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The Ventotene Manifesto:
the Only Road to follow

If we wish to talk about the Ventotene Manifesto we must first
of all speak about its author, Altiero Spinelli. Even in his style of
life, inspired by an exemplary simplicity and a realism which
feared no truth, however bitter, Altiero Spinelli incarnated, in a
perfect way, Max Weber’s conception of the political hero.
Weber, I may recall, concludes his essay on Politics as a profes-
sion with these words: “Politics consists in a slow and tenacious
surmounting of great difficulties, which must be achieved with
passion and discerning at the same time. It is perfectly true, as
history has borne out time and again, that what is possible would
never be achieved if someone in the world did not keep on trying
to achieve the impossible. But whoever attempts to do so must be
a leader, and not only that - in the sober sense of the word, he has
to be a hero as well. And whoever is neither, must, from the outset
forge that temper which will allow him to remain steadfast when
all hopes collapse, for otherwise he will not even be able to fulfil
the little which really can be achieved today. Only the man who is
sure he will not fail, despite a world too stupid or vulgar, from his
point of view, to appreciate what he is offering, and who can still
stand up and say ‘nevermind, let’s presson!’, only such amanhas
a vocation for politics”.

Nothing better could be said about the character of Altiero
Spinelli and nothing else need be stated. We should merely add
that he was a hero of politics because he was, to use the word in its
most sober sense, a hero of reason. His stature as a great European
was no longer questioned in the last years of his life when he was
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more often quoted as one of the “founding fathers” of a United
Europe. But to judge his work we need to say something more and
to be more precise. I believe that time, which sifts out enduring
values and the meaning of events, will judge him for whathe really
was: one of the major politicians of our time, a real innovator.
Certainly no-one else has ever founded his political project purely
on reason, as he did. Even though he was Italian, Spinelli did not
- consider Italy as a reality to be accepted before having submitted
it to rational examination. Likewise, though converted to democ-
racy after his Leninist experience in early youth, he did not
consider the great ideologies of our political tradition (liberalism,
democracy, and socialism) as the exclusive framework for
thought, or as mental limits with which to bound his political
analysis.

Thus he raised himself to a viewpoint that permitted him to see
that there is a fundamental contradiction in political action, as it
was and generally still is carried out, pulling it further and further
away from reality. Briefly, the contradiction is this: despite the
increasingly unitary character of historical events, which is creat-
ing anincreasingly united world, the entire political process, badly
administered by the political class and the scientific and intellec-
tual class, is still almost exclusively aimed at making changes
within one’s own nation, as if that were enough to resolve the
great, dramatic problems of continental and world dimensions.
Even peace, in this outlook, is thought of as achievable through a
pure and simple sum of national policies.

On the contrary, Spinelli took the opposite position. When at
the end of the Second World War, the question was the political
framework within which to build the future, the parties proposed
the national road and chose the reconstruction of the nations as
their priority. Spinelli was practically alone in proposing the
European option and in making his priority the construction of
Europe, to be achieved, not through the procedures of foreign
affairs, but by a democratic struggle based on supranational and
constitutional criteria.

He was naturally capable of the superior realism of a man who
knows how to innovate, because he did not delegate the task of

5

action to others or some mythical entity. He saw reality unveiled
because he had freed himself from the self-mystification which
resides in traditional ideologies and national thinking. He had
fought Fascism and had been in prison for it. He did not make a
pact with anyone, he was ready to fight alone, and he 1aid down his
challenge. On the basis of experience, we can state the following.
First, there has been no national recovery, but instead an attempt
by governments to build Europe. Secondly, this attempt which is
awkward and uncertain, in consequence of the ineffectiveness of
the method adopted (the intergovernmental method based on
foreign policy), has left Western Europe half-way between unity
and division. Thirdly, precisely by using the constitutional
method, which everyone considered utopian, Spinelli twice suc-
ceeded in bringing Europe to the threshold of real unity, i.e. an
early form of federal government (in 1951, with De Gasperi be
tried to put the European army, then being constructed, under
democratic European political power; in 1984, as a member of the
European Parliament he tried again with the draft Treaty for
European Union). But that was not all. By giving life to a political
struggle based no longer on established (national) power or
designed to win this power, but based instead only on reason and
designed to create supranational powers, Spinelli started a deci-
sive political experiment. ‘

What Spinelli thought up then s, in fact, the only way to extend
democratic control from the national sphere to the international
sphere, still dominated by raison d’état and thus by the reason of
weapons which for as long as they exist will always be an
alternative to democracy. It is, therefore, the only road that can be
followed to entrust the political task to reason, and raise political
skill to the level of scientific and technical skill, as the world
situation demands. It is, in fact, the only way to resolve the
dramatic problems of our time, and put mankind on the road to real
civilization: organized peace with a world government and equal-
ity among all peoples, according to the everlasting teachings of
Kant. What matters, then, is to know that this road cannot be
followed without, as Spinelli did in the Ventotene Manifesto,
refuting national borders as the boundaries of political struggle,



































































































