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The Pablo VI Foundation, in collaboration with the 

Paolo VI Institute in Brescia, Italy, held an internation-

al event on April 23rd. This event served as a pause for 

reflection, within the program of the multidisciplinary 

seminar “How does Europe respond?”, about the found-

ing values of European construction, its current appli-

cation, and citizen participation in its processes.

When confronted with  the digital revolution and the 

transformation of work, phenomena that transcend na-

tional borders, Jesús Avezuela, Director General of the 

Pablo VI Foundation, and Domingo Sugranyes, Director 

of the socio-economic ethics seminar, emphasized in 

their opening remarks that the 2023-2025 seminar aims 

to understand to what extent and in what way Europe-

an institutions can generate an effective institutional 

framework that protects individuals, while at the same 

time promoting European competitiveness. How can f 

these different objectives be made compatible within 

a group of twenty-seven countries characterized from 

the outset by “unity in diversity”?

In line with this question, and with the upcoming Eu-

ropean Parliament elections in mind, the event brought 

together prominent figures to reflect on participatory 

European citizenship.

For this event, the Foundation worked closely with 

the Italian center that houses the library and muse-

um of Pope Montini, which dedicates  itself to inter-

national historical research on the pontiff who led a 

profound renewal of the Catholic Church during the 

Second Vatican Council and throughout his pontifi-

cate. Thanks to this collaboration and that of COM-

ECE (Commission of the Bishops’ Conferences of the 

European Union), the event acquired a distinctly in-

ternational character.

The debate served to recall the founding values of 

the European Union, its current application, the real 

possibilities for citizen participation in institutions, 

and the role played by Christian Churches in this 

context. It concluded with an extensive dialogue on 

the main challenges facing Europe, the perception 

of common institutions among the population, and 

their ability to confront the challenges of a rapidly 

changing world. The debate on values and principles 

risks remaining at a rhetorical level if not accompa-

nied by concrete policies addressing today’s chal-

lenges, and if a common project mobilizing partici-

pation around goals of justice and the common good 

is not defined.

Paul VI, Europe y Spain
The roots of European construction are deeply inter-

twined with Christian social thought, as evidenced 

by figures like Robert Schuman and Alcide de Gasperi, 

both recognized for their religious convictions and 

currently undergoing the process of beatification by 

the Catholic Church. Pope Montini, now Saint Paul VI, 

was a staunch Europeanist. In many of his speeches 

and writings, he expressed his commitment to the Eu-

ropean process—a work in progress, a “Europe on the 

move”—oriented towards serving its citizens while re-

maining open and engaged with the world’s needs.

The two organizing institutions of the event, both 

named after Paul VI, decided to initiate a reflection on 

participatory European citizenship based on the exam-

ple of the pontiff. Paul VI had served from 1922 to 1954 

in the Secretariat of State of the Holy See before being 

appointed Archbishop of Milan by Pius XII and elected 

successor to John XXIII in 1963.

The Paolo VI Institute, as recalled by its president An-

gelo Maffeis, primarily focuses on the historical study 

of the pontiff from his youth during the interwar pe-

riod until his death in 1978. The Pablo VI Foundation, 

the host  and promoter of the gathering in Madrid, 

also makes reference to Pope Montini, but focuses 

more on the dialogue of Christian social thought with 

technology and culture, in an effort of permanent up-

dating of the Catholic message. Its president, Bishop 
Ginés García Beltrán of Getafe, welcoming partici-

pants from different European countries, also wanted 

to recall the European commitment of Paul VI and the 

enduring validity of his calls for a united, dialoguing, 

and generous Europe.

Continuing the historical evocation in the session 

moderated by Belén Becerril, a professor of EU law 

at the CEU San Pablo University, Simona Negruzzo, a 

professor at the University of Pavia, presented numer-

ous pieces of evidence of Paul VI’s support for the Eu-

ropean idea. She showed how, during his pontificate, 

he translated this support into concrete measures of 

high symbolic and political value, such as the creation 

of a special diplomatic representation of the Holy See 

before European institutions and the participation of 

his “foreign minister,” Agostino Casaroli, in the Helsin-

ki Conference (1973-1975). With these actions, Pope 

Montini indicated the Church’s decision to formal-

ly recognize European institutions and to promote a 

dialogue that extended beyond Western Europe to 

include the entire Eastern bloc, then dominated by 

Soviet power. His vision was based on the desire for 

a genuinely citizen-driven construction: “it should not 

be an artificial creation imposed from outside, but an 

expression that arises from within the various peo-

ples; it should be generated as a fruit of persuasion 

and love, not as a technical and perhaps fatal result 

of political and economic forces.”1 Paul VI often em-

phasized the need for Europe, while building its com-

mon institutions, to continue looking at the world as a 

1	  Speech to the National Congress of the Center ‘Young Europe’, September 8, 1965
2	  Message of Pope Paul VI to the Council of Europe, January 26, 1977

whole and, especially, at the less developed countries 

to which it owed solidarity. For him, it was about build-

ing a Europe with, and not over or against, anyone. 

With a profound sense of historical timing and the pa-

tience necessary for any significant reform, the Pope 

summarized his advice in a happy formula: unity must 

be lived before it is defined2.

In his commentary, Juan María Laboa, emeritus pro-

fessor at the Pontifical University Comillas, docu-

mented how the writings and words of Paul VI, far 

from remaining in abstract recommendations, played 

a performative role in Spain’s political transition. His 

interventions with the government of General Franco 

in 1962 (while still Archbishop of Milan), the appoint-

ment of the nuncio Dadaglio in 1967, and the careful se-

lection of bishops during his pontificate, including Enri-

que Tarancón as head of the diocese of Madrid, clearly 

demonstrate his commitment against the Church’s 

fundamentalist temptation and his contribution to re-
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moving obstacles and preparing for the establishment 

of the democratic regime that would allow, among 

other transformations, Spain’s accession to European 

institutions in 1986. Paul VI’s conciliar Church was seen 

as a danger by the dictatorship government, and it is 

only fair to recognize that the Pope contributed deci-

sively to the democratic transition.

The division of Powers between the EU and member 
States: how does it affect Citizen Participation?
Moderator Michele Bonetti, President of the Tovini 

Foundation, introduced the following session, shift-

ing to current affairs and pondering to what extent 

the current European Union reflects the principles 

of subsidiarity and proportionality, which are foun-

dational. Leopoldo Calvo-Sotelo, Senior Legal Ad-

viser to the SpanishConsejo de Estado, begins with 

an unprecedented historical fact: European citizen-

ship, defined as complementary and compatible or 

accumulative with national citizenship. Current de-

bates, rather than focusing solely on competencies, 

revolve around the concretization of a European po-

litical space and reforms aimed at increasing the dis-

tinctly European dimension of European Parliament 

elections, for example, through direct election, in a 

single European constituency, of a portion of Europe-

an parliamentarians. The speaker also discusses the 

possibilities of citizen initiative, which can be exer-

cised both in attempting to “reclaim” national com-

petencies or  in requesting the Commission to pres-

ent proposals on issues requiring a European-level 

legal act for the application of the Treaties. Against 

nationalist drifts, the speaker recalls the Belgian 

(French-speaking Flemish) poet Émile Verhaeren, in 

the midst of World War I, with his motto: “Europeans, 

admire each other.”

In his commentary, Markus Schlagnitweit, Director 

of the Katholische Akademie of Austria, explains first 

and foremost that the principle of subsidiarity en-

shrined in the European Treaties does not fully cor-

respond with the concept developed in Catholic so-

cial teaching, where it takes on a much broader social 

sense, linked to that of solidarity. Regarding Europe 

and the debates about populist nationalism, a great-

er self-critical effort by European authorities would 

be necessary and, probably, more radical reform pro-

posals: a greater number of MEPs elected on pan-Eu-

ropean lists, direct election to the presidency and 

the entire European Commission, and a more deter-

mined orientation towards federal structures. Carlo 
Muzzi, an Italian journalist, notes that campaigns for 

European elections are used by national parties as a 

sort of mid-term election to gauge their strength for 

the next national electoral appointment. The politi-

cal map of party alliances and coalitions in the Euro-

pean Parliament is complex and opaque, even in its 

nomenclature. The idea that each group presents a 

candidate for the Commission presidency (Spitzen-

kandidat) does not work well, as demonstrated in 

the election of President von der Leyen, a result of a 

compromise imposed by the European Council, repre-

senting national governments.

In the subsequent dialogue, with reference to feder-

alist aspirations, the speaker emphasized the caution 

that has been applied throughout recent European 

history, in an evolution that gradually recognizes na-

tional sovereignty “as a lesser evil”; careful avoidance 

of using the concept of supranationality to describe 

European construction has been maintained, always 

respecting a distinct and deeply hybrid reality. In the 

current phase of this evolution, which could be de-

scribed as an “oligarchic phase,” it is necessary to rec-

ognize the importance of the Council, composed of the 

governments of the member countries, and to respect 

the delicate balance between the Council, Commis-

sion, and Parliament.

Towards a Solidary Citizenship: the fundamental values 
of the European Union
Moderator Piepaolo Camadini, President of the Op-

era per l’Educazione Cristiana, proposes a critical 

reflection on a “soulless Europe,” contrary to what 

Jacques Delors called for in 1992, in a current context 

where the privatization of rights and the difficulties 

of understanding typical of a multicultural society 

prevail. Francesco Bestagno, Legal Advisor of the 

Permanent Representation of Italy to the EU, recalls 

the fundamental insight of European construction: 

it is necessary to cede sovereign competencies to 

ensure and guarantee peace, security, and above all, 

economic integration. However, for the Eastern Eu-

ropean countries that joined in 2004 and 2007, ac-

cession has been seen, conversely, as a way to guar-

antee their sovereignty after decades in the Soviet 

orbit. This historical difference explains some of the 

current debates. In the preamble of the Treaty of the 

Union, the historical - including religious - lineage 

of the principles on which it is based is recognized, 

centered on the human person (not the individual) 

and inclusion. The principles enshrined in Article 2 of 

the Treaty remain in force - respect for human dig-

nity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law, 

and respect for human rights, including the rights 

of persons belonging to minorities. In the last dec-

ade, the EU has had to develop more instruments to 

try to reaffirm and defend these values within the 

Member States, going beyond the measures provid-

ed for in the Treaties. In this perspective, new forms 

of suspension of EU funding to individual Member 

The political map of party 
alliances and coalitions in 
the European Parliament 

is complex and opaque, 
even in its nomenclature..
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States have been initiated in some cases (particular-

ly Hungary and, to a lesser extent, Poland), in order 

to prevent these funds from being used in a context 

where fundamental principles such as the separation 

of State powers were not respected. Reaffirming the 

importance of foundational and identity values with-

in the EU is also necessary for it to credibly promote 

them in its relations with third countries. This is usu-

ally done with reference to compliance with interna-

tional norms, especially those developed within the 

United Nations: the EU’s approach does not seek to 

“impose” unilateral norms, but is based on the pro-

motion of agreed norms and values at a global and 

multilateral level.

Léonce Bekemans, titular professor  of the Jean Mon-

net Chair at the University of Padua, referring to the 

inspiration of personalist humanism - from Mouni-

er and Maritain to Baumann and Habermas - starts 

from the fact of a profound coincidence between this 

inspiration and the founding principles of European 

construction. The process has moved from functional 

agreements, essentially economic, towards a political 

project whose main stages include the Leo Tindemans 

report “Europe of the Citizens” (1976), the proposals 

of Altiero Spinelli and the Single European Act of 1986, 

the Maastricht (1992) and Lisbon (2007) Treaties. 

Bekemans proposes three basic concepts of the Euro-

pean approach centered on the human person: the par-

adigm of human rights; a “cosmopolitan perspective of 

multi-level governance “; and the application of trans-

national democratic control of “global public goods.” 

The analysis of the concept of citizenship and its appli-

cation in the European context - the speaker provides 

in his full text a comprehensive description of the av-

enues open to the exercise of this citizenship - leads 

to a conception built from the bottom up, to renew 

the concept of sovereignty from the local level, and 

beyond the national structure, necessary to build de-

mocracies, but insufficient to respond to global trans-

national realities. Bekemans concludes by describing 

in detail the initiatives of citizen dialogue within the 

EU and, in particular, the avenues of intercultural dia-

logue, which are necessarily based on the paradigm of 

human rights and education oriented towards the full 

development of the individual. In all of this, Christian 

social teaching remains an essential source of inspira-

tion and discernment.

Christian Churches in European Construction:  
Response to Secularization?
In the session moderated by Rafael Vázquez, Di-

rector of the Secretariat for Interconfessional Re-

lations of the Spanish Episcopal Conference, the 

speaker was Bishop Mariano Crociata, president of 

COMECE. His reflection begins with the European 

integration process as an unprecedented work in 

progress. Integration today faces an effective op-

position against certain aspects of current culture, 

marked by the assertion of rights without corre-

sponding duties, consumerism, and social media. 

