake, which in a federation is transferred to a new 
state entity (and thus guarantees the independence of member states 
by imposing the rule of law on their relations with each other, freeing 
them from the constraints which derive from power relations between 
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sovereign states), while in a confederation sovereignty remains with 
the member states. Those who call the contrast between federation and 
confederation doctrinaire are in reality no more than defenders of the 
status quo, who seek to hide the fact that the foundation of a federation 
represents a radical break, and consequently involves an extraordinary 
mobilisation of energies. By identifying a “third way” in the communi-
ty model, they try to avoid the choice about a transfer of sovereignty, in 
other words the adoption of a new legitimacy.

It goes without saying that this is not to deny the relevance of the 
community model, nor the presence in the Union’s institutions of poten-
tially federal elements. But it must be strongly emphasised that European 
unification is destined to remain a transitional process, with institutional 
configurations that are provisional and unstable, until it has reached a 
federal outcome. The Union’s present institutional structure is one such 
configuration, and the presence within it of federal elements is undoubt-
edly an indication of its federal vocation. But it should be clear that we 
are discussing an unfulfilled vocation, in that sovereignty still belongs 
unequivocally to the member states; even though that sovereignty is in 
crisis, in as much as the prerogative concerns powers that are by now 
incapable of guaranteeing the security of their citizens and of promoting 
their well-being, and therefore of securing their stable consent. 

The challenge of enlargement obliges the Union to provide itself 
with institutions that will make it democratic and capable of action. 
Now, many of the proposals which have been advanced in the Euro-
pean debate are based on the illusion (or seek to give the illusion) that 
these objectives can be reached without sacrificing the sovereignty of 
the states. This is the case, as regards the need to be democratic, for 
the proposal to strengthen the national parliaments’ control over Union 
policy. In reality this proposal is merely the democratic camouflaging of 
the national powers’ desire not to cede their sovereignty. A democratic 
government of Europe must express a political will which is formed at 
the European level and which has as its object the interests of the Euro-
pean people. If, however, the decisions taken at the European level are 
solely the result of a compromise of wills that are formed at the national 
level and which represent national interests, which by their nature are 
diverse, then these decisions will remain only diplomatic agreements, 
which as such are in no sense democratic. In addition, if the diverging 
national wills should be formed and solidified by means of national 
debates and national parliamentary votes, the compromise would result 
as being even more unsatisfactory, since the representatives of national 
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interests would be bound in the decision-making arenas by a sort of 
imperative mandate, which would prevent them from sacrificing the 
short term national interest in the name of the European interest, even 
in cases where this would be possible through the discreet procedures 
of diplomacy. It goes without saying that these considerations do not 
diminish the role that can be played in some key stages of the Union’s 
constituent process by inter-parliamentary meetings (the “Assizes”), in 
which national and European MPs participate together, and where the 
national MPs would have the decisive function of involving the nation-
al political forces in the constituent process, and through them, their 
citizens. 

Other proposals have been advanced with the aim of reinforcing the 
Union’s capacity to act, to prevent it from becoming watered down by 
enlargement into a body that is entirely incapable of taking decisions, 
but without sacrificing the sovereignty of the states. These include talk 
of a new Elysee Treaty; a reinforcement of the Eurocorps; limiting the 
number of the Commission’s members by making the Commissioners 
from small countries rotate; modifying the share of votes in the Council 
in favour of the large states; altering the composition of the “troika” so 
that it always includes the representative of a large state; making the 
number of national representatives in the European Parliament more 
closely related to population size, and so on. All these proposals in fact 
aim at modifying the decision-making mechanisms of the Union so as 
to form a directorate composed of the more important states within an 
enlarged Europe, which would in fact have the power to decide in the 
name of all. Yet clearly this solution would be entirely inefficient, aside 
from being anti-democratic. There already exists a directorate in Eu-
rope, albeit an informal one: and it was precisely its patent incapacity to 
take decisions, a dramatic example of which was seen with the tragedy 
of the former Yugoslavia, which generated the call for institutional re-
form. To seek in the context of a Europe which is on the way to having 
twenty or thirty members, to re-propose a formula which has failed 
so spectacularly in the context of a Europe of Twelve, is to ignore the 
evidence. 

