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Federalism
and the Great Ideologies

FRANCESCO ROSSOLILLO

The task in hand

To understand the nature of federalism as a political movement, it is
essential to identify its place within the tortuous and contrastive historical
flow of events and ideas, and thus to examine the relationship in which
it stands with regard to the great political ideologies which preceded it
from the French Revolution onwards. This analysis may be seen as
tending to coincide with the global analysis of the meaning of recent
history, charcterized by the gradual development, in Europe and the
World over the last two centuries, of man’s awareness as a social being;
the emergence of those values which constitute the main points of
reference for political thought and action in our age; and of the formation
of the institutions of the modern democratic state and the categories
which people today usually adopt when coming to grips with the ways in
which social life is organized.

Commitment to federalism thus cannot be separated from an
examination of the past, and, in particular, from an examination of the
methods used to interpret it which have been handed down to us by
Marxism, i.e. by the most recent of the trends of thought which view
history as a meaningful process. What we have to do is go beyond the
conception of history as the history of class struggle: not in the name of
a philosophy which conceives the historical process as a succession of
events each of which only makes sense in itself - in other words, which
makes no sense at all - but by replacing the Marxist frame of thought,
which is now in irreversible decline, with a new conceptual framework.
This new conceptual framework would allow us to carry out a persuasive
analysis of the events in our past which Marxist culture has been unable
to explain, and should thus enable us to indicate a credible vision of the
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future and to provide criteria to direct the thoughts and actions of those
people today who feel the contradiction between values and facts in the
current state of society as something which deeply affects their personal
sense of responsibility.

Ideologies in today’ s world

Anyone observing the political alignments in Western Europe today
is faced with liberal, democratic and socialist ideologies in the diverse
interpretations placed on them by the parties which refer to them, forming
asynchronic panorama, in that they are all present contemporaneously on
the political scene.

These same ideologies are generally seen as fragile screens, now
practically devoid of any real content, whose pre-eminent function is to
provide some justification for the parties’ power games: a justification
which is generally felt to be so tenuous and insubstantial as to lead part
of the educated world to believe that ours is the era of the end of
ideologies.

All this should not cause us to forget that the liberal, democratic and
socialist ideologies emerged in successive historical eras, and in the
periodsin which each of them arose they constituted powerful motivations
for human behaviour, sparking off the great revolutionary drives which
marked the history of Europe in the last two centuries. In those times they
gave the European peoples — or at least the active sections among them
— the vision of a future worth fighting for and the fundamental categories
for interpreting the past from which their struggle sprang.

It is precisely in this historical perspective that the great ideologies
must be placed if their link with federalism is to be established.

Pre-industrial society

Thus we are trying to see if there is a thread which links the great
revolutionary explosions in Europe which followed each other from the
end of the 18th century and the ideologies which inspired them, and which
reveals their link with our contemporary political horizon and with the
ideological options at our disposal.

This thread must be sought first of all in the deepest currents of the
historical process, in what Braudel calls “long duration” movements. In
particular these currents relate to the evolution of the basic structures of
human society, those on which all others depend in the final instance,

What we are talking about is the mode of production, that is the
organization of human activity on which the reproduction of the species
depends and which thus, by determining the formsin which the biological
life of mankind is perpetuated, assures the foundation on which the
cultural aspects of civilized society may develop.

The thread we are seeking is that gigantic and progressive acceleration
of the production process — begun in Europe and soon afterwards
extended throughout the world — which goes by the name of the
Industrial Revolution and whose beginnings go back to halfway through *
the 18th century. Certainly the Industrial Revolution was simply a great
speeding up of a process of modernization whose beginnings in Europe
can roughly be located in the early 16th century (and even in the 14th
century in Italy). It was in fact between the beginning of the 16th and the
middle of the 18th centuries that, at least in some parts of Europe, the
structural and cultural preconditions for the Industrial Revolution were
laid, with the birth of the urban network, the development of an embryonic
merchant and financial bourgeoisie, the birth of modern science, the first
great inventions, such as the printing press and firearms, and the gradual
laicization of culture.

For the purposes of this paper, however, it would be irrelevent to take
up any position in the debate regarding the exact beginning of the
modemization of European society. What matters is that, up to the middle
of the 18th century, that process was slow and irregular, affecting only
limited areas of the continent and Great Britain, while, from the mid-18th
century onwards, the development and synergetic effectof each of the
factors contributing to modernization imposed an ever faster thythm on
the process, caused it to spread throughout Europe and caused the
emergence of a new and decisive factor in the transformation, namely the
conscious action of the masses. Thus, whatever the importance of the
transition period, from the point of view of this analysis there is a precise
meaning in distinguishing between an industrial and a pre-industrial
phase in modern European history.