Indeed, the European process finds itself caught 

between two fires: on one hand, the growing Eu-

rosceptic criticisms within the Union countries 

and, on the other hand, the need to strengthen its 

structure to maintain a capacity to compete and 

defend itself against potential aggressions and con-

flicts. The population easily forgets the successes 

achieved in integration, and public opinion is often 

hijacked by national issues. On their part, Christian 

churches face a radical change marked, in a secu-

lar evolution, by the autonomy of politics, science, 

and economics against a religious space relegated 

to elective – sometimes  arbitrary - decisions in a 

strictly personal sphere. Churches encounter diffi-

culties in communicating with new cultures, often 

remaining confined to traditional expressions of 

faith. In the Catholic Church, the Second Vatican 

Council marked a significant turning point by pro-

posing a positive Christian view of the contempo-

rary world. Nonetheless, a certain parallelism can be 

observed - on different levels - between European 

institutions and churches: in both cases, a broad 

and mobilizing project is needed to move forward. 

The ecclesial resonances of certain sovereignist 

and populist movements cannot be ignored, and the 

temptation of dangerous alliances with extremist 

forces threatens religious groups in various ways. 

Faced with this, the Catholic Church sees the need 

to reaffirm the construction of open communities 

and the elaboration of constructive proposals that 

- although coming from minority religious forces in 

current Europe - can be beneficial for all, in line with 

the common good.

In his commentary, Tomas Halik, a professor at the 

Charles University in Prague, wonders whether sec-

ularization is an unintended effect of Christianity, 

or perhaps a “prodigal son” to be welcomed with 

affection and generosity. One of the characteris-

tics of Western Catholic Christianity, unlike other 

traditions, is the separation of Church and State. 

There is no lack of statements from the Popes, from 

Paul VI, through Benedict XVI to Francis, recogniz-

ing the legitimate autonomy of politics and science, 

conditions of human freedom desired by the Crea-

tor. Hence an important difference between secu-

larity, a fact, and secularism, an ideology. The cur-

rent situation, in Europe as in other regions, offers 

an opportunity to reformulate Christianity towards 

a renewed understanding of catholicity, genuine 

fraternity, and a truly universal message. Manuel 
Barrios, Secretary-General of COMECE, speaks of 

“practical solidarity” as the framework for insti-

tutional dialogue and, beyond the formalities, ex-

presses the desire for a more real dialogue with 

Christian social teaching 
remains an essential 

source of inspiration and 
discernment.
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state. Reforming European democracy is not enough; 

the overall social approach must change. The an-

swer requires greater participation of people in deci-

sion-making at all levels, starting from local commu-

nities. Charity begins at home but must immediately 

and simultaneously open up to others, whether they 

are immigrants or third countries. In our hyper-com-

petitive environment, new dependencies, technologi-

cal or economic, are created, contradicting the aspira-

tion for individual freedom. New injustices and quests 

for responsibility emerge: who is responsible for cli-

mate policies? Who resolves conflicts around migra-

tions? Overall, “social engineering” becomes more 

difficult and almost impossible to master, rendering 

some traditional Christian social doctrine approaches 

obsolete, based on a hierarchy of social spheres that 

no longer exist. But nostalgia is useless. Democracy 

is conversation: new communication groups, local or 

transnational, need to be developed to discover the 

paths of social reconstruction. And the EU remains 

attractive: just look at the countries wishing to join 

a system they see as freer and more responsive than 

other global geopolitical centers.

Romano Prodi, former President of the European 

Commission, noted that from a values perspective, the 

founders had it somewhat easier because they shared 

convictions and vision. Today, claiming the inspiration 

of Christian thought is challenging when the real in-

fluence of Christianity has visibly diminished. What 

can genuinely create a sense of citizenship lies in a 

simple idea: we need to do something together. We 

must generate proposals, develop a common project 

that directly addresses the problems of new inequal-

ities. We are in an unfinished system; negotiations and 

compromises alone are not enough to complete it. We 

need a project. It is more difficult in today’s Europe 

due to its growing diversity after successive enlarge-

ments. But we must remember: we have exported de-

mocracy! Or rather: we have responded to the demand 

of those who wanted to import democracy. We have 

not imposed anything. But we must admit: we are in 

a difficult moment, where everyone is blackmailing 

each other. Permanent compromises do not lead us 

in the right direction. A grand project needs to be re-

formulated. Experience shows: for example, when the 

euro was established as a single currency, despite crit-

icisms, Europe positioned itself – despite its relative 

weakness – as a global monetary force, like the US dol-

lar, against, for example, China. Europe can be respect-

ed when it is united.

In the subsequent debate, the moderator first asked: 

how to understand the term “community”? Victo-
ria Martín de la Torre, journalist and member of the 

European Parliament documentation team, author of 

historical studies on the founders of European inte-

gration, recalled that the name European Community 

(used before the term Union) corresponded to Robert 

Schuman’s vision, who saw the construction of com-

munity as the way forward towards the long-term 

goal, which could be a federation. In line with Herman 

van Rompuy’s suggestion, building community is root-

ed in a vision of the person, who is born and develops 

in communities, a concept that differs from that of a 

social contract.

Julio Martínez, professor of moral theology at the 

Pontifical University of Comillas, expanded on this 

vision of the person as a being in relationship, who 

creates community bonds, not in a sectarian manner, 

but opening up in the same movement towards other 

fully dignified people, beyond every  border. For Adri-
an Pabst, deputy director of the National Institute of 

Economic and Social Research in the UK, Christian in-

spiration translates perfectly into the idea of a person 

in relationship and community. But today’s Europe 

appears to citizens as essentially directed towards 

national states and the market. How to put the na-

tion-state and the market at the service of the per-

son? From this depends whether a European citizen 

consciousness can be born and develop. Hasn’t too 

much power been concentrated at the level of Euro-

pean institutions, dominated by technocratic power, 

distancing decisions from local levels? The Christian 

vision is universalist, but with a bottom-up perspec-

tive, which would require radical reforms in the Euro-

pean structure.

Paloma García Ovejero asked if indeed the current 

European institutions. In this sense, Catholic bish-

ops have wanted to publish an urgent reflection on 

the perspective of future enlargement of the Un-

ion, in a statement recently approved at the 2024 

spring assembly of COMECE3, which constitutes “a 

strong message of hope for citizens seeking peace 

and justice.” In this text, the bishops decisively sup-

port enlargement; and describe the necessary steps 

for genuine dialogue and the necessary reforms 

on both sides, both in the Union and in candidate 

3	  https://www.comece.eu/comece-bishops-in-lomza-support-eu-future-enlargements-a-strong-message-of-hope-for-citizens-seeking-peace-

and-justice/

countries for accession. Pastor Alfredo Abad, pres-

ident of the Spanish Evangelical Church, observes 

the strange situation in which, on one hand, there 

is talk of secularization and a decline in religious 

practice, and on the other, we are surrounded by 

war conflicts laden with resentment and references 

rooted in religion. He makes a strong appeal to the 

Churches to assume the duty of spreading the val-

ues of dialogue and a “Europe with a heart” in their 

respective communities.

Towards a European Citizenship Consciousness?
The final debate, moderated by Paloma García Ove-
jero, journalist and COPE correspondent in Brussels, 

started with statements  by two moral authorities of 

recent European history.

Herman van Rompuy, former President of the Eu-

ropean Council, observed that we live in a different 

world compared to “before,” marked by a disintegra-

tion of traditional societies in all aspects. Differenc-

es are everywhere: the feeling of alienation towards 

Europe is not greater than that towards the national 

A grand project needs to be 
reformulated (…) Europe 

can be respected 
when it is united.
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European Commission, far from being a mere techni-

cal secretariat, plays a sui generis political role and is 

accountable to both the Council and the Parliament. 

It cannot be called pure technocracy. In fact, the Early 

Warning System, which allows national parliaments 

to halt Commission initiatives for invading national 

competences, has hardly ever been used.

The moderator raises the issue of new enlargement, 

with about nine candidate countries awaiting their 

turn: will the Union be strengthened? Julio Martínez 

believes it is good to open a horizon of hope, for ex-

ample, in the case of Ukraine, both for the candidate 

country and for current members: it is an expectation 

that can be inscribed in a vision of the common good. 

The real concern about the Union’s future does not 

lie in its enlargement but in the tendency of institu-

tions to dissolve values that are more indispensable 

than ever for the present and future. Resisting this 

destructive trend, religions – Christian, Jewish, Mus-

lim – as long as they are not instrumentalized and ma-

nipulated, can be a useful pre-political foundation for 

reconstruction.

To several questions from the audience , Romano 

Prodi responds that multiple differences of opinion 

are inherent in the democratic system, which the Eu-

ropean Union is inseparable from. Progress is irreg-

ular: suffice to remember that the citizens of France 

and the Netherlands voted in referendums against 

the European constitution project. But institution-

al development has continued despite the apparent 

setback. Closing the session, Herman van Rompuy 

answers a question that opposed the interests of 

politicians with those of the citizenry: it is very dif-

ficult to define the opinion of “the citizenry” when 

there is more diversity of opinions than ever. Just cite 

the situation in the Netherlands, with 29 parties rep-

resented in its national parliament. In recent years, 

with numerous coalition governments and political 

weakness in nearly half of the member countries, Eu-

rope has nonetheless achieved extraordinary results 

and demonstrated that agreements can be reached, 

difficult as it may seem, on issues such as post-pan-

demic economic recovery, support for Ukraine, or the 

immigration and asylum pact. There is no other path 

than dialogue, the basis of all democracy, at all levels, 

national and European, in search of ways for social re-

construction.

At the end of the day, with thanks to all speakers and 

participants, Domingo Sugranyes and Jesús Avezue-

la note the richness of the exchanges and the need to 

continue increasing knowledge and fostering debate 

on Europe, taking the opportunity to participate in an 

innovative political work that rises to global challeng-

es and is inspired by its origins in the basic principles of 

human dignity. Within the framework of the Pablo VI 

Foundation, efforts will continue to contribute to the 

updating of these principles, in an exercise of the duty 

of European citizenship.

Domingo Sugranyes. 

Director of the ongoing Seminar

situation of relative citizen disengagement is not 

caused by a succession of crises. Íñigo Méndez de 
Vigo, former Spanish minister and former Europe-

an parliamentarian, held the opposite view: Europe 

precisely distinguishes itself by responding to crises. 

Just ask: how would we be without Europe? Many cit-

izens, born after 1985, are Europeans without know-

ing it; they have known nothing else. The freedom of 

movement seems natural to them. Only a cataclysm 

could make us see what we have gained… Disengage-

ment can only be overcome with more education 

about Europe.

Julio Martínez expands his point of view: national cri-

ses and global challenges – such as the digital revolu-

tion and the transformation of work – would require 

responses inspired by the fundamental principles of 

dignity, subsidiarity, solidarity, and the common good. 

However, often the approach taken is contrary to 

these principles: personal rights are turned into sub-

jective weapons that do not bind but rather allow for 

an autonomous, self-sufficient, and exclusive individu-

ality. He cites the example of debates on the “right to 

abortion.” Íñigo Méndez de Vigo clarifies that abor-

tion cannot be recognized as a right at the European 

level, as this would require amending the treaties. The 

family domain is not a European competence, and de-

spite votes in the Parliament on non-binding motions, 

there is no possibility of European intervention in this 

matter.

In response to a new question about citizen partici-

pation, Victoria Martín de la Torre answers that Eu-

ropean construction has always been nourished, at 

each stage, by different visions. The future is open: 

it is up to citizens who identify as Christians to act 

constructively, for example, by developing cross-bor-

der initiatives that create new community ties. Schu-

man already spoke of European construction as a 

“peaceful revolution.” Adrian Pabst believes that 

elections to the European Parliament are not enough 

to create the conditions for participatory citizen-

ship. In his opinion, in addition to the important role 

of intermediate associations, reforms are needed 

that concretely signify closeness, reconciliation of 

conflicting interests, and respect for smaller coun-

tries. To explain the growing populism – and also 

Brexit – Pabst blames the lack of structural reforms 

and the excessive weight of European technocracy. 

