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Chapter 1

For a Free and United Europe. 
A Draft Manifesto

Altiero Spinelli and Ernesto Rossi*

I The Crisis of Modern Civilization

The equal right of all nations to organize themselves into independent
States has been established. Every people, defined by its ethnic, geo-
graphical, linguistic and historical characteristics, was expected to find
the instrument best suited to its needs within a State organization
created according to its own specific concept of political life, and with
no outside intervention. The ideology of national independence was a
powerful stimulus to progress. It helped overcome narrow-minded
parochialism and created a much wider feeling of solidarity against
foreign oppression. It eliminated many obstacles hindering the free
movement of people and goods. Within the territory of each new State,
it brought the institutions and systems of the more advanced societies
to more backward ones. But with this ideology came the seeds of capi-
talist imperialism which our own generation has seen mushroom to the
point where totalitarian States have grown up and world wars have
been unleashed.

Thus the nation is no longer viewed as the historical product of co-
existence between men who, as the result of a lengthy historical
process, have acquired greater unity in their customs and aspirations
and who see their State as being the most effective means of organizing
collective life within the context of all human society. Rather the
nation has become a divine entity, an organism which must only con-
sider its own existence, its own development, without the least regard
for the damage that others may suffer from this. The absolute sover-
eignty of national States has led to the desire of each of them to domi-
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* The full-length version of this manifesto was drawn up by Altiero Spinelli and Ernesto
Rossi in 1941 when they were both interned on the island of Ventotene. The present text was
translated by the Altiero Spinelli Institute for Federalist Studies, and is reprinted with the
kind permission of the same institute. The text has been slightly abbreviated, as indicated, to
fit the format of this volume.
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nate, since each feels threatened by the strength of the others, and con-
siders that its ‘living space’ should include increasingly vast territories
that give it the right to free movement and provide self-sustenance
without needing to rely on others. This desire to dominate cannot be
placated except by the hegemony of the strongest State over all the
others. 

As a consequence of this, from being the guardian of citizens’
freedom, the State has been turned into a master of vassals bound into
servitude, and has all the powers it needs to achieve the maximum
war-efficiency. Even during peacetime, considered to be pauses during
which to prepare for subsequent, inevitable wars, the will of the mili-
tary class now holds sway over the will of the civilian class in many
countries, making it increasingly difficult to operate free political
systems. Schools, science, production, administrative bodies are mainly
directed towards increasing military strength. . . .

Totalitarian States are precisely those which have unified all their
forces in the most coherent way, by implementing the greatest possible
degree of centralization and autarky. They have thus shown themselves
to be the bodies most suited to the current international environment.
It only needs one nation to take one step towards more accentuated
totalitarianism for the others to follow suit, dragged down the same
groove by their will to survive. 

II Post-war Tasks. European Unity 

Germany’s defeat would not automatically lead to the reorganization
of Europe in accordance with our ideal of civilization. In the brief,
intense period of general crisis (when the States will lie broken, when
the masses will be anxiously waiting for a new message, like molten
matter, burning, and easily shaped into new moulds capable of accom-
modating the guidance of serious internationalist minded men), the
most privileged classes in the old national systems will attempt, by
underhand or violent methods, to dampen the wave of internationalist
feelings and passions and will ostentatiously begin to reconstruct the
old State institutions. Most probably, the British leaders, perhaps in
agreement with the Americans, will try to push things in this direction,
in order to restore balance-of-power politics, in the apparent imme-
diate interests of their empires. 

The question which must be resolved first, failing which progress is
no more than mere appearance, is the definitive abolition of the divi-
sion of Europe into national, sovereign States. The collapse of the
majority of the States on the continent under the German steam-roller
has already given the people of Europe a common destiny: either they
will all submit to Hitler’s dominion, or, after his fall, they will all enter

38 For a Free and United Europe
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a revolutionary crisis and will not find themselves separated by, and
entrenched in, solid State structures. Feelings today are already far
more disposed than they were in the past to accept a federal reorgani-
zation of Europe. The harsh experience of recent decades has opened
the eyes even of those who refused to see, and has matured many cir-
cumstances favourable to our ideal. 

All reasonable men recognize that it is impossible to maintain a
balance of power among European States with a militarist Germany
enjoying equal conditions with other countries, nor can Germany be
broken up into pieces or held on a chain once it is conquered. We
have seen a demonstration that no country within Europe can stay on
the sidelines while the others battle: declarations of neutrality and
non-aggression pacts come to nought. The uselessness, even harmful-
ness, of organizations like the League of Nations has been demon-
strated: they claimed to guarantee international law without a military
force capable of imposing its decisions and respecting the absolute
sovereignty of the member States. The principle of non intervention
turned out to be absurd: every population was supposed to be left free
to choose the despotic government it thought best, in other words vir-
tually assuming that the constitution of each individual States was not
a question of vital interest for all the other European nations. The
multiple problems which poison international life on the continent
have proved to be insoluble: tracing boundaries through areas inhab-
ited by mixed populations, defence of alien minorities, seaports for
landlocked countries, the Balkan Question, the Irish problem, and so
on. All matters which would find easy solutions in the European
Federation, just as corresponding problems, suffered by the small
States which became part of a vaster national unity, lost their harsh-
ness as they were turned into problems of relationships between
various provinces. 