Let us now schematically recall the fundamental characteristics of the
mode of production in the pre-industrial phase. The survival of the great
majority of the population of Europeat that time depended on subsistence
farming, a system employing techniques which allowed those who
worked the land to produce only the goods necessary for the bare survival
of their own family (apart from the payment of any fees or subsidies
payable to feudal overlords). Alongside agriculture there existed a small
craftindustry and a small commercial sector (whose horizons, however,



were limited to the village or district of a town), and a few major
commercial streams concerning a small number of luxury goods and
involving only a thin layer of society comprising aristocracy, merchants
and bankers in a few large cities.

Pre-industrial European society was thus essentially devoid of vertical
mobility and deeply fragmented. On the one hand, in fact, a bare
subsistence economy condemned the vast majority of the population to
a passive and subordinate role, taken as natural and immutable, which
excluded it from any form of participation in the decision-making
processes on which the collective destiny depended. On the other hand,
the spatial horizon of people’s lives was defined by the very nature of their
occupation. The world of peasants who consumed what they produced
without obtaining a surplus to sell on the market (or obtaining a surplus
of negligible size) consisted of the fields they cultivated and the village
where they met the other peasant-farmers and the craftsmen in the
neighbourhood.

This was the society which generated and perpetuated a feudal type
of organization of political power. “Feudal” is intended not only in the
strong sense, valid for the Middle Ages, meaning regimes based on the
relationship of loyalty between lords and vassals, but also in that more
general sense which means forms of state in which, thanks to the
ideological and institutional foundation of the divine right of kings, the
thin social layer consisting of aristocracy and of the growing merchant
and financial bourgeoisie, held, through land-ownership, the monopoly
of political and economic power and exercised it, without check, on the
inertand inarticulate mass which constituted almost the entire population.

The Industrial Revolution and the growing interdependence in human
relations

With the beginning of the Industrial Revolution an element of
overpowering dynamism erupted into this immobile and pulverized
society. Thanks to a series of profound transformations in manufacturing
production, agriculture, commerce, finance and transport, the historical
process underwent an unprecedented acceleration. The new methods of
organizing work, the technological innovations, the reduction of distances
brought about by the evolution of the means of communication, allowed
the creation of ever greater surpluses and at the same time created the
conditions for their absorption. The market was born, no longer as a
specialized phenomenon limited to a restricted number of operators and

goods, but as an integral structure in the daily life of people. The cycle
which goes from production to consumption, practically inexistent in the
pre-industrial phase, tended to become increasingly longer and more
complex. The productive process became an integrated phenomenon,
requiring the co-operation of everyone, whether in the roles of producers,
distributors, or consumers. Human relations became increasingly more
interdependent.

In the context of this great drive towards an increasingly intensified
interdependence, which has remained a constant feature of the historical
process, from the beginning of the Industrial Revolution till today, — it
is useful for the purposes of our analysis to distinguish two directional
tendencies, each corresponding to the progressive surmounting of the
two different kinds ofobstacle — the social and the spatial — which
segregated and almost immobilized most people’s lives in the pre-
industrial phase. From this point of view we can thus speak of an
increasing interdependence in depth and in extension. The first of these
two tendencies had the effect of progressively reducing the enormous
social distances which in the previous phase had separated the narrow
layer of the aristocracy and the great merchants from the passive masses,
the rest of the population. Thus it is that the latter has gradually divided
up into social classes, each with its own particular characteristics and a
definite role of its own in the production process; here the classes have
gradually entered the circle of power, taking on the responsibilities
corresponding to the role they played in the production process.

The second tendency has brought about an enlargement of people’s
territorial horizons: thanks to the changing conditions of work, speeded-
up transportand the diffusion of knowledge, people came to see themselves
as members of ever-larger communities. It is thus that the modern state
arose through uniform legislation and rational administration, in response
to the need to regulate the production process and the functioning of the
market in vast areas.

These two aspects of the process of increasing interdependence in
human relations have manifested themselves with varying results in the
d?verse parts of Europe. In the areas which, like Italy and Germany, were
divided into regional states — or indeed into city-states — the impulse
towards an increased interdependence in extension encountered the
0b§tacle of political division, with allits economic and social consequences.
This meant that the problem of political unification became the principal
problem in German and Italian history in the middle years of the 19th
century. In this period, in these two regional areas, the problems linked







































































































