Why not establish more direct relations between the 

European Parliament and national parliaments? Why 

maintain the monopoly of legislative initiative in the 

Commission? A question from the audience express-

es a similar sentiment: are the institutions (Commis-

sion, Court of Justice) not overstepping by taking on 

competences not in the Treaties? Íñigo Méndez de 

Vigo disagrees: the competences of European insti-

tutions are proper and pertain to areas where there 

is a conviction that common action is better than 

that of the States. National and European legislative 

processes are different and should remain so. The Eu-

ropean Court in Luxembourg is rigorous in respect-

ing defined competences (even though it advances 

community law through its rulings, as is logical). The 
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09:00h		 Welcome

09:10h		 Opening: 

		  Greeting by the Presidents of the Paul VI Foundation, Bishop Ginés García,
		  and of the Istituto Paolo VI, Prof. Angelo Maffeis
		  Introduction: Jesús Avezuela. General Director of the Paul VI Foundation
		  Presentation of the conference:  Domingo Sugranyes. Director of the seminar

09:30h 	 Paper: 

		  The post-war construction of Europe in the thought of Pope Paul VI
		  Simona Negruzzo. Professor, Università degli Studi di Pavia

	 	 Comment: 

		  Juan María Laboa. Professor Emeritus, Universidad Pontificia Comillas 

		  Moderator: 

		  Belén Becerril. Full Professor of European Union Law at CEU San Pablo University

10:30h	 	 Paper: 

		  The Division of Powers between the EU and Member States:
		  How does it affect Citizen Participation?
		  Leopoldo Calvo-Sotelo. Chief Counsel of the Council of State of the Kingdom of Spain

		  Comments: 

  		  Markus Schlagnitweit. Director, Katholische Sozialakademie Österreich			 
		  Carlo Muzzi. Journalist, Il Giornale di Brescia

		  Moderador: 

		  Michele Bonetti. President, Fondazione Tovini

11:40h	 	 Break

12:15h	 	 Paper: 

		  Towards European Citizenship:
		  The Fundamental Values of the European Union
		  Francesco Bestagno. Legal Adviser at the Permanent Representation
		  of Italy to the European Union and professor at the Catholic University of Milan

		  A Values-driven Approach to the EU:
		  Intercultural Dialogue and Active Citizenship 
		  Léonce Bekemans, Jean Monnet Professor ad personam, Bruges, Belgium

		  Moderator: 

		  Pierpaolo Camadini. President of Opera per l’Educazione Cristiana

13:30h		  Lunch Simultaneous translation Spanish - English - Italian

15:00h		 Paper: 

		  Christian Churches in European Integration: A Response to Secularisation?
		  Mons. Mariano Crociata. President of COMECE

	 	 Comments: 

		  Tomas Halik. Professor, Charles University, Prague
	 	 Manuel Barrios. Secretary General of COMECE
		  Alfredo Abad. President of the Spanish Evangelical Church

		  Moderator: 

		  Rafael Vázquez. Secretary for Interconfessional Relations
		  of the Spanish Bishops’ Conference 

16:30h	 	 Final debate:
		  Towards a European Citizenship Consciousness?
		  Herman van Rompuy. Former President of the European Council
		  Romano Prodi. Former President of the European Commission	
		  Adrian Pabst. Deputy Director at National Institute of Economic
		  and Social Research, United Kingdom
		  Victoria Martín de la Torre. European Parliament
	 	 Julio Martínez Martínez SJ. Professor of Moral Theology, Universidad Pontificia Comillas
	 	 Íñigo Méndez de Vigo. Former Minister of Education, Culture and Sports of Spain

		  Moderator: 

		  Paloma García Ovejero. Journalist, COPE correspondent in Brussels

18:00h		 Closing of the conference by Jesús Avezuela, general director of the Paul VI  		
		  Foundation and Domingo Sugranyes, director of the seminar

18:15h		  End of the day

 Congress Programme

Actas del Congreso Hacia una ciudadanía Europea participativa



Interventions
Here we present the full lectures delivered during the day, except 
for the final debate, which is included in the “Summary of the 
Conference” (page 108).
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Greetings

Mons. Ginés García Beltrán, 
President of Fundación 
Pablo VI 
Good morning everyone.

I greet you and welcome you on behalf of the Pablo 

VI Foundation of Madrid, which today hosts this In-

ternational Conference on national construction and 

internationalism in Christian social thought, under 

the title “TOWARDS A PARTICIPATORY EUROPEAN 

CITIZENSHIP,” within the framework of the Ongoing  

Seminar, “How does Europe respond? Digital revolu-

tion and transformation of work.”

I greet His Excellency Archbishop Bernardito Auza, Ap-

ostolic Nuncio, who always honors us with his presence.

I greet Professor Angelo Maffeis, President of the 

Paolo VI Institute of Brescia, while expressing our joy 

for the honor that this cooperation between our two 

institutions, both named after the great Pope Paul VI, 

represents for our Foundation. It is a personal satis-

faction for me to welcome you all here today.

I also greet all the speakers and participants in this 

Conference, to whom I thank for their presence and 

the contributions that will undoubtedly enrich our dis-

cussions.

Allow me a special greeting to His Excellency Bishop 

Mariano Crociata, President of COMECE, who today 

visits Spain for the first time since assuming the presi-

dency of this European episcopal body.

Finally, I thank the family of the Pablo VI Foundation, 

its Director General, Mr. Jesús Avezuela, Mr. Domingo 

Sugranyes, Director of this Seminar, and all those who 

have made this Conference possible.

Paul VI “was a Europeanist,” wrote our regretted  Eu-

genio Nasarre in “The views of Pope Montini” pub-

lished by this Foundation. “Profound reasons - of a 

biographical, doctrinal, and spiritual nature - led him 

to closely follow the process of European integration 

and to encourage its protagonists to strengthen and 

continue it without forgetting the roots of its origin” 

(Ibid).

“You dedicate your efforts to achieving a united and 

peaceful Europe. This ideal, to a very high degree 

beautiful and important, truly worthy of a new gen-

eration that has drawn useful lessons from the tragic 

experiences of the last wars; this responds to a vision 

- in Our opinion - modern and wise, of the current his-

torical moment in which peoples live in a close mutu-

al interdependence of interests; it is also fully in line 

with the Christian conception of human coexistence 

that tends to make the world one family of brother-

ly peoples. For this reason, dear sons and daughters, 

the Church gladly encourages you in your work. It is a 

very arduous goal, certainly, but one whose necessity 

appears vital for the Europe of tomorrow, and per-

haps also for the entire world”: with these words full 

of relevance, Saint Paul VI addressed the participants 

of the National Congress of the “Young Europe” 

Center, in the midst of the celebration of the Second 

Vatican Council. The process of European unification 

is on the horizon.

The Pontiff, as he himself acknowledges, is not un-

aware of the difficulties he clearly describes, after 

praising the progress made to achieve a united Eu-

rope: “In reality, different conceptions and conflict-

ing interests, whose foundations we are far from 

ignoring, can sometimes attenuate the sense of sol-

idarity, the primacy of the common good over par-

ticular interests, and the awareness of constituting 

a single political, cultural, economic entity in the 

process of formation.” To overcome these obstacles, 

“magnanimity, firmness, and coherence are required; 

sacrifices and renunciations are necessary from 

everyone.”

Many years have passed since Paul VI uttered these 

words; many of his wishes have been fulfilled in a unit-

ed Europe. However, the challenges that the Pope 

pointed out remain extremely relevant. Our purpose 

with this conference is to continue reflecting on the 

old and new challenges of Europe.

Looking at the construction of Europe in the recent 

past, let us think of this new Europe as a space for 

participation for all of us, based on unity and diver-

sity, dialogue and solidarity. We are all Europe, and 

we are all called to continue building it in this new 

context.

In this task, the Christian churches, together with oth-

er faiths, continue to feel called to give soul to Europe. 

Pope Paul VI himself said to European bishops in 1975: 

“to awaken the Christian soul of Europe, where its uni-

ty has its roots. This is the task of evangelization.”

I conclude with other words of Saint Paul VI in the same 

speech to the youth of Europe: “Working for the birth 

of a Europe finally peacefully united means contribut-

ing to bringing Europe back to the course of its ancient 

and glorious traditions of civilization, and at the same 

time means opening up broader horizons for the Chris-

tian faith, so that it can again ferment, with evangelical 

yeast, the structures of this old continent, to which the 

other Continents still have much to request.”

I wish you all a good and happy conference. Thank you.

Professor Angelo Maffeis, 
President of the Istituto Paolo VI
I am pleased to convey the greetings of the Pablo VI In-

stitute of Brescia to all participants in this day of study 

dedicated to the theme Towards a Participatory Euro-

pean Citizenship. I cordially thank the Pablo VI Foun-

dation of Madrid, which has graciously shared with 

us the conception and organization of this important 

gathering for in-depth exploration. The caliber of the 

individuals who accepted the invitation and agreed to 

contribute here underscores the significance of the 

chosen theme for the future of our countries and the 

entire European continent.

In the personal conversations that have taken place 

in recent years between the Pablo VI Foundation and 

the Paolo VI Institute, we have noted that, alongside a 

common inspiration linked to the name of the pope of 

Vatican II, our institutions have pursued different paths 

in their activities. The Paolo VI Institute has primarily 

focused on historical research, dedicating itself to the 

compilation of documents, the editing of sources relat-

ed to the life and activities of Giovanni Battista Monti-

ni - Paul VI, and the study of his teachings and pastoral 

actions. The Pablo VI Foundation has primarily been de-

voted to updating the Church’s social doctrine in rela-

tion to the new problems posed by culture and society.

These are different yet complementary paths of in-

quiry. And perhaps the challenge facing our cultural 

institutions - and many others - is precisely this: a cre-

ative fidelity, capable of preserving the legacy of the 

past and demonstrating its fertility for the present 

and the future.
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Introduction 

Jesús Avezuela, 
General Director of Fundación Pablo VI 
Nuncio of the Holy See, President of the Pablo VI 

Foundation, authorities, professors, ladies and gen-

tlemen, good afternoon and welcome to this inter-

national session of the Pablo VI Foundation, within 

the permanent seminar on Europe’s response to the 

many issues arising around the digital revolution and 

the transformation that work is undergoing because 

of it.

Allow me to make a special mention of the Istituto Pao-

lo VI . I must apologize because my Italian is not per-

fect. So, I thank its members and all the other speakers 

who have come here from other places. Thank you very 

much for coming.

I also send greetings to all those who are following us 

digitally, through the Fundación Pablo VI website.

First of all, I want to thank Domingo Sugranyes. He is 

the main organizer of this event, and therefore, I wish 

to convey my heartfelt congratulations to him.

As you all know, the Fundación Pablo VI , created by 

Cardinal Herrera Oria in 1968, is a cultural and higher 

education institution that manages residential and 

sociocultural works of various kinds and promotes 

educational projects in its various areas of action 

such as bioethics and science, dialogue with poli-

tics, culture and society, social economy, artificial 

intelligence, integral ecology or humanist leadership, 

among others.

Since the 1970s, the Foundation, through its Facul-

ty of Social Sciences - later renamed the Faculty of 

Political Science and Sociology León XIII - has endea-

vored, with special emphasis, to disseminate Chris-

tian social thought applied to  the then-called “New 

Technologies.” In the 1990s, the Faculty and the Uni-

versity School of Information Technology  and the 

Center for Technological and Social Studies were 

established. And currently, it promotes initiatives in 

the field of technology and artificial intelligence, to 

discuss the good governance of technological devel-

opment and the economy and exploitation of digital 

data from the double perspective of the objectives 

pursued by the agents and their effects on society 

and with the cross-cutting of humanist and Chris-

tian thought.

The permanent seminars that have been organized  so 

far aim, with the intervention of experts from many 

public and private universities, institutions and the 

business sector, to reflect on the servitude or service 

represented by the digital footprint and the impact 

that the digital revolution is having on the transforma-

tion of work.  This third seminar started in December 

2023, studies whether and in what terms  Europe in-

tends to respond  to all this. And it is within this third 

seminar (trilogy) that this international session, which 

we organised in collaboration with the Istituto Paolo 

VI I, is located.

The digital revolution 
is one of the major projects 

that society is incorporating 
and, at the same time, one 

of the most difficult 
challenges that humanity 

faces today

The digital revolution is one of the major projects 

that society is incorporating and, at the same time, 

one of the most difficult challenges that humanity 

faces today. It opens up a whole world of opportu-

nities, but at the same time presents many risks and 

dilemmas. As Jeremy Rifkin said in the late 1990s, 

the technological revolution influences all aspects 

of our lives: what we eat, who we go out and marry 

with; how we educate our children; what we work 

on; who we vote for; what economic models we 

want for our societies; how we express our faith; 

how we perceive the world around us and the place 

we occupy in it, ... In summary, artificial intelligence, 

as the design and development of technologies ca-

pable of emulating human intelligence and its mul-

tiple applications in the field of business and con-

sumption, health, security, law or human mobility, 

among many others, opens the door to numerous 

challenges, doubts, and concerns. And all this be-

comes particularly complex to address when we see 

it on a global scale, with different social and cultural 

standards among the major geopolitical blocs such 

as the United States, the European Union or China. 

Where is Europe? What remains of its Christian 

thought, its values, and principles, when it comes to 

applying them to these new projects that present 

themselves to us?

To give us a detailed view of all this, I give the floor to 

the director of these seminars, Domingo Sugranyes.