Moreover, . . . dissolution of the French army and the disintegration
of the French Republic itself at the first serious collision with the
German forces (which, it is to be hoped, will have lessened the chau-
vinistic attitude of absolute Gallic superiority), and in particular the
awareness of the risk of total enslavement are all circumstances that
will favour the constitution of a federal regime, which will bring an
end to the current anarchy. Furthermore, it is easier to find a basis of
agreement for a European arrangement of colonial possessions since
England has accepted the principle of India’s independence and since
France has potentially lost its entire empire in recognizing its defeat. 

To all of this must be added the disappearance of some of the most
important dynasties, and the fragility of the basis which sustains the
ones that survive. It must be taken into account that these dynasties, by
considering the various countries as their own traditional appanage,
together with the powerful interests backing them, represented a
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serious obstacle to the rational organization of the United States of
Europe, which can only be based on the republican constitution of fed-
erated countries. And, once the horizon of the old Continent is super-
seded, and all the peoples who make up humanity are included in a
single design, it will have to be recognized that the European
Federation is the only conceivable guarantee ensuring that relation-
ships with American and Asiatic peoples will work on the basis of
peaceful co-operation, writing for a more distant future when the polit-
ical unity of the entire world will become possible. 

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

With propaganda and action, seeking to establish in every possible
way the agreements and links among the individual movements
which are certainly in the process of being formed in the various
countries, the foundation must be built now for a movement that
knows how to mobilize all forces for the birth of the new organism
which will be the grandest creation, and the newest, that has
occurred in Europe for centuries; in order to constitute a steady
federal State, that will have at its disposal a European armed service
instead of national armies; that will break decisively economic
autarkies, the backbone of totalitarian regimes; that will have suffi-
cient means to see that its deliberations for the maintenance of
common order are executed in the individual federal states, while
each State will retain the autonomy it needs for a plastic articulation
and development of political life according to the particular charac-
teristics of the various peoples. 

If a sufficient number of men in the main European countries
understand this, then victory will soon fall into their hands, since
both circumstances and opinion will be favourable to their efforts.
They will have before them parties and factions that have already
been disqualified by the disastrous experience of the last twenty
years. Since it will be the moment for new action, it will also be the
moment for new men: the MOVEMENT FOR A FREE AND
UNITED EUROPE. 

40 For a Free and United Europe
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III Post-war Duties. Reform of Society 

A free and united Europe is the necessary premise to the strengthening
of modern civilization as regards which the totalitarian era is only a
temporary setback. As soon as this era ends the historical process of
struggle against social inequalities and privileges will be restored in
full. All the old conservative institutions that have hindered this
process will either have collapsed or will be teetering on the verge of
collapse. The crisis in these institutions must be boldly and decisively
exploited. 

In order to respond to our needs, the European revolution must be
socialist, i.e. its goal must be the emancipation of the working classes
and the creation of more humane conditions for them. The guiding
light in determining what steps need to be taken, however, cannot
simply be the utterly doctrinaire principle whereby private ownership
of the material means of production must in principle be abolished and
only temporarily tolerated when dispensing with it entirely. Wholesale
nationalization of the economy under State control was the first,
utopian form taken by the working classes’ concept of their freedom
from the yoke of capitalism. But when this State control is achieved, it
does not produce the desired results but leads to a regime where the
entire population is subservient to a restricted class of bureaucrats who
run the economy. 

The truly fundamental principle of socialism, vis-à-vis which general
collectivization was no more than a hurried and erroneous inference, is
the principle which states that, far from dominating man, economic
forces, like the forces of nature, should be subject to man, guided and
controlled by him in the most rational way, so that the broadest strata
of the population will not become their victims. The huge forces of
progress that spring from individual interests, must not be extinguished
by the grey dullness of routine. Otherwise, the same insoluble problem
will arise: how to stimulate the spirit of initiative using salary differen-
tials and other provisions of the same kind. The forces of progress
must be extolled and extended, by giving them increasing opportunities
for development and employment. At the same time, the tracks guiding
these forces towards objectives of greatest benefit for all society must
be strengthened and perfected.

Private property must be abolished, limited, corrected, or extended
according to the circumstances and not according to any dogmatic
principle. This guiding principle is a natural feature in the process of
forming a European economic life freed from the nightmares of mili-
tarism or national bureaucratism. Rational solutions must replace irra-
tional ones, even in the working class consciousness. With a view to
indicating the content of this principle in greater detail, we emphasize
the following points while stressing the need to assess the appropriate-
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ness of every point in the programme and means of achieving them in
relationship to the indispensable premise of European unity . . .

The time has now come to get rid of these old cumbersome burdens
and to be ready for whatever turns up, usually so different from what
was expected, to get rid of the inept among the old and create new
energies among the young. Today, in an effort to begin shaping the
outlines of the future, those who have understood the reasons for the
current crisis in European civilization, and who have therefore inher-
ited the ideals of movements dedicated to raising the dignity humanity,
which were shipwrecked either on their inability to understand the
goal to be pursued or on the means by which to achieve it have begun
to meet and seek each other. 

The road to pursue is neither easy nor certain. But it must be fol-
lowed and it will be!

42 For a Free and United Europe
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