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We all know that the European Union is a unique 
institution, neither a federation nor a confederation, 
based on several treaties that progressively changed its 
purposes and its nature.  

  
The European Union is an institutional process, which is 

always being progressively overwhelmed by institutional 
reforms. That is why I believe that we can really try to 
“rethink the European Union” without appearing to be 
utopians or presumptuous. 

 
The nature of the European Union itself demands to be 

always periodically re-thought. 



In order to rethink the European Union, here and now, we 
need to offer some suggestions to solve this 
“globalisation trilemma”  

  
We need to be clear, concise and proceed following a 

precise logical order, without taking for granted the 
words and the concepts we are assumed to use: 

 
 
First, what do we mean by globalization? 
 
Second, what is democracy? 
 
Third, what is welfare? 
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The last point in the ‘trilemma’ is the final purpose of our 
political action. 

  
The welfare of European citizens – i.e. their health and 

happiness or, better, their physical and psychological 
well-being – is based on a healthy environment and the 
possibility to get what they need to live with dignity 
and with the awareness of their noble nature.  

 
We could metaphorically translate “welfare” into “job”, 

because “job” is the link between material and cultural 
life, between health and happiness. 

  
We need to aim for this general “welfare” as European 

citizens. 
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We are assuming that we have to pursue this welfare 
through a democratic process, which involves us, as the 
best way to assure that our rights are defended by our 
participation in the political process of making common 
decisions. 

 
 
 
Our goal – welfare – and our best way to pursue it - 

democracy – both seem to be challenged by so called 
“globalisation”. 
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Globalisation is the historical process of the increase of 
human relations on a global scale.  

 
What we call globalisation seems to be clear to many, just 

as many notice the obvious effects that globalization 
produces in terms of the flow of ideas (communication), 
people (migration), things (business) and money 
(finance).  

 
What we have witnessed historically at a circumscribed 

dimensional level (local, national, continental) is now 
emerging globally with analogous, although 
qualitatively different, problems and advantages. 
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This awareness can help us to interpret – from a dynamic 
and comparative perspective – every problem and 
advantage generated by the process of globalization, 
with the goal of identifying the developments and 
preventing possible difficulties.  

 
 
 
As in the past, the history of human relations (at local, 

national and continental levels) has generated and 
modified the identity of numerous communities and it is 
quite evident that today – over the backdrop of new and 
broader flows of ideas, people, things and money – a 
global society articulated through new identities is 
being formed. 
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What globalisation is stressing is the relation between local 
and global and, just for that reason, some scholars like 
Roland Robertson and Zygmunt Bauman have spoken 
about “glocalisation”. 

  
 
Under the political point of view, we can see that in 

several places in the world, in some more than in 
others, the locus is being challenged by the globus. 

 
 
In Europe this can become an important issue, seeing that 

some communities, culturally well defined, are asking 
for their independence either from the Nation State or 
from the European Union itself. 

 

DIPARTIMENTO DI STUDI STORICI                                                           
Department of Historical Studies 



Now if we take a look at the history of political thought we 
can clearly see how several thinkers suggested in the 
past to valorise local communities and cities in order to 
improve and assure the democratic expression of a 
political will by the citizens, coherent with their 
interests. 

  
 
 
These ideas were not expressed about globalisation, as we 

are referring to it, but about something we can call the 
beginning or the development of the process of 
globalisation, which coincided – if well understood – 
with the history of humankind and its progressively built 
net of connections on a global scale. 
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It is true also that in the history of political thought 
everybody can find what he wants to find.  

 
 
 
But summarizing all these perspectives about the 

relationship between citizens and institutions, I can see 
that we need to distinguish two different actions: 

 
trying to put citizens closer to the political institutions 
 
trying to put institutions closer to the citizens 
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In the first case, we can be persuaded that to improve the 
EU democracy and also welfare it is sufficient to 
stimulate, inform, and give possibilities of political 
expression to all citizens: direct elections of this 
president or that committee, direct democracy, and so 
on 

 
 
 
But we need to consider that our democracy should be 

institutionally more complex than in the past because 
the decisions to be made in a globalised world are more 
complex than in the past. 
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In the second case, we should try to reorganize local 
communities and their local political institutions in 
relation with the purposes of the broader European 
community and its institutions. 

 
As the history of political institutions and the history of 

constitutionalism can explain to us, we need to redraw 
the borders of local communities and reorganize its 
institutions, which are strongly related to their local or 
national history. 

 
But history doesn’t mean immobility. On the contrary, 

history means process, movement, dynamics and what 
we can do here and now. 

 
 Changing what history did is history itself a while after our 

action has been realized. 
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We could realize an action of institutional reorganization, 
as always, in two ways:  

 
- top-down, by forcing the process 
 
- bottom-up, by suggesting the process 

But we can do that also with a compromise between the 
first and the second approach. 
  
 

DIPARTIMENTO DI STUDI STORICI                                                           
Department of Historical Studies 



The European Parliament could ask local and regional 
communities, through the several national parliaments, 
to reorganize their institutions and their territorial and 
administrative borders, in relation to their capacity to 
reach a certain level of economic efficiency. 

 
 
 
In fact economic efficiency is necessary to realize good 

policies and well-thought-out actions in the field of 
welfare.  
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The borders and the organization of local and regional 
institutions need to be re-drawn, in accordance with 
their amount of population, their geography and the 
identities of the communities they include. 

  
If they are not self-sufficient and economically efficient, 

they could increase their size, joining other local 
communities and institutions; or, on the contrary, they 
could find it useful to reduce their size, dividing 
themselves into two or more new communities and 
constituent institutions. 

 
In order to cope with the challenges of globalisation, the 

European Union needs to build up a political 
organisation based on the concept and practice of local 
communities’ self-government. 
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