Thank you very much. 
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Domingo Sugranyes Bickel, 
Director of the ongoing Seminar
This conference has been prepared in collaboration 

with the Istituto Paolo VI of Concesio, in Brescia. I 

would like to join in the thanks already expressed: we 

feel very grateful and honored to be able to present 

this truly joint initiative, which was born a year and a 

half ago in the beautiful premises of the museum, near 

the birthplace of Pope Paul VI. And, especially, thanks 

to Professor Simona Negruzzo, who has been a very 

effective correspondent throughout these months of 

joint work. Thanks to her and her colleagues at the Isti-

tuto Paolo VI, today’s program has become an authen-

tically European and international program.

The day is part of the seminar on socio-economic eth-

ics of this Foundation: an effort of understanding and 

reflection on the ongoing technological revolution and 

the future of human work, which we wanted to carry 

out with multidisciplinary contributions and with suf-

ficient time for a real dialogue to take place. Always, of 

course, in line with Christian social thought, but with 

an intention to address the most current issues.

Our work program from 2023 to 2025 is ambitious: 

from the geopolitical - trying to place Europe with-

in the complicated game of global powers - through 

demography, migrations, cultural wars, to return to 

the economy, the future of work and income distri-

bution. We want to try to find out what future the 

“social market economy” model has, how we will po-

sition ourselves in a context dominated by the pow-

erful oligopolies of the digital sphere. These are phe-

nomena that transcend national borders. To what 

extent are European institutions able to respond to 

channeling this evolution, to provide a framework 

that protects freedoms and the common good and, 

at the same time, promotes European competitive-

ness?

In this context, we wanted to take a break today and 

reflect on European citizenship. It is a debated topic: 

here as in other countries, not everyone looks favora-

bly on European integration. We will not enter this 

debate: all today’s speakers are “Europeanists”. But 

what does it mean to be a Europeanist? How do we 

relate to this constantly evolving supranational reali-

ty? Is it compatible with the national political horizon 

(not to mention nationalist)? We are called to vote 

in a few weeks, but what exactly do European parlia-

mentarians represent us for?

It is fair to remember that Christian social thought 

inspired, among other traditions, the founders of Eu-

ropean construction. But, being in this house, we can-

not help but wonder about the Christian contribution 

in today’s secularized world, where the voice of the 

Church - our voice - is minority and often not under-

stood. The heritage of social ethics of the Christian 

Churches must be updated, so that it continues to 

provide something necessary - perhaps more nec-

essary than ever - in today’s Europe. To achieve this, 

probably, first: rediscover for ourselves what the cen-

tral points of the Christian message about society 

are, without nostalgia for the music of the past.

•	 To begin, we will listen to Prof. Negruzzo evok-

ing the thoughts of Pope Paul VI on Europe in the 

1960s, and Prof. Laboa’s response on the influence 

of Pope Montini in the Spain of that time, still dis-

tant from democratic consensus.

•	 In the second session, we will leap into the present 

with a distinguished Spanish constitutionalist, Leo-

poldo Calvo-Sotelo, who will be commented upon  

by an Austrian professor of Christian social teach-

ings , Dr. Schlagnitweit, and an Italian journalist, Dr. 

Carlo Muzzi, to inquire how the participation of cit-

izens is affected by the fact that a significant part 

of sovereignty now effectively resides in European 

institutions, which remain distant.

•	 The third session will provide us with reflections 

from two highly distinguished specialists, Prof. 

Bestagno and Prof. Bekemans, to understand to 

what extent European construction continues to 

be based on values and how these foundations are 

understood within the multicultural reality that is 

ours.

•	 After lunch, we will hear from the president of the 

Committee of European Episcopal Conferences, 

Bishop Crociata, about the role of Christian church-

es in the context of a secularized Europe, with re-

sponses from qualified voices from various sectors 

of European Christianity.

•	 And, to conclude, we will open a multiple dialogue 

after hearing from two frontline leaders, Presi-

dents van Rompuy and Prodi, who will be answered 

by former Spanish minister Íñigo Méndez de Vigo, 

English researcher Adrian Pabst, a prominent fig-

ure from the European Parliament, Victoria Martín 

de la Torre, and a distinguished Spanish professor 

of moral theology, Julio Martínez.

All to nourish our own reflection and help us fully em-

brace that indeed: we are citizens of the European Un-

ion, we have corresponding rights, and we must exer-

cise our duty of citizenship.

But what does it mean 
to be a Europeanist? How 

do we relate to this 
constantly evolving 

supranational reality? Is it 
compatible with the national 

political horizon (not to 
mention nationalist)? We are 
called to vote in a few weeks, 

but what exactly do European 
parliamentarians 
represent us for?



First Session: 
Paul VI, Europe 

and Spain



132 133Proceedings of the Congress Towards a Participatory European Citizenship

The Pope Paul VI and Europe

1	  Archives historiques du Parlement européen, Débats de la Session 1978-1979, Éloge funèbre, EU.HAEU/PEO.AP.DE.1978//DE19780911-02 In Pietro 

Conte, I Papi e l’Europa. Documents. Pius XII, John XXIII, Paul VI, 1978, p. 351.

Simona Negruzzo, 
Professor at Università degli Studi di Pavia

This study day, which is the result of the collabora-

tion of two institutions named after Paul VI, could not 

fail to open with a broad outline of Giovanni Battista 

Montini’s thinking on the construction of Europe. We 

owe to him a profound reflection on the roots of our 

continent and the conviction that an extraordinary 

cultural, moral and spiritual heritage binds us togeth-

er. Becoming aware of Europe as a ‘teacher of true 

progress’ can be a stimulus to face the challenges of 

our present.

On Monday 11 September 1978 at the opening of Par-

liament’s session, President Emilio Colombo paid 

tribute to Paul VI who died at Castelgandolfo on the 

evening of 6 August. It was not a formal eulogy, but 

rather a participatory and moving speech, intended 

to retrace the main lines of a pontificate animated by 

a “message of reconciliation in a world torn by con-

flicts”1 . The entire magisterium of Pope Montini had 

been inspired, according to Colombo, by a high ideal 

in defence of man and especially in favour of the poor 

and oppressed, and sustained by a deep yearning for 

justice and peace.

A mission, that of Paul VI, which although universal 

had always retained a particular focus on the Old Con-

tinent, calling for genuine reconciliation, exhorting 

the exercise of responsibility for building a united and 

pacified Europe, and asserting its Christian identity 

in the spiritual, moral and religious fields and as the 

main, though not sole, source of Western culture and 

thought.

In the course of his pontificate, Paul VI spoke on 

these themes on several occasions, entrusting to 

speeches, messages and letters his thoughts, ma-

tured through his previous experiences, that con-

tributed to nourishing his European vocation (from 

the family and Oratorian environment in Brescia, to 

that of ecclesiastical assistant to the Federation of 

Italian Catholic University Students, from his dip-

lomatic service in the Vatican Secretariat of State, 

to that of pastor of the Milanese diocese), a voice 

that was always lucid, direct and participatory, ori-

ented towards promoting dialogue and solidarity. 

The fundamental guidelines of his thought go back 

to a large extent to the Europeanist and globalist 

intuitions of the pre-pontifical period and his rela-

tionship with authors such as Hilaire Belloc, Antonio 

Rosmini or Romano Guardini, but always brought up 

to date and confronted with the problems and ex-

pectations of European peoples in the war and post-

war years, revitalised by the assiduous exchange 

with his brother Lodovico, tireless advocate of the 

European Union and long-time Italian represent-

ative to the Strasbourg Parliament, and comfort-

ed by the teachings of Pius XII and John XXIII, two 

‘European’ popes, i.e., contemporaries of the birth 

of the Community institutions, which were warmly 

encouraged and welcomed with deep sympathy by 

the Catholic Church.

Scrolling through the speeches, Montini’s approach to 

European issues appears in all its evidence. Meeting 

the participants at the congress of the associations 

belonging to the Young Europe Centre on 8 September 

1965, he presented the ideal of a united and pacified 

Europe in this way:

“You dedicate your efforts to the achievement of 

a united and peaceful Europe. This is an extremely 

beautiful and important ideal, worthy indeed of a 

new generation that has learnt useful lessons from 

the tragic experiences of recent wars; it responds 

to a vision, which We consider modern and wise, 

of the present moment in history, in which peoples 

live in a close interdependence of interests among 

themselves; it is fully in conformity with the Chris-

tian conception of human coexistence, which tends 

to make the world a single family of fraternal peo-

ples. Therefore, beloved Sons, the Church willingly 

encourages you in your work. It is a very arduous 

goal, it is true, but one whose necessity appears vi-

tal for the Europe of tomorrow, and even perhaps 

for the whole world”2 .

These concepts are reiterated in the message sent 

to the Council of Europe on 26 January 1977, a sort 

of spiritual testament on the European unification 

process in which the echo of Populorum progressio 

resounds. Europe according to Paul VI, linking itself 

to the worldwide perspective of the encyclical, is, 

first and foremost, a continent of peace and solidar-

ity, it must help the progress of the poorest peoples 

and cannot be perceived only as a trade alliance. Ac-

cording to Montini, the goal of true peace was to be 

achieved not only by breaking off hostilities, but also 

2	  Speech by Paul VI to the participants at the National Congress of the ‘Young Europe’ Centre, Wednesday 8 September 1965.

by overcoming the mutual hatreds and resentments 

arising from the wars that had marked Europe in the 

first half of the 20th century.

Reconciliation must be implemented at all levels and 

among all men, committing to solidarity between na-

tions and peoples. In the wake of Pacem in Terris, Mon-

tini manifested his resolute commitment to the equal-

ity of peoples and men in Populorum Progressio. The 

profound imbalance between the wealth of the indus-

trialised countries and the starving world led him to 

take sides in favour of the most disadvantaged, while 

stating that:

“our gaze goes more willingly beyond Europe, to-

wards developing countries; however, Europe re-

mains at the centre of our concerns, our esteem 

and our trust”.

Paul VI was confident that Europeans were aware that 

the European Union was called by history and vocation 

to also take on the problems of the world:

“We have the firm hope that Europe, finally unified, 

will not disappoint the expectation of mankind”.
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The process of European integration, which Montini 

has lived and known since its inception, is considered 

by him to be a peaceful revolution carried out between 

nations in order to implement the common ideal that 

binds them, namely the construction of a more hu-

mane, fairer Europe without discrimination. This is the 

model invoked for future generations:

“We believe that the youth of Europe aspire to 

this rapprochement by repudiating those barriers 

whose meaning they no longer understand”.

Paul VI was aware how much it was incumbent on the 

younger generations to understand the value of this 

unifying construction that must harmonise particular 

riches and intermediate responsibilities in view of a 

higher common good:

“We are firmly convinced that the cause of Euro-

pean unification will eventually triumph over all 

obstacles. The latter may perhaps hinder and even 

slow down, but not definitively halt the march to-

wards unity of those peoples whose history and 

geography lead them to understand each other and 

not to live in an unstable equilibrium or in a situa-

tion of continuous antagonisms”.

3	  Discours du Pape Paul VI aux membres de la Section agricole du Comité économique et social de la Communauté économique européenne, Samedi 

3 avril 1965.

Likewise, as universal pastor, he takes upon himself the 

task of instilling trust and hope:

“This ministry imposes upon us the duty to pro-

mote and encourage everything that may help to 

lower the barriers between men and nations, and 

lead them to a fraternal understanding. And al-

though this duty is universal in scope, it applies 

first and foremost to the group of nations which 

a historical community of destiny has brought to-

gether and which an affinity of traditions invites 

to fraternise in a more special way. This is the case 

with Europe and it is for this reason that anything 

that can accelerate its unification seems to us to be 

an important contribution to the building of world 

peace that all men of good will so ardently desire’3 .

European identity is central in Montini’s lexicon, that 

of the soul of the continent. The Pontiff is fully aware 

that “Catholicism unfortunately covers only part of 

the European area”, but he is equally convinced of the 

importance of the Christian tradition, “an undeniable 

fact” and “an integral part of Europe”. 

Meeting with different groups, Paul VI was able to de-

scribe how the unification process was able to materi-

alise by responding to the profoundly dynamic vision 

of a ‘Europe on the move’, a perspective that helped 

to interpret and discern the historical events of the 

Old Continent. From the texts we can see how much 

he was pleased over the progress made and trembled 

before the difficulties, the moments of stagnation and 

regression, while lucidly recognising the significance 

and value of the different European institutions, albeit 

aware of their limitations and of the incomplete reali-

sation of their potential.

Hence the willingness, at times the courage, to take 

concrete initiatives such as the permanent accredita-

tion of representatives of the Holy See to European in-

stitutions or to send its own representatives to inter-

national meetings, such as the Helsinki Conferences 

of 1973 and 1975 mentioned in the letter sent to Agos-

tino Casaroli, secretary of the then Council for Public 

Church Affairs:

“We wanted to give our encouragement to an initi-

ative that, presenting itself as aimed at promoting 

the much desired and priceless good of peace, was 

of great importance, not only for the peoples of Eu-

rope, but for the entire family of nations”4 .