Moreover, formalising the directorate model is condemned to al-
most certain failure because of the foreseeable resistance of the small 
states, which would never resign themselves to a situation of institu-
tionalised dependency. Besides it is unthinkable that Europe should be 
constructed through authoritarian methods, rather than through the free 
development of a more advanced conception of the common good. 
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The creation of monetary union would in any case reinforce the 
process, even in the presence of institutional policies of an intergovern-
mental nature. The fact remains that in the medium term, beyond this 
important but provisional step, the only effective institutional response 
to the challenge of enlargement is the creation of a genuine embryonic 
federal state, which achieves democratic equality both between all the 
Union’s citizens, and between its member states. The minimum insti-
tutional requirements for a reform of the Union’s institutions to qualify 
as federal are essentially those which would redistribute the already 
existing European powers among the Union’s various bodies, overcom-
ing the current concentration of the majority of both executive and leg-
islative functions in the hands of the Council. In substance, this would 
be a matter of effecting legislative co-decision in all areas of Union 
competence between a European Parliament that represents European 
citizens in proportion to their number, and a Council that represents 
the states on an equal basis or strongly weighted in favour of the small 
countries; and of transforming the Commission into a genuine govern-
ment, responsible to the Parliament. 

In this context the extension of majority voting, of parliamentary 
control and of the competence of the Commission to handle foreign and 
security policy could be realised at a later stage, at the end of a transi-
tion period. Two observations must be made regarding these proposals. 
First, that the principal instruments of a federal European Union’s for-
eign (and security) policy would be the opening up to the rest of the 
world of its commercial policy, as well as its vocation to enlargement 
or at least to the creation of organic links of association and co-op-
eration. Foreign and security policy in the strict sense would tend to 
follow the lines pursued by the commercial and economic policies of 
co-operation, and would therefore be guided by a common European 
interest; even if it should remain under the control of the states for a 
transition period. Secondly, that the symbolic significance invested in 
foreign and security policy, especially in states like France and Great 
Britain which have nuclear weapons, makes this competence the pre-
ferred point of reference for what remains of national sentiment and for 
the nationalistic rhetoric that accompanies it. Hence, to call for the im-
mediate attribution to federal European institutions of the competence 
of foreign and security policy as the sine qua non for the acceptance of 
any reform of the Union’s institutions would therefore be an extremist 
request, prejudicial to the success of the battle for the creation of an 
initial federal core.
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The Federal Core.
Whatever the difference in attitudes regarding the minimum re-

quirements that the Union’s institutions need to possess in order to face 
up to the challenge of enlargement, there is a widespread awareness that 
institutional reform can not involve all the member states and candidate 
countries to the same extent but that a “core” must emerge within the 
Union, that is a restricted group of states which will assume the task of 
leading the way. 

Before proceeding, it should be stressed that in the political debate, 
especially in France, the expression “core” is often used in an ambig-
uous way which tries to make the notion compatible with the mainte-
nance of the intergovernmental method. In this sense the core should 
comprise only those countries (revolving around the Franco-German 
axis) which, maintaining particularly close relations of policy co-ordi-
nation among themselves, would take joint decisions which they would 
then impose on the rest of the Union, availing themselves of new rules, 
if need be, about majorities in the Council. This boils down to the “di-
rectorate” concept outlined above, which (apart from the stabilising ef-
fect it may have in the short term as the political expression of monetary 
union) would not substantially modify the current situation. 

In reality the “core” concept means something only if it is founded 
on the awareness that an institutional reform capable of facing up to the 
challenge of enlargement must necessarily be of a federal nature, and 
that this reform would be destined to involve, initially, only some mem-
bers of the Union. This is because, on the one hand, some governments 
(primarily Great Britain), while theoretically eligible, would not be pre-
pared to enter a federal Union today; and because, on the other hand, 
since political union can not come into being except in the context of 
monetary union, the composition of the two groups should in a certain 
sense coincide, so that states (starting with the candidate countries from 
central and eastern Europe) which lacked the objective requirements for 
entering the monetary union could not enter the political union. Politi-
cal union would therefore be born with two distinct categories of states 
excluded: those who did not want to join, and those who would have 
liked to but could not. 

