The Ventotene Papers

THE ALTIERO SPINELLI INSTITUTE
FOR FEDERALIST STUDIES



The Ventotene Papers

Mario Albertini, Sergio Pistone

FEDERALISM,
RAISON D’ETAT
AND PEACE

THE ALTIERO SPINELLI INSTITUTE
FOR FEDERALIST STUDIES



Copyright © by The Altiero Spinelli Institute for Federalist Studies,
Ventotene (Italy), 2001

Federalism
Mario Albertini

Raison d’Etat, Peace
and the Federalist Strategy
Sergio Pistone

Contents

p.5

» 31



Federalism ~

MARIO ALBERTINI

Introduction.

1. The general meaning of federalism is still uncertain in the current
political culture. This is not the case for the traditional political ideolo-
gies. If we encounter, not only in the world of culture, but also in political
life, a liberal, a communist, or a socialist, we generally observe that this
person has a relatively clear idea of what liberalism, communism or
socialism is. But if we encounter a federalist and ask him what federalism
is, he will very probably be uncertain, unable to give a precise answer.
And this translates into a serious weakness for federalist militants.

It is plain that reflection on the general theory of federalism — despite
the abstract nature of the problem — is of the greatest importance to our
battle if one considers the recent example of communism, which devel-
oped with an immense force in the last phase of European history. A
fundamental characteristic of communism was that the party cadres
really were well-grounded in Marxist culture. And even today, if a
militant from a traditional bourgeois party — for example the radical
party in France — is compared with a communist militant, a profound
difference between the two is immediately apparent, because only the
communist has a specific political culture of his own, a clear-cut opinion
on the laws of how society develops etc., so that he is always able to give
an explanation of what is going on. The importance of this is obvious,
which must lead us to appreciate the fundamental role played by culture,
including the aspect of general theory, in the political struggle.

*This text is the transcription of a lecture given by Albertini, in 1964 or 1965. The text
has been partly revised and corrected by Albertini himself, who however interrupted the
work of revision, deciding not to publish it. We publish it now because, although it is clearly
intended to be heard rather than read, we consider it a document of great importance, in
which the analysis of federalism in its three aspects (of value, structural and socio-
historical) is conducted with a breadth unequalled in Albertini’s other writings. Naturally
some examples are tied to the politico-historical situation of the period in which the lecture
was given. but in essence the text retains its full validity and relevance.



Now itis a fact that there is uncertainty among us even as regards how
we fit into political life. We participate in political life through federal-
ism, we belong to a federalist organisation, and yet we have no precise
idea of the meaning of federalism; and itis easy to see the negative effects
this has on the effectiveness of our struggle. No-one can be blamed for
this situation: it is the political culture of our century which has not yet
worked out this subject clearly. But it is our duty to help clear up this
confusion: certainly not by imposing a conception of federalism on
mijlitants by means of a congress decision, since in the field of culture
everyone must have the greatest freedom, but by trying, through amicable
discussion, to bring clarity to our ideas on the subject.

2. If we analyse the attempts at theorization which have been made
so far, in the current state of political culture, we can isolate two con-
ceptions of federalism, which incidentally it would be wrong to call
theories, as they lack scientific rigour. On the one hand we have a con-
ception which identifies in federalism the theory of a certain type of state,
the federal state. It is essentially a juridical doctrine, concerned with
studying the constitutional structure of the federal state, the distribution
of powers between the central power and member states, etc.; it discards
any other consideration as ideological, and therefore having no bearing
on reality. In the context of militant federalism this was the prevalent
doctrine throughout Spinelli’s leadership in Italy, where the other con-
ception, Proudhonian federalism, has never taken on a precise shape, nor
created any cultural tradition.

On the other hand we have an ideological doctrine of federalism,
according to which federalism cannot be limited to the conception of a
type of state, because this would only constitute a small part of its general
meaning. It claims instead that federalism serves as a criterion to interpret
many aspects of social, economic, moral, philosophical, and, within
certain limits, even religious life. According to this conception, all sectors
of human activity contain federalist aspects, facts which are explained by
federalism. The father of this doctrine is Proudhon, and it is therefore
natural that it is particularly widespread in France.

In my opinion these doctrines are both incomplete. The conception of
federalism limited to the theory of the federal state takes no account of the
fact that the state always rests on a social base which conditions its
existence, and that the nature and workings of its institutions are deter-
mined by particular types of political behaviour. Itis therefore impossible
to comprehend the functioning of federal institutions if, as in Italy —and
for us this criticism means self-criticism — the doctrine of federalism ig

limited to the theory of the federal state, with no theory of the social and
political base which allows federal institutions to actually come into
being and function.

On the other hand, the ideological theory of federalism, this global
theory — integral, according to Alexandre Marc’s definition — that
federalism is capable of prescribing how to act and think in all fields of
life, is not in touch with reality, because it is so vast that it cannot identify
precise forms of behaviour or definite realities. And indeed, this is what
happens with Proudhon. All those with even a superficial knowledge of
the Proudhonian tradition know that Proudhon has been exploited by the
left, by the right, by the fascists, by the democrats, by the anti-democrats,
and so on; and this precisely because his thinking has no definite link with
reality. Depending on how one views it, Proudhon’s philosophy can
justify the most diverse political positions.

3. It would take too long to discuss here the theoretical nature of
doctrines like federalism, liberalism and socialism with the aim of
identifying their logical nature as overall conceptions of political life. We
can however quickly overcome this theoretical difficulty by attempting
to re-think these doctrines in terms of behaviour. If we do not want
federalism, liberalism and socialism to be vague and indeterminable
conceptions, which anyone can manipulate at will, but theories which
bring out precise data and make it possible to act according to definite
precepts, we must first reduce them to definitions of a behaviourist type.

Liberalism, socialism, federalism etc. are certainly complex phenom-
ena, with multiple aspects and characteristics, but there is no doubt that
they ultimately consist of human behaviour. Hence if we want to avoid
elaborating inexact theories, which speak of the state, society, freedom,
justice and so on without actually referring to reality, we must make
reference to ways of acting, to human behaviour. If this operation does not
succeed, the theory remains vague precisely as regards its relationship
with reality, in other words with the agents, nature and goals of human
action, which can then be interpreted at will in the most diverse ways. And
it goes without saying that if a theory is utterly inconclusive, it cannot be
used as a criterion of knowledge and action.

To define a widespread and consolidated form of social behaviour it
is necessary to divide it, from the analytical point of view, —not from the
real point of view, because from this point of view any instance of
behaviour is unitary — into three aspects: value, i.e. the goal to which it
is directed, which explains the manifestation of man’s passions and
ideals; structure, i.e. the particular form which the behaviour takes on in















































































