What Europe has, what the course of history has given 

it, must according to Paul VI contribute to the benefit 

of all humanity:

“At the arrival stage of this long and often torment-

ed history, by virtue of the variety of contributions 

that each people of this continent with its own 

4	  Lettre du pape Paul VI à Mgr Agostino Casaroli à l’occasion de la Conférence à Helsinki, 25 juillet 1975.
5	  Quotation taken from Holy Father Paul VI’s Speech: ‘En accueillant’, 28 November 1968.

genius has bestowed upon it, Europe has an ideal 

heritage that represents a common heritage: this 

patrimony is essentially based on the Christian 

message, proclaimed to all its peoples who have 

accepted it and made it their own; it includes, in ad-

dition to the sacred values of faith in God and the 

inviolability of consciences, the values of equality 

and human fraternity, the dignity of thought ded-

icated to the search for truth, individual and social 

justice, and law understood as a criterion of behav-

iour in relations between citizens, institutions and 

States”.

Alongside the Europe of solidarity and peace, that of 

dialogue, addressed to the entire continent. Not only, 

therefore, to the countries of Western Europe, whose 

importance in the construction of community insti-

tutions is recognised, but also open to lay people and 

non-believers, and therefore also to Central and East-

ern Europe dominated by Communist regimes. The 

Holy See’s participation in the conferences was very 

important both because it represented a moment of 

union of all European countries under the banner of 

security and cooperation, and because the principle of 

religious freedom was introduced in the Final Act, not 

only for believers, but for all men, in the spirit of the 

conciliar declaration Dignitatis humanae: “Within this 

framework the participating States will recognize and 

respect the freedom of the individual to profess and 

practice, alone or in community with others, religion 

or belief acting in accordance with the dictates of his 

own conscience” (Art. 7).

The building of Europe for Montini is rooted and guar-

anteed in the profound cultural and spiritual dimen-

sion that cannot be reduced to technical or economic 

issues. There is a need for “a soul supplement” for Eu-

rope5 that goes beyond, informs and fills with meaning 

the same economic, social, political and institutional 

achievements. In his view, a high ethical-political ideal 

is at stake:

“For if a united Europe is to be created, it must not 

be an artificial creation, imposed from outside, but 

must arise as an expression from within the indi-

vidual peoples; it must be generated as the fruit of 

Paul VI was aware how 
much it was incumbent on 

the younger generations to 
understand the value of this 

unifying construction that 
must harmonise particular 

riches and intermediate 
responsibilities in view of a 

higher common good
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persuasion and love, not as a technical and perhaps 

fatal result of political and economic forces”6 .

European unity is not a solitary or exclusive endeav-

our, but is built together, thanks to the commitment 

of each, through the service that all are called upon to 

perform:

“Your noble endeavour eloquently illustrates what 

men can do, when they unite with one another, for 

one another, and renounce being above or against 

one another. Persevere in this peaceful endeavour, 

and let it serve the common good of Europe and the 

world: this is Our dearest wish”7 .

The pre-eminence given to ideal values, the formation 

and dissemination of a humanitarian mentality and a 

common culture is evident in the belief that 

“the Catholic faith can be a coefficient of incompa-

rable value to infuse spiritual vitality into that fun-

damental unitary culture, which should be the ani-

mation of a socially and politically unified Europe”8 .

Following in the footsteps of Pope Pacelli, Paul VI con-

sidered the Christian faith to be the soul of Europe, 

6	  Speech by Paul VI to the participants at the National Congress of 

the ‘Young Europe’ Centre, Wednesday 8 September 1965.
7	  Discours du Pape Paul VI aux membres de la Haute Autorité de la 

Communauté européenne du charbon et de l’acier, Vendredi 8 octobre 

1965.
8	  Speech by Pope Paul VI to the Italian Catholic University Federa-

tion, Monday 2 September 1963.
9	  Discours du Pape Paul VI aux participants au symposium des 

evêques d’Europe, Samedi, 18 octobre 1975.
10	  Discours du Pape Paul VI au Groupe Démocrate Chrétien du Parle-

ment européen, Mercredi 14 octobre 1964.

Christianity to be the heritage and inheritance of Eu-

ropean history and its criterion for unification:

“Paraphrasing the famous Epistle to Diognetus, we 

could say: what the soul is in the body, Christians 

are in the world, in this world of Europe. Oh! Cer-

tainly, as in the time of Diognetus, they must bear 

witness in poverty, in misunderstanding, in contra-

diction, even in persecution. But if their challenge 

has the humility of the Gospel, it also has its vigour, 

it brings salvation to all”9 .

It should be noted, however, that this reference to the 

Christian soul of Europe excluded for Paul VI any nos-

talgia for the Middle Ages and its Christianity and fo-

cused rather on the contents, ultimately traceable to 

the rights of the human person which constitute that 

“human, moral and religious heritage, largely in-

spired by the Gospel, which has ensured and con-

tinues to ensure this continent a unique influence 

in the history of civilisation”10 .

If in 1947 Pius XII had proclaimed St. Benedict the 

spiritual father of Europe, Paul VI not only proclaimed 

him the patron saint of Europe, but in 1977 he also 

called the European Convention on Human Rights a 

‘milestone on the path to the union of peoples’.

The building of Europe 
for Montini is rooted and 

guaranteed in the profound 
cultural and spiritual 

dimension that cannot be 
reduced to technical or 

economic issues. 

Montini’s Europe, where the East appears to be “one 

of the fundamental points for the definitive organ-

isation of European society”, is not and cannot be 

closed in on itself, but must open up to the perspec-

tives of the world. Against any resurgent Eurocen-

tric temptation, with a view to the redemption of the 

whole of humanity, European unity appears as one of 

the most important steps towards the unification of 

the world.

Hence the consideration of Europe’s historical mission, 

which consists first and foremost in being a ‘teacher 

of true progress’, helping developing peoples (Africa 

above all) not to repeat the same mistakes experi-

enced in their own history, that is, to achieve techni-

cal and material progress, but animated and sustained 

by that necessary ‘soul supplement’ brought by moral 

and spiritual progress.

For Paul VI, this mission also includes the work of 

peace-building, in the knowledge that “a united Europe 

would be a great step towards world peace”11 . This 

unity, starting from the Western portion, is a strate-

gically indispensable instrument for achieving peace, 

both for overcoming the nationalistic division of man-

kind and for the exemplary formation of continental 

aggregations that reduce persistent international an-

tagonisms.

The perspective with which Montini looks at Europe is 

a purely pastoral one. Since “nothing that concerns the 

11	  Discours du Pape Paul VI à l’ambassadeur de Belgique près le 

Saint-Siège, Jeudi 19 décembre 1968.
12	  Discours du Pape Paul VI aux représentants des différentes or-

ganisations européennes, Vendredi, 17 avril 1964.
13	  Discours du Pape Paul VI aux participants aux VIIes États gé-

néraux des communs et des autres pouvoirs locaux européens, Di-

manche, 17 octobre 1964.
14	  Discours du Pape Paul VI aux participants à la Conférence du 

Mouvement Européen, Samedi 9 novembre 1963.

true good of mankind is foreign to the Church”12 . And 

if the Church is interested in the problems of Europe, it 

does so by exercising a formative commitment to its 

citizens:

“a considerable task has been accomplished on the 

road to a united Europe both at the summit and at 

the level of local authorities, and everyone can see 

the happy consequences of these initiatives. Let 

this be an encouragement to persevere with ener-

gy and constancy. [...] The roads may be different to 

reach this Europe of tomorrow. You all know from 

experience how the advent of a united Europe rais-

es delicate political, economic, social and psycho-

logical problems. Better than anyone else, you are 

aware of this complexity and strive, according to 

the means you consider most effective, to gradual-

ly resolve its various aspects’13 .

In this sense, speaking at the European Movement 

conference:

“Indeed, we also have the great and onerous re-

sponsibility to preach the Gospel and to make all 

men heirs and sisters of the pastoral mission that, 

over the centuries, has regarded Europe as a unit-

ed Christianity, albeit clearly differentiated into 

distinct groups, whose mission was to educate 

according to their own genius. We too are for a 

United Europe! We cannot but hope that the pro-

cess from which Europe is to emerge more united, 

freer from interests more closely bound to mutual 

aid systems, is progressing and achieving concrete 

and definitive results”14 .

Hence the emergence in Paul VI of the importance of 

greater cooperation and communion between the Eu-

ropean Bishops’ Conferences and the underlining of 

the tasks of Christians called to draw from their faith 
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the inspiration for a commitment that knows how to 

emphasise and realise the equality and dignity of the 

human person, the overcoming of an individualistic 

ethic and the sense of solidarity in the conviction that 

working for European unification is a responsible mor-

al choice and a duty proper to the moment in history.

Montini adhered to the idea of an institutional con-

struction of Europe, very open to all solutions in favour 

of peace, but at the same time firm on positions of prin-

ciple, especially in the face of the Soviet Union and the 

alliance of the countries of the West with the United 

States. He was convinced that only political and military 

union could protect peace and that this would be guar-

anteed by building a reconciled and united Europe15 .

In short, the Europe dreamed of by Paul VI must become 

ever more united to better serve the progress of the less 

fortunate peoples, working also to prepare together 

with the countries of the East, - provisionally separated, 

a common and fraternal future, European unity from the 

Atlantic to the Urals. On 26 January 1977 for the inaugu-

ration of the ‘Palace of Europe’ in Strasbourg (today the 

seat of the Council of Europe, but from 1977 to 1999 of 

the European Parliament) he wrote:

15	  Carlo Maria Martini, Un impegno rinnovato che nasce dalla memoria, in Montini e l’Europa, edited by Ferdinando Citterio, Luciano Vaccaro, Brescia, 

Morcelliana, 2000, pp. 19-32.
16	  Message du Pape Paul VI au Conseil de l’Europe, 26 janvier 1977.
17	  Discours du Pape Paul VI aux membres de la Section agricole du Comité économique et social de la Communauté économique européenne, Samedi 

3 avril 1965.

“While respecting the different currents of civi-

lisation and the competences of civil society, the 

Church offers its help to affirm and develop the 

common heritage that is particularly rich in Europe. 

Unity must be lived before it is defined’16 .

His words calling for a Europe in solidarity and with a 

strong and coherent soul shine a new light for us to-

day. Words that not only form the background to Pope 

Francis’ pastoral action, but are now widely shared: 

just think of the calls for ‘European solidarity’ and the 

need for ‘community’ launched by Jürgen Habermas 

and Zygmunt Bauman. Words that, therefore, need a 

new, concrete translation. That is, of a political solu-

tion that goes beyond so-called functionalist Europe-

an integration in favour of an integration of peoples 

in which that deep soul of Europe to which Paul VI re-

ferred is recognised.

For us too, then, in view of the day ahead, Paul VI’s wish 

can still resound: 

“God bless your efforts, [...] and your labours in the 

service of the cause of Europe”17 .

Paul VI and Spain

18	  Juan María Laboa, Pablo VI, España y el Concilio Vaticano Segundo. Madrid 2017

Juan María Laboa, Emeritus Professor 
at the Pontifical University of Comillas

Simona Negruzzo has offered us a focused and com-

prehensive view of Pope Paul VI’s support for the con-

struction of a united Europe, with faithful approaches 

to its history. I would like to outline, as a complement to 

what Professor Negruzzo has expressed, the decisive 

support of this Pope for the democratization of Span-

ish society, through a Church faithful to conciliar prin-

ciples and free from political options inherited from the 

cruelty of the civil war and a past of extremism.

Let us briefly recall the youthful support of Father Bev-

ilacqua for Christian Democracy and the involvement of 

Giorgio Montini in the early stages of Luigi Sturzo’s Peo-

ple’s Party. Giovanni Battista  Montini experienced Mus-

solini’s dictatorship, closely followed his father’s career, 

and maintained an intense relationship with young peo-

ple who later became important Christian democrats. 

All of them shared the idea of ​​the importance of a co-

hesive Europe based on common culture and ideals, and 

by the interaction of its countries. It could be argued 

that  Montini’s Europeanist option emerged in this con-

ducive family environment and developed in his culture, 

readings, dealings with intellectuals, especially French, 

and with important European politicians.

I want to highlight that his concern and dedication to 

the Christian and social formation of university stu-

dents had similarities in our country with the attempt 

and dedication of Herrera Oria to the organization 

and training of young people in Catholic Action and 

the subsequent structuring of the Catholic Action of 

Propagandists. Many years later, Paul VI will create 

Cardinal Ángel Herrera Oria.

On the other hand, let us remember the important 

conciliar document Gaudium et Spes, which influenced 

the formation and actions of many young Spaniards, 

affirming that a political-legal order based on dem-

ocratic freedoms is more in line with human dignity. 

