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The Italian politician Altiero Spinelli was one of the fathers of the European Union. 
He was the leading figure behind the European Parliament’s proposal for a Treaty 
on a federal European Union - the so-called ‘Spinelli Plan’. This was adopted in 
1984 by an overwhelming majority in the Parliament and provided an important 
inspiration for the strengthening of the EU Treaties in the 1980s and ‘90s.

As a 17-year old, Spinelli joined the Communist Party, as a consequence of which 
he was imprisoned by the Italian fascist regime between 1927 and 1943. At the 
end of the Second World War, he established the Federalist Movement in Italy.

In his role as advisor to personalities such as De Gasperi, Spaak and Monnet, he 
worked for European unification. A trained juror, he also furthered the European 

cause in the academic field, and created the Institute for International Affairs in Rome.

As a member of the European Commission he took over the area of internal policy from 1970 to 1976.  
For three years he served as a Member of the Italian Parliament for the Communist Party before being elected 
to the European Parliament in 1979.

Altiero Spinelli: an unrelenting federalist

Altiero Spinelli 1907 - 1986
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Early life

Altiero Spinelli was born in Rome on 31 August 1907 into a socialist 

family. He became politically active in the Italian Communist 

Party at a very early age. In 1926, as a result of his activities 

within the Communist Party, he was arrested and convicted by 

Mussolini’s Fascist Special Tribunal and sentenced to 16 years 

and 8 months’ detention. Ten of these years were spent in prison 

and a further six in confinement. Throughout all of this time he 

refused to renounce his ideals and repent, even though this would 

have resulted in a pardon. Whilst in prison he studied fervently 

and became a passionate advocate of supranational integration. 

He criticised some of the Communist Party’s political positions. 

His disillusionment with the Party and the insights he had gained 

during his studies led to him abandoning the Communists and 

joining the Federalist cause. It was during the period that he was 

held captive on the small island of Ventotene that his Federalist 

ideas began to take shape. He became increasingly convinced 

that a European-wide movement towards federalism would help 

to counteract the destructive force of nationalism.

The Ventotene Manifesto 

During his time on Ventotene, Spinelli read the works of several 

federalist theorists. Inspired by their thoughts and ideas he 

drew up, together with other political prisoners, the Ventotene 

Manifesto in which he set out the focus of his federalist vision 

and the future of Europe. This Manifesto is one of the first 

documents arguing for a European constitution. Initially called  

The Founding Fathers 
of the EU



Spinelli in the European Parliament, shortly after it adopted his plan for a 
federal Europe in 1984.

‘Towards a Free and United Europe’, the manifesto states that any 

victory over fascist powers would be useless, if it led to nothing 

more than establishing another version of the old European system 

of sovereign nation-states, but just in different alliances. This 

would only lead to another world war. The manifesto proposed 

the formation of a supranational European federation of states, 

the primary goal of which was to connect European states to such 

an extent that it would be impossible to enter into war ever again.

The Federalist Movement 

After his release from confinement in 1943, his writings served 

as the programme for the Movimento Federalista Europeo 

(Federalist Movement of Europe) which he created the same 

year. Throughout the rest of the 1940s and ‘50s, Spinelli became 

a staunch advocate of the Federalist cause of a united Europe. 

During this period he criticised the lack of progress in attempts to 

achieve European integration. He believed that intergovernmental 

cooperation with full national sovereignty in organisations like 

the OECD and the Council of Europe was not sufficient. For this 

reason, he was steadfastly committed to further integration. For 

instance, as political adviser to the then Italian Prime Minister, 

Alcide de Gasperi, he persuaded him to push for the forming of 

a European Defence Community, although it ultimately failed, 

much to Spinelli’s disappointment.

The Crocodile Club

During the 1960s, Spinelli was a government adviser and 

researcher, established the Institute of International Affairs in 

Rome, and was a member of the European Commission from 

1970 until 1976. In 1979 he was elected as a Member of the 

European Parliament. As an MEP he once again seized the chance 

to promote his Federalist vision of Europe. In 1980, together 

with other Federalist-minded MEPs, he founded ‘The Crocodile 

Club’, named after the restaurant in Strasbourg they frequented.  

The Crocodile Club wanted a new European treaty. The members 

tabled a motion for the Parliament to set up a special committee 

to draft a proposal for a new treaty on the European Union, to be 

anything but in name a constitution of Europe.

The Spinelli Plan

On 14 February 1984, the European Parliament adopted his 

proposal with an overwhelming majority and approved the ‘Draft 

Treaty Establishing the European Union’, the so-called ‘Spinelli Plan’. 

Although national parliaments failed to endorse the treaty, the 

document did provide a basis for the Single European Act of 

1986 which opened up the national borders for the common 

market, and for the Maastricht Treaty of 1992 forming the 

European Union. Spinelli’s enthusiasm convinced French President 

Mitterrand to promote the reversal of French hostility towards 

anything other than an intergovernmental approach to Europe.  

This provided the momentum in a number of European governments 

to propel the European integration process further.

Although not all of his ambitious ideas became reality, Altiero 

Spinelli relentlessly pursued his goal of a European supranational 

government to prevent further wars and to join the countries of 

this continent into a united Europe. His thoughts inspired many 

changes in the European Union, in particular major increases of 

powers to the European Parliament. And the Federalist movement 

still holds regular meetings on the tiny island of Ventotene. Altiero 

Spinelli died in 1986 and the main building of the European 

Parliament in Brussels is named after him.
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