Moreover, the fact that the federal core can not avoid being created 
within the bounds of a monetary union does not mean that it must nec-
essarily be composed of all the states which form the monetary union. 
On the contrary, it is foreseeable that only some of the member states 
of the monetary union will form the federal core. Hence, nothing would 
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prevent Great Britain itself from joining the monetary union while con-
tinuing to maintain an attitude of rigorous opposition to any cession of 
sovereignty. It is on the other hand hard to imagine that genuinely fed-
eral institutions can be created in a wider context than that of the mon-
etary union, since the states excluded from the latter would in fact have 
the power, through an independent monetary policy, to frustrate any 
decisions taken by a federal government in the area of economic policy. 

Be that as it may, monetary union and political union should be 
thought of as one process, to begin with the restricted nucleus of polit-
ically and economically more advanced countries and to extend itself 
gradually to the whole Union. Moreover, it should be noted that there is 
no lack of participants in the debate who, while hoping for solutions of a 
federal nature, and recognising that to force the whole Union to proceed 
at the pace of the slowest country would paralyse the process, reject all 
formulas of the “two-speed Europe” or “ Europe of concentric circles” 
type, maintaining that such formulas would bring about the definitive 
division of the Union into two groups of countries of differing status. 
Yet the presence of incoherent positions in the debate does not make the 
problem of creating the federal core any less decisive or urgent.

Possible Strategies.
There remains the problem of which strategy to pursue in order to 

achieve the formation of the federal core. This choice represents in fact 
an objective and pressing necessity. Yet until now its significance was 
understood, apart from by federalists and a few isolated, though im-
portant, French politicians, only by the German MPs of the CDU/CSU 
group who drafted the by now famous document published on 1st Sep-
tember 1994. Aside from this instance, attitudes toward this issue have 
generally been confused and uncertain. In the countries that evidently 
possess the vocation to form part of the federal core, a clear will to 
achieve it has not yet been manifested. 

As always occurs when faced with crucial historic decisions, so in 
this case too a lack or weakness of political will are hidden behind 
claims of objective difficulties which are held to impede the realisation 
of the project. With regard to the proposed creation of a federal core 
within the Union the difficulty which is put forward is that it would 
be incompatible with the treaties that are currently in force, and hence 
could not be realised without violating them or without profoundly 
modifying them in order to make the institutions and competences of 
the federal core compatible with the Union’s institutions and compe-
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tences. The first of these alternatives would be unacceptable because 
of the respect due to the treaties, and in any case unachievable because 
the states eligible to constitute the federal core would themselves be 
unwilling to pay the price of denouncing the treaties in order to realise 
this objective. The second would be impracticable because it would 
have to be realised through the unanimous consent of all the Union’s 
members, in accordance with art. N of the Maastricht Treaty and art. 
236 of the EEC Treaty, and therefore also by the governments of states 
that would be excluded from the federal core. Such states, starting with 
Great Britain, would refuse any arrangement which would restrict them 
to a peripheral position, and hence would withhold their support. 

This way of approaching the problem presupposes a conception of 
the law, and in this specific case of the founding treaties of the Union, 
as a collection of abstract and petrified rules instead of as a living re-
ality, which the evolution of political, economic and social relations 
incessantly transform so as to adapt them to changing circumstances. 
It remains a fact that if there already existed in some countries the de-
termination to create a federal core within the Union, then the legal 
forms to realise this objective and to put relations with the countries 
that were initially excluded on a new basis would easily be found, just 
as they were easily found at all the decisive turning points of the Euro-
pean integration process, when the will to achieve advances was really 
manifested. 

But in the present situation, while it is true that the issue of the fed-
eral core is unavoidable, and that the moment when it needs to be faced 
is approaching and that therefore a real historic opportunity is about to 
be presented, it is also true that the political will of governments, with 
the partial exception of the German one, is still weak and confused. 
This, and only this, explains why both the strategy of a break and the 
strategy of consensus appear so difficult to pursue. The problem re-
mains therefore to strengthen the political will where it is insufficient, 
and to help arouse it where it does not yet exist. In order to achieve 
this it is necessary to enter into the debate about which procedure to 
follow, and to examine more deeply the feasibility of what seem to be 
the only two conceivable strategies with which to achieve the creation 
of a federal core. That means not evaluating them on the basis of the 
political will that exists today, and on the current degree of evolution of 
public opinion, but in the knowledge that these, provided the politicians 
and citizens are presented with objectively reasonable solutions, will 
develop in the course of the process under the weight of the problems to 
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be dealt with; and that to rule them both out prematurely as impossible 
would simply mean giving up on the creation of a federal core. It would 
also mean therefore accepting that the future of the Union should be 
decided by the countries that are opposed to any evolution of the Union 
in a democratic and supranational sense, in other words that the convoy 
should continue to proceed at the speed of the slowest wagon, in the 
expectation (illusory and suicidal against a background of the menacing 
rebirth of nationalism) that the European will would mature slowly in 
all the Union’s members until it brings them to decide unanimously, in 
a far-off and indeterminate future, and at the cost of who knows what 
terrible consequences, in favour of the creation of a European federa-
tion of twenty or twenty-five members. 