Also, remember that this document legitimized the 

political pluralism of Catholics, while rejecting all polit-

ical repression. There is no doubt that the documents 

Dignitatis humanae, Gaudium et Spes, and Christus 

Dominus provided arguments and convictions to ap-

ostolic groups and Spanish priests in their struggle for 

the restoration of democracy in our country.

Having made these preliminary notes, I want to point 

out, as a complement to Professor Negruzzo’s inter-

vention, the proven personal conviction that Paul VI, 

with his words and decisions, effectively helped Spain 

to become part of the united Europe, a reality from 

which the Franco regime and the pre-conciliar Church 

were far removed18.

An early suspicion
The reservations that Montini provoked from the be-

ginning in the Francoist political world have been stud-

ied and are known, both due to his French education 

and his suspected closeness to Italian Christian De-

His words calling for a Europe 
in solidarity and with a strong 
and coherent soul shine a new 
light for us today. Words that 
not only form the background 

to Pope Francis’ pastoral action, 
but are now widely shared
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mocracy. Since the early years of the Franco regime, 

Montini’s figure began to be judged with severity and 

suspicion.

The repeated accusation by some Spanish ambas-

sadors against him consisted of the close relations 

that members of the Secretariat of State, and espe-

cially Monsignor Montini, maintained with Italian 

Christian Democracy, a genuine bogeyman for many. 

Montini’s French culture was also, in their eyes, a 

reason explaining his supposed aversion to Franco’s 

political regime. On the occasion of Maritain’s death 

19	  Le Monde,25 January 1973
20	  Public Record Office. Foreign Office 371-89498
21	  Manuel Fraga, Memoria breve de una vida pública, Barcelona 1980, p.99

(1973), Jacques Nobécourt recalled the influence 

that the philosopher had exerted on his friend Mon-

tini. Nobécourt described Maritain as the inspirer of 

“montinianism”19.

On the other hand, in the reports sent by the English 

representative to his ministry in 1947, they expressed 

the opinion expressed by Substitute Montini on the 

convenience of restoring a moderate monarchy in 

Spain20. This is one of the few opinions expressed by 

Montini on the subject that has come down to us. Fur-

thermore, we cannot forget that being considered a 

Maritainian Montini already constituted a stigma and 

a danger for the Francoist world, because of the philos-

opher’s opinions on Franco’s uprising and the ensuing 

civil war.

The “Montini case” exploded in Spain on October 

9, 1962, on the occasion of the telegram that the 

Archbishop of Milan sent to Franco at the request 

of Milanese university students, motivated by the 

news of a death sentence pronounced by a military 

court against university student Jorge Conill. The 

Cardinal’s telegram read: “In the name of Milanese 

Catholic students and my own, I beg Your Excellen-

cy for clemency for students and workers sentenced 

so that human lives may be spared, and so that pub-

lic order in a Catholic nation can be defended differ-

ently than in countries without faith and Christian 

customs.”

This telegram constituted an attack on the Francoist 

confessional regime’s very foundation, making some 

ministers21 and quite a few bishops very nervous. It 

served to launch an emotional campaign against the 

Cardinal of Milan in Spain and, at the same time, to 

alert with illusion and hope to many Spaniards who de-

sired a more European Spain. Both the incident and the 

reactions of some bishops and priests demonstrated 

to Montini that for many Spanish bishops, their align-

ment with government policy was of great importance 

in their episcopal approach.

The whole history of Paul VI’s disagreement with the 

Spanish regime is foreseen in this event, not because 

this telegram was the cause, but rather because it 

manifested what Montini thought of the Spanish re-

gime, and the impossible understanding and accept-

ance of it from his democratic upbringing and his his-

torical rejection of Italian fascism, as it appeared in his 

22	  Cardinal Villot informed Ambassador Garrigues that the words spoken by the Pope “had been of his own inspiration; that he knew it because the 

Pontiff had told him so, that before taking that step, he had prayed and asked much so that what he might say would have only a positive sense and 

would be interpreted by the Spaniards in the spirit of love for Spain in which they were inspired. That until the last moment, he was correcting this text.” 

AMAEC, R-37.498

family environment and in his years dedicated to the 

formation of FUCI youth.

Pope Paul VI’s project for Spain

The pontificate of Paul VI coincided with a profound 

change in the Spanish Church, in line with the conciliar 

model, and with the modernization and democratiza-

tion of its society. Both phenomena had relevant con-

comitances and mutual interferences. Our thesis and 

conviction are that the Pope, for pastoral and personal 

reasons, clearly opted for a Church not enslaved to the 

political regime and acted decisively accordingly.

In the implementation of this project and decision 

of Pope Montini, the following trusted men were es-

sential: Benelli, a very close man to the pontiff, who 

had worked in the Spanish Nunciature and knew the 

country very well, whom Paul VI appointed Substitute 

of the Secretariat of State; the Nuncio in Venezuela 

Dadaglio, whom he sent as nuncio to Madrid with very 

specific instructions, and Tarancón, whom he appoint-

ed Archbishop of Madrid and appointed as President 

of the Episcopal conference to deeply renew the Span-

ish episcopate, which was deeply anchored in the past. 

Also to be taken into account is Nuncio Riberi, an arch-

bishop close to the pope, and Cardinal Villot, Secretary 

of State.

A speech signaling his concern

On June 24, 1969, in his response speech to Cardinal 

Tisserant, on the occasion of the sixth anniversa-

ry of his election, Paul VI departed from the theme 

of the meeting and stated: “Allow me to address a 

thought of paternal affection, not without a certain 

concern, to Spain, to our venerated brothers in the 

Episcopal Order; to the especially dear children, to 

whom the priesthood has made equally our brothers 

and collaborators in the Ministry of Salvation; to the 

working world, to the youth, and to all the citizens 

of that nation.

Certain situations sometimes do not leave our chil-

dren indifferent and provoke reactions in them that, 

of course, cannot find sufficient justification in the 

ardor of youth, but which, nevertheless, can at least 

suggest a lenient understanding.

We truly wish for this noble country an orderly and 

peaceful progress, and for this, we hope that there 

will not be a lack of intelligent courage in the pro-

motion of social justice, whose principles the Church 

has clearly outlined. The active presence of pastors 

among the people—and we ardently desire that this 

presence can also be given in the vacant dioceses—, 

their action, always unmistakable as men of the 

Church, will succeed in preventing the repetition of 

painful episodes and will lead the good aspirations of 

the clergy, and above all, of the young priests, in the 

right direction.”

This was probably the most serious and direct reflec-

tion pronounced by a Pope addressing a country in a 

public act22. We cannot forget that these words are 

included in the context of a speech in defense of hu-

man rights. Indeed, it was a committed call for atten-

tion both to the Spanish public authorities and to the 

ecclesiastics.

In an audience granted to the Spanish ambassa-

dor Garrigues, Paul VI expressed that the hierarchy 

should show understanding towards Catholic laypeo-

ple. “Think, Mr. Ambassador, about the state of Span-

ish seminaries, the very serious crisis in which the 
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Society of Jesus finds itself, the situation of Catholic 

Action, where the most prominent leaders and those 

most traditionally attached to this organization have 

been eliminated, and, through it, to the Church. It has 

been a massive separation that has occurred, with in-

calculable consequences for the very life and future 

of Catholic Action in Spain.” Garrigues, as a conclu-

sion of the audience, wrote to Franco: “The non-ele-

vation to the cardinalate in the last Consistory of the 

Archbishop of Madrid undoubtedly had to do with 

this matter.”23

In his determined attempt to renew the Spanish 

Church, striving for the Council to be better known 

and followed, the Pope supported the attempt of 

Spanish Catholic Action, in its various branches, to re-

flect, organize, and act in accordance with the concil-

iar documents, without subordinating themselves to 

the political spirit of the prevailing political regime and 

to many bishops.

It was, therefore, a call to the public authorities, a 

painful reminder of the situation of Spanish Catholic 

Action, and a decided rejection of the attack by some 

bishops that effectively ended it. It was also a very se-

rious call for a more sensitive vigilance towards the 

concerns and aspirations of young people.

23	  Archive Francisco Franco, leg.230, fol.48. MAE, pp.770-772.

Coordinated Action
The pope, who had dealt with the Spanish bishops in 

the council sessions and was aware of their division 

and the identification of a significant portion of them 

with Franco’s politics, showed willingness to favor and 

support the conciliar option of a good number of Span-

ish Catholics and bishops.

In February 1973, Pope Paul VI received the creden-

tials from Ambassador Lojendio. In his speech, he ex-

pressed this support: “The Church, faithful to its mis-

sion of selfless service, could not remain indifferent 

to the just aspirations that bubble up with increas-

ing vivacity in the human spirit every day, nor remain 

neutral in the processes of change taking place in the 

world, in which fundamental spiritual and moral val-

ues are at stake, such as fraternal love, justice, civic 

and religious freedom.” It was not a matter of navi-

gating between two waters, but rather of opting for 

a shore that was not traditional, and defending values 

that necessarily clashed with those defended by the 

dominant political regime.

That Paul VI had a plan for Spain was demonstrated 

when he personally chose Tarancón as the Archbish-

op of Madrid: “This is my affair,” he indicated. When 

entrusting him with the archdiocese, he said, “This 

is a very difficult moment for the Spanish Church. 

You are going to be elected president of the Episco-

pal Conference (...) Also, normally, there will soon be 

significant changes in Spain, and for that moment of 

transition, I need a man of full trust in Madrid.”24 “It 

can be truthfully affirmed,” commented the cardi-

nal, “that this appointment was the full confirmation 

that the Holy See deemed a change of direction in the 

attitude of the Spanish hierarchy indispensable.”25 “I 

had personal help from Paul VI to discern and to ap-

ply it afterward. When problems arose, I requested 

an audience and it was granted to me immediately.” 

“Indeed, I speak with the Pope, a problem arises, and 

sometimes there are things a little difficult, and I ask 

for his guidance. I remember that on one occasion I 

told him that I had to make a decision, and Paul VI re-

24	  J. L. Martín Descalzo, Tarancón, el Cardenal del cambioBarcelona 1982, p.99.
25	  “Confessions”, Madrid 1996, pp.399-401.
26	 Pablo VI y España. Brescia 1996.
27	  Vicente Enrique Tarancón, “Confesiones”. Madrid 1996,pp.394-395

plied to me, ‘Go ahead. I am here.’ So, in addition to 

discernment, there was all the moral strength that 

the Pope gave me.”26

When Tarancón and Tabera were created cardinals 

(March 28, 1969), they visited the Pope in an audience 

that lasted an hour. After being informed by them 

about the Spanish political reality, the Church-politics 

relations, the Episcopal Conference, and the changes 

noticeable within it, Paul VI entrusted them with his 

concerns and projects. Tarancón writes: “He spoke to 

us about the priests, especially the young priests, ask-

ing us bishops to pay special attention to them and to 

gather, as much as possible, their concerns. He strong-

ly insisted on priestly spirituality and on the need for 

us to overcome the division that was beginning among 

the clergy. 

He alluded to the course of politics. On the one hand, 

he praised the sincerely Christian spirit of the rulers, 

although he acknowledged that justice was not being 

served and that certain rights of the individual and so-

cial groups were not adequately recognized and em-

powered. He was deeply concerned because the Re-

gime was hardening with the weakness of the leader 

and because he did not see a clear solution to a person-

al regime. He implied that it was already indispensable 

for some steps to be taken to make the transition pos-

sible and peaceful. 

He also spoke to us about the position that the epis-

copate should maintain regarding the Regime: re-

garding authority, sincere collaboration in everything 

that was for the good of the people, but real inde-

pendence from politics. He then hinted that the Holy 

See had proposed a line regarding the appointment 

of bishops, to renew the Conference, lamenting that 

Franco’s presentation privilege restricted its free-

dom for these appointments; he commented that he 

did not quite understand how a Catholic government 

did not accept the suggestion made by the council on 

this point. 

He made it very clear that he had absolute confidence 

in both of us and that he had not made us cardinals to 

share more intimately his responsibility and concerns 

for the Church of Spain.”27
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The nunciature of Paul VI in Madrid also supported the 

interesting and committed social action of the JOC 

and the HOAC28, which, in some sense, participated in 

the renewal of Comisiones Obreras and UGT, the tra-

ditional Spanish unions with a strong anti-clerical tra-

dition. 

Tarancón, for his part, summarizes some of the prin-

ciples of his actions: “I set two objectives for myself: 

to apply to Spain the teachings of the Second Vatican 

Council regarding the independence of the Church 

from all political and economic power, and to ensure 

that the Christian community became an effective in-

strument of reconciliation to overcome the confron-

tation between the Spaniards that had culminated in 

28	  Enrique Berzal de la Rosa, “Del Nacional Catolicismo a la lucha antifranquista: las HOAC de Castilla y León 1946-1975. Valladolid 2000.
29	  María Luisa Brey, “Conversaciones con el cardenal Tarancón”, pp.17-18. Bilbao 1994.

the civil war. In short, trying to make the Church lose 

political power and gain religious credibility.

I acted in this way because I considered that attitude 

indispensable, which necessarily had to be construc-

tive, to purify the community of believers. And so 

that the Church could claim in the new political sit-

uation the evangelizing freedom that was indispen-

sable to it.”29

To few episcopates did Paul VI address such con-

crete words, so closely tailored to the situation their 

Churches were experiencing at each moment. He was 

aware of the awakening of the nation and the Span-

ish Christian community. And of the need to listen 

to them and guide them. In the audience mentioned 

with Ambassador Garrigues, he emphasized his con-

cern: “All these were urgent, alarming problems, of 

true apostasy that admitted no delay. And the most 

immediate and important remedy was the restora-

tion of the prestige and authority of the Spanish Epis-

copate. That the bishops be bishops, bishops in the 

best harmony with civil power, but without a shad-

ow of politicization.”30 In other words, Paul VI desired 

bishops free from all political ties, respected by their 

people, close to the youth, capable of leading the new 

Spanish era. 

When Paul VI declared 1975 as the year of reconcil-

iation, he took into account a torn and disoriented 

Church and, in the specific case presented, a divided 

Spain with an uncertain immediate future. Reconcilia-

tion among the various factions and approaches was 

urgent in the Church, and in Spain, a divided and un-

reconciled Spain, despite the forty years since the civil 

war, at a time when the regime could collapse at any 

moment, reconciliation was the aspiration of both the 

Church and the citizens. This was the direction of the 

famous Proposition 34 of the Joint Assembly, approved 

by the majority and misunderstood by others: “We 

humbly acknowledge and ask forgiveness because we 

did not always know how to be true ministers of rec-

onciliation within our people divided by a war among 

brothers.” Many considered that these conclusions 

eroded the civic-ecclesial system that had emerged 

30	  Archivo Francisco Franco leg. 230, fol 51.MAE 3606/1

from the war, and for this reason, they disqualified the 

spirit of the Assembly.

In the speech Tarancón delivered at the opening of the 

XIX Plenary Assembly of the bishops, he insisted that 

“the reconciling mission of the Church must also ex-

tend to social coexistence in order to achieve the unity, 

love, and peace of all.”

It must be considered that this decisive and effec-

tive support from Paul VI for a less politicized Church, 

more free, in line with the decisions and climate of the 

Second Vatican Council, had to do with the conciliar 

spirit of so many Spanish Catholics and priests who 

sought to reconcile the Church with modernity, and 

this included, on their part, a new political and cultural 

attitude, the acceptance of democracy and freedoms, 

and a greater harmony with the spirit, culture, and the-

ology present in Europe.

Let us not forget that many priests had studied in It-

aly, France, and Germany and taught in Spanish theo-

logical faculties and seminaries what they had heard 

and read from Rhaner, De Lubac, Danielou, Congar, 

and many other professors of theirs. The old rejec-

tions of the theology of French, German, Belgian au-

thors disappeared, and their thinking was embraced 

and taught in our universities. The desire to be part of 

a United Europe turned out to be that of the majority 

of Spaniards.

I conclude with the words of Bevilacqua, who knew 

Montini so well:

Montini will not be an easy pope, he is destined to 

reign amid great contrasts, perhaps to arouse the 

misunderstanding of his contemporaries. But when an 

assessment of the pontificate is made, it will be noted 

that he was one of the most sensitive popes to the 

demands of his own time because he lived intensely 

the critical condition of his era and made exemplary 

efforts to interpret what Pope John called “the signs 

of the times.”

Paul VI desired bishops 
free from all political ties, 
respected by their people, 

close to the youth, 
capable of leading

the new Spanish era. 



Second Session: 
Citizen 

participation



148 149Proceedings of the Congress Towards a Participatory European Citizenship

The division of powers between 
the EU and member States: 
how does it affect citizen 
participation?

1	  I take the expression from the European Parliament’s legislative resolution of 3 May 2022 on the proposal for a Council Regulation concerning the 

election of the Members of the European Parliament by direct universal suffrage, which is quoted at some length below.

Leopoldo Calvo-Sotelo, Chief Counsel 
of the Consejo de Estado of the Kingdom of Spain

I. �Introduction: citizenship of the Union and nationality 
of the Member States.

Article 20(1) TFEU, which provides for the creation of a 

citizenship of the Union, adds that “every person hold-

ing the nationality of a Member State shall be a citizen 

of the Union”; and that “citizenship of the Union shall 

be additional to national citizenship without replac-

ing it”.  As the Spanish professor Araceli Mangas has 

written, EU citizenship is a complement to citizenship 

of the Member States.  Thus, nationals of a state are 

entitled to their “own” rights in the State sphere and, 

on the other hand, they enjoy the rights of citizenship 

of the Union “both within the State of which they are 

nationals and in the territory of other Member States” 

(Araceli Mangas).

In other words, citizens of EU Member States have 

two different “status activae civitatis”, i.e. two dif-

ferent sets of active citizenship rights, which they 

can exercise separately or cumulatively, as the case 

may be.  

For the purpose of this presentation, the most rele-

vant European active citizenship rights are the fol-

lowing:

–	 The right to vote and to stand as a candidate in elec-

tions to the European Parliament (Article 20(2)(b) of 

the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union).

–	 The right to petition the European Parliament (Ar-

ticle 20(2)(d) TFEU).

–	 The right to promote the initiative to invite the 

European Commission, within the framework of 

its powers, to submit an appropriate proposal on 

matters where the citizen promoters consider that 

a legal act of the Union is required for the purpose 

of implementing the Treaties (Article 11(4) of the 

Treaty on European Union).

Moreover, although it would be natural for European 

rights of civic participation to be exercised on matters 

falling within the competence of the European Union, 

this is often not the case.  In fact, just as important as 

the question of competence is the question of wheth-

er a right of civic participation is exercised with a view 

to the “European political space”1 or to the national po-

litical space.  We will come back to this later.

II. �Citizen participation rights in the European 
Union today.

After this brief conceptual introduction to Europe-

an Union citizenship, I would like to give an equally 

brief introduction to European current affairs in the 

field of citizens’ participation rights.  This is reflect-

ed in a number of documents adopted in the last five 

years, which are, in chronological order, mainly the 

following:

–	 European Parliament resolution of 12 February 2019 

on the application of the Treaty provisions relating 

to citizenship of the Union (P8_TA(2019)0076).

	 The resolution, among other things, “recalls the 

need to promote the European dimension of the 

European Parliamentary elections” and “stresses 

the need to inform citizens of the recent reform 

of the electoral law and the process of designat-

ing the heads of list (“Spitzenkandidaten”), insist-

ing on the political importance and symbolism of 

this figure in order to strengthen citizenship of 

the Union”.

–	 The draft European Citizenship Statute approved 

in March 2022 by the European Parliament’s Re-

new-Europe Group, to which Professor Teresa 

Freixes has recently devoted a study in Spain.  

Among its proposals on citizen participation, it 

highlights a right to promote a European citizens’ 

initiative that will guarantee the fulfilment of the 

will of its promoters, which could only be accepted 

through the amendment of the Treaties.

	 The final report of the Conference on the Future of 

Europe, May 2022, which in its proposal 38 (democ-

racy and elections) contains elements whose adop-

tion would also require the reform of the Treaties, 

such as the introduction of an EU-wide referendum, 

exceptionally called by the European Parliament on 

matters of particular importance for all EU citizens; 

or the possible election of the Commission President 

by universal suffrage of the citizens of the Union.

–	 The European Parliament legislative resolution of 

3 May 2022 on the proposal for a Council Regula-
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tion concerning the election of the members of the 

European Parliament by direct universal suffrage 

(P9_TA (2022)0129).

Two recitals of this resolution are particularly elo-

quent for the purposes of the present case.  They 

are, respectively, those designated by the letters U 

and Z:

“whereas European political parties contribute “to 

forming European political awareness” and should 

therefore play a more prominent role in European 

Parliament election campaigns, so as to enhance 

their visibility and make clear the link between the 

vote for a particular national party and its impact 

on the size of the European political group in the 

European Parliament and on the appointment of 

the President of the Commission. (...)

Whereas the establishment of a Union-wide con-

stituency (hereinafter referred to as Union constit-

uency), the lists of which would be headed by the 

candidate of each political family for President of 

the Commission, would strengthen European de-

mocracy and enhance the legitimacy of the election 

of the President of the Commission and his or her 

accountability; whereas this could contribute to 

the construction of a European political area and to 

making elections to the European Parliament genu-

inely based on European issues and not on issues of 

mere national interest’. (...)

Later, in its operative part, the same resolution (point 

18) considers that ‘the introduction of a Union con-

stituency in which 28 Members of the European Par-

liament are elected, without affecting the number of 

representatives elected by each Member State, and in 

which the lists are headed by the candidate of each 

political family for President of the Commission is an 

opportunity to strengthen the democratic and trans-

national dimension of the European elections’ (...).  

Parliament is careful to point out that the creation of 

such a constituency is “compatible with the Treaties” 

(point 19).

III. �The different types of exercise 
of citizen participation rights.

The above quotations from the European Parliament 

Resolution of 3 May 2022 serve as an introduction to 

the analysis of the different types of exercise of cit-

izens’ participation rights.  Both the exercise of Eu-

ropean rights of active citizenship and (albeit more 

rarely) the exercise of national rights of the same 

nature can be projected beyond their institutional 

scope.

The less frequent scenario (that of national rights) 

can be illustrated with a hypothetical example: the 

right of petition recognised in Article 29.1 of the 

Spanish Constitution can be exercised to request the 

Cortes Generales to ensure respect for the principle 

of subsidiarity in accordance with the Protocol on 

the application of the principles of subsidiarity and 

proportionality, all of this under Article 5.3 of the 

Treaty on European Union.  In other words, a right 

which belongs to the national “ius activae civitatis” 

is exercised with the ultimate aim of having effect in 

European Union law.

The reverse scenario, which is much better known, is 

also a cause for concern.  This concerns those rights of 

citizen participation which, having been recognised in 

the Treaties and designed to be exercised in the “Euro-

pean political space”, are nevertheless exercised with 

an eye to the national political space.

The explanatory part of the European Parliament’s 

recent resolution of 12 December 2023 on the 2024 

European elections (P9_TA(2022)0129) states very 

clearly: ‘whereas all too often the political campaigns 

for the European elections in the Member States are 

not sufficiently “European”, but are dominated by po-

litical debates of a purely national, regional and local 

nature’ (...).

Faced with this problem, the aforementioned Europe-

an Parliament Resolution of 3 May 2022 points to some 

possible remedies: the promotion of political parties at 

European level, which contribute “to forming a Euro-

pean political awareness and to expressing the will of 

the citizens of the Union” (article 10.4 TEU); and the 

introduction of a Union constituency in which twen-

ty-eight MEPs would be elected, with lists headed by 

the candidate of each political family for the presiden-

cy of the Commission.

As seen above, the Conference on the Future of Eu-

rope also considered ways of strengthening the Eu-

ropean political space, stimulating citizens’ partici-

pation in elections to the European Parliament and, 

above all, channelling this participation towards gen-

uinely European ends.  These are much more radical 

means, which would require the amendment of the 

Treaties: the introduction of a Europe-wide referen-

dum and the possible election of the President of the 

Commission by universal suffrage of the citizens of 

the Union.

Finally, it should be pointed out that there is a Europe-

an right of citizen participation which, by virtue of its 

configuration in the Treaty on European Union (Arti-

cle 11.4), appears to be protected from any distortion 

resulting from an exercise that is merely oriented to-

wards a national political space.  This is the case of the 

European citizens’ initiative, which must necessarily 

be aimed at inviting the European Commission, within 

the framework of its powers, to submit an appropriate 

proposal on matters which the citizen promoters con-

sider require a legal act of the Union for the purpose of 

implementing the Treaties.

Leopoldo Calvo-Sotelo 

27 March 2024
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Towards greater citizen 
participation?
Markus Schlagnitweit, 
Director of the Katholische Akademie Österreichs 

In the issue of the distribution of competences 

between the EU and its Member States, Catholic 

social doctrine is primarily addressed in its funda-

mental principles of subsidiarity and orientation 

towards a pan-European common good, respective-

ly universal. These principles are not placed side 

by side but are conditioned, complemented, and, 

if necessary, corrected by each other. In a society 

where centrifugal forces tend to dominate, the ori-

entation towards the common good should carry 

greater weight than, for example, concerns for in-

dividual responsibilities and interests. This seems 

necessary to me in the current situation of the EU. 