We come therefore to an examination of the two possible strategies. 
The first consists of drawing up a new treaty whose exclusive content 
is the creation of a federal core among the states which have the will to 
achieve it, postponing to a later date the problem of regulating its rela-
tions with the rest of the Union. This approach would entail the denun-
ciation, explicitly or implicitly, of the treaties in force, with particular 
reference to the procedure laid down in art. N of the Maastricht Treaty 
and in art. 236 of the EEC Treaty. The second consists of inserting the 
creation of the federal core into the framework of a broader treaty, 
drawn up with the consent of all the Union’s members in accordance 
with article N of the Maastricht Treaty and art. 236 of the EEC Treaty. 
This, through the necessary adaptations, would regulate relations be-
tween the federal core and the member states which remained excluded 
from it, as well as provide the instruments and forms for subsequent 
enlargements of the federal core. 

It must be stressed, and this point will be returned to briefly in the 
conclusion, that the two approaches are not alternatives, but compatible. 
The objective of the federal core can only be achieved if intransigence 
as regards keeping firmly to the result to be pursued is accompanied 
by the greatest openness in finding satisfactory arrangements with the 
countries that will remain, at least initially, excluded from the project. 
Yet it is essential that from the very outset the federal core proposal 
avoid any suggestion of an intent to introduce a permanent element 
of division into Europe. The creation of the federal core must, in other 
words, be presented for what it is, namely the only possible way of 
beginning a process that is destined to extend itself rapidly beyond its 
initial borders, until it embraces the whole of Europe. 

In particular, the initial proposal, while clearly declaring the non-ne-



79

gotiability of the federal nature of the core, must have three character-
istics: a) the federal core should be presented from the very beginning 
as part of a broader agreement regulating relations between the core’s 
institutions and those of the Union, and the allotment of competences 
between the two spheres, so as to guarantee the other states the contin-
ued enjoyment of the rights that are bestowed on them through their 
membership of the Union; b) the countries of the federal core should 
undertake to give concrete help to those among the excluded countries 
which possess the will to enter it, so that they can realise the necessary 
policies to make their principal economic indicators converge with the 
economies of the federal core countries; c) a schedule of intergovern-
mental meetings should be established, in which the position of the 
initially-excluded countries would be periodically re-examined with a 
view to their future accession. 

Whereas an approach that took a breaking away for granted from the 
outset would push into the opposing camp all the waverers and those 
who consider the rigorous formal respect of the procedures currently in 
force to be an absolute priority, a proposal of this type would probably 
be accepted by the part of public opinion that is not prejudicially op-
posed to the concept of a federal core, not only in countries which will 
have the opportunity and possess the will to be part of such a federal 
core from the outset, but also in those which initially want, or have, 
to remain outside. It would therefore represent an important factor in 
developing the collective consciousness, and this would make the proj-
ect’s passage easier and would speed up a positive outcome. Moreover 
it would not exclude, but rather would bring to life, or in any case rein-
force during the course of the negotiations, the will of those countries 
in favour of breaking away if necessary; but this determination would 
emerge at the end of a negotiation process begun from a position of 
openness, and would appear clearly as the result of the counterpart’s 
inflexibility. Furthermore it would follow that in the final instance some 
of the states which, while having the requirements to be part of the fed-
eral core, opposed it for political motives, when faced with a firm stand 
from the governments in favour, and having thus become aware that 
they can not stop the process by exploiting their divisions, would find it 
more convenient to enter the core from the outset instead of remaining 
outside.

Francesco Rossolillo
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