Just a few days ago, a group of Catholic bishops 

from various border dioceses in Western Europe, 

called “Euregio,” published a pastoral letter enti-

tled “Fresh Air for Europe” on the occasion of the 

upcoming European elections. In this document, the 

bishops acknowledge the great achievements of 

European integration in areas such as democratic 

development, social policy, international solidari-

ty, and technological and social cooperation. At the 

same time, however, the bishops consider Europe-

an integration to be compromised and facing ma-

jor challenges. They speak of a “crisis of European 

consciousness” and identify populist nationalism, 

arising from economic, geopolitical, and migratory 

distortions, as the main driving force.

This populist nationalism is not only directly aimed 

against the creation of a “European consciousness” 

but also indirectly contradicts it, especially in the 

context of European election campaigns, which 

are still predominantly organized and fought at 

the national level: on the one hand, we have the 

more pro-European parties wanting to promote 

European integration, and on the other hand, the 

Eurosceptic and right-wing populist parties prior-

itizing national interests and threatening to leave 

the EU. In election campaigns, this often leads to 

superficial and emotional debates where the most 

urgent pan-European political issues are neglected. 

Instead of discussing issues such as European en-

vironmental and climate policy, foreign and secu-

rity policy, research, or social policy, the discourse 

in election campaigns mainly focuses on “for” or 

“against” or “more” or “less” Europe. We are expe-

riencing the absurd situation of election campaigns 

in which political candidates question the legitima-

cy, meaning, or competencies of the same political 

institution and its positions they are running for. 

And this background debate certainly does not pro-

vide fertile ground for increased participation of EU 

citizens in terms of a pan-European consciousness, 

on the contrary.

However, it is probably too short-sighted to attrib-

ute this situation solely to the anti-European right-

wing populist parties. Rather, it is also necessary to 

consider possible design flaws within the EU’s polit-

ical bodies, especially at the level of the Parliament, 

but also of the Commission. In this context, it may be 

useful to examine some of the key requirements for 

the functioning of democracies at the national lev-

el. I would like to emphasize one point in particular, 

inspired by the principle of dialogue from the social 

doctrine of the Church: democracies need political 

diversity for vibrant political discourse and for their 

own development, and in this sense, they also need 

a functional opposition in addition to stable govern-

ments and parliamentary majorities. However, this 

aspect is often lacking at the European level.

European politics and its institutional structures 

are strongly marked by commitment and consensus 

(which is not inherently bad). However, elections in 

a democracy serve to express political (dis)satis-

faction, i.e., to confirm or reject political parties and 

their programs, and this is not sufficiently possible 

at the European level: although we have several po-

litical groups at the European Parliament level, these 

are in turn composed only of the elected delegates of 

national parties. EU election campaigns in the Mem-

ber States mainly focus on dynamics between the 

national government and its opposition, but not on 

truly European issues and programs. And these are 

discussed, if at all, only under the auspices of national 

interests or only in the form of the well-known back-

ground debate “for” or “against” or “more” or “less” 

Europe. Therefore, I fully agree with Mr. Calvo-Sotelo 

that truly pan-European parties should play a more 

decisive role in European elections. If European cit-

izens are to be called to participate more decisive-

ly, they need to be confronted with political visions 

and concrete programs for the further development 

of the EU as a whole and not with individual nation-

al interests. However, this is not enough: European 

elections should also offer citizens the opportunity 

to vote between various pan-European programs or 

to express their (dis)political satisfaction. However, 

the lack of a true policy of government and opposi-

tion at the European level hinders this process and 

can therefore be considered a democratic deficit. In 

my opinion, broader reforms are needed than those 

proposed by Mr. Calvo-Sotelo. Therefore, I would like 

to raise the following questions for discussion:

Why should the number of MEPs be only 28 for the 

new Union constituency? Doesn’t the European Par-

EU election campaigns 
in the Member States 

mainly focus on 
dynamics between the 

national government 
and its opposition, but 
not on truly European 

issues and programs
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liament need stronger pan-European legitimization 

and weight in the long run? In my modest opinion, the 

national-federal element within the EU is already suffi-

ciently rooted in the European Council.

Why should only the presidency of the Commission 

be determined by the electoral lists of pan-European 

parties, while the rest of the Commission in turn repre-

sents only the national diversity of the Member States 

(as long as the principle of “one Commission portfolio 

for each Member State” is respected)? Why couldn’t 

the entire Commission be constituted on the basis of 

the respective electoral results in the Union constitu-

ency, to have a European “governing” party (or a coa-

lition of government) and the corresponding opposi-

tion parties?

Finally, on a more fundamental level: In my opinion, 

true development of a genuine pan-European politi-

cal consciousness and participation cannot ultimately 

succeed without further development of the EU’s con-

stitution, moving from a “European confederation of 

states” to a “European federal state.” At this point, of 

course, the current balance of powers and competenc-

es between the individual European bodies would also 

have to be discussed in general. But here one might be 

going too far.

In addition to the problem of the lack of a pan-Eu-

ropean language, do the media also not have a key 

role to play as a “fourth democratic power,” not 

always focusing on European affairs in relation to 

their national significance or impact, but rather 

in relation to their significance for the “European 

common home”? But this should be a topic for my 

next speaker, journalist Carlo Muzzi. Thank you for 

your attention!

The challenge of participation: 
the knot of political parties
Carlo Muzzi, Journalist, Il Giornale di Brescia

Dear colleagues, honorable guests, allow me first 

to express my gratitude to the Spanish Foundation 

Pablo VI for inviting us to this meeting, which will al-

low us to reflect deeply on what may be one of the 

most pressing challenges for the European Union. A 

challenge that becomes even more relevant with the 

approaching European elections scheduled between 

June 6th and 9th. I have been inspired by the excel-

lent intervention of Dr. Leopoldo Calvo-Sotelo, who 

has offered us a timely, but above all, insightful and 

stimulating analysis of the relationship between Eu-

ropean competencies and citizen participation in the 

Union. His words were complemented by those of Dr. 

Markus Schlangnitweit, which further provoked my 

thoughts.

In my intervention, I will focus specifically on two 

aspects to highlight the difficulties that the Euro-

pean Union faces. The first aspect is related to the 

need to create greater European awareness through 

the action of European parties, and the other, again 

related to citizen involvement, focuses more on the 

instrument of the Spitzenkandidat and pan-Europe-

an lists.

According to a recent survey published by Euroba-

rometer, over 70% of European voters claim they will 

vote in the upcoming continental electoral round. A 

step forward considering that five years ago the fig-

ure was around 60%. However, the Union arrives at 

the new electoral appointment with a fragmented de-

bate: 27 different electoral campaigns, all tending to 

focus on national issues, with the European perspec-

tive being nothing more than an indirect topic. There-

fore, it is no coincidence that European elections have 

been considered by political analysts as second-tier 

consultations, unable to capture the real preferenc-

es of the electorate. Rather, we could speak of a kind 

of midterm elections, in which governing parties seek 

confirmation almost as if it were a validation of their 

own actions, while opposition parties ask voters for 

an indication to build consensus for the upcoming 

general elections. In summary, the risk is that partic-

ipation is linked to a mainly national logic and devoid 

of a genuinely pro-European perspective. To be more 

precise, we are witnessing the prevalence of a public 

debate very much centered on the national political 

space versus the European one.

If we then look at the initiatives of the main European 

parties, they are reduced to conventions where a pro-

grammatic manifesto is presented that barely finds 

space among the most debated news in the various 

countries.

European parties are, by their very nature, an aggre-

gate of political forces that subscribe to a very vague 

charter of values that citizens ignore; but they are also 

political aggregates characterized by a great mobility 

of parties that move quite easily between one parlia-

mentary group and another.

There are quite evident cases that show how Euro-

pean parties have such broad perimeters that there 

is a risk of distorting their ideal objectives; all to 

the detriment of citizens. Two rather striking cases: 

the Hungarian party Fidesz, which has Prime Minis-

ter Viktor Orban as its maximum exponent, in 2000 

moved from the Liberal International to the European 

People’s Party, but fifteen years later, it was like the 

elephant in the room. The Hungarian government in-

itiated initiatives contrary to the Rule of Law, one of 

the pillars of the Union, and Orban theorized about 

the strength of illiberal democracy. These were po-

litical options contrary to the values of the EPP. The 

deadly embrace between Fidesz and the EPP lasted 

until 2021 when the party left the EPP just before 

being expelled from it. Today, Fidesz could land in 

the European Conservatives and Reformists Group, 

which hosts sovereigntist forces that clearly have 

more affinities with the Hungarian party. It is legit-

imate to wonder how it is possible to create great-

er European awareness if the pan-European parties 

themselves have such a broad perimeter that they 

have to mediate between positions that risk being 

irreconcilable.

A similar case occurred in the field of the Socialists 

and Democrats, who suspended the two reference 

Slovak parties that now participate in the majori-

ty supporting Fico’s government. The decision was 

made in light of pro-Russian positions and opposition 

to Ukraine’s military aid demands. But at the Slovak 

national level, do the voters of Smer and Hlas (the 

smaller government partner whose leader, Peter Pel-

legrini, won the presidential elections) really feel part 

of the European socialist family? Or was that mem-

bership simply the result of a treaty between political 

forces at the European level, without considering the 

opinion of voters?

Returning to parties and their relationship with 

pan-European groupings, the challenge is therefore 

twofold: at the national level, political forces must 

become undisguised interpreters of their European 

positioning, and likewise, at the European level, large 

political families must try to promote clear politi-
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cal campaigns with a continental dimension. Not to 

underestimate the difficulty of the large European 

political families (first and foremost, the People’s, 

Socialists, and Liberals) to communicate their politi-

cal positions and the consensus system that is struc-

tured in European institutions with different declina-

tions than national ones. The model is that of broad 

consensus and variable geometry, not simply that of 

the majority. Let’s think, for example, about the ob-

jective difficulties even in the media to explain to citi-

zens the significance of the so-called Ursula majority. 

Otherwise, the positions of populist and Eurosceptic 

forces, whose message is clear and very direct, will 

increasingly gain ground in public debate. With a 

fact that should not be underestimated: while after 

the 2009 elections scholars like Cas Mudde spoke of 

these parties as minority but very noisy (and there-

fore capable of influencing the agenda of public de-

bate), in the last 15 years these movements have op-

posed the EU project. Paradoxically and in light of the 

topic we are discussing today, participation, they are 

capable of mobilizing a growing number of Europe-

ans in continental consultations. That said, the pre-

dominantly dirigiste nature of these political forces 

only provides the voter with the illusion of participa-

tion at the time of voting.

The effort must consist of knowing how to com-

municate complexity, knowing that democracy has 

costs. And this must be understood first and fore-

most by pro-European forces if they do not want to 

lose the challenge against those who want to break 

the Union.

This long examination of the first point makes the 

analysis of the second aspect I would like to focus 

on much easier and faster. We could call it the tools 

available to European parties to improve and make 

the participation of European citizens more con-

vincing. First of all, the Spitzenkandidat, a model, a 

process that European political parties have been 

invited to use since 2014 by indicating their candi-

date for the leadership of the European Commis-

sion, and therefore the main candidate during the 

electoral campaign. In essence, citizens when vot-

ing for a party indirectly indicate their preference 

for a Commission president. In reality, the proce-

dure is more complex because, after the elections, 

the European Council examines the name of the 

president in pectore and submits it to a vote in the 

European Parliament. The Spitzenkandidat process 

only worked in 2014 with the candidacy of Luxem-

bourg’s Jean-Claude Juncker. In 2019 Ursula von der 

Leyen emerged as a rallying figure for the People’s, 

Socialists, and Liberals only in the European Coun-

cil, since the EPP’s candidate was Manfred Weber. 

The Spitzenkandidat system as it is conceived is not 

credible and cannot work: in this electoral round 

only the EPP, the Socialists, and the European Left 

used it; the liberal-democrats proposed three fig-

ures (in 2019 there were even seven), the Greens 

have two co-candidates. The sovereigntists of the 

ECR do not have their own candidate, nor does 

the far-right Identity and Democracy. The system 

must be considered a failure unless there is a trea-

ty reform for the direct election of the Commission 

president in the future, but this is still a dangerous 

crest: a narrow path between the need to promote 

citizen participation and the fears of the States to 

cede more sovereignty and power than is exercised 

today in the Council of the EU.

Even more complicated is the fate of pan-European 

lists, which today clash with the national claims of 

each party and, ultimately, with the constant tension 

between nation-states and the Union.

The European Union finds itself in a kind of half-

way point on its path of affirmation and construc-

tion, and with it the citizens of the Old Continent. 

The Conference on the Future of Europe was a first 

attempt to orient itself and increase participation. 

But I fully agree with those who have preceded me: 

the only way to make Europe more participatory 

is through a revision of the treaties and a path of 

greater integration in confederal terms, knowing 

that this perspective must count on those who 

would like to return instead to the European Com-

munity, understood obviously as a mere organiza-

tion that brings together States that in the fullness 

of their sovereignty agree on individual issues and 

policies. A Community therefore misunderstood as 

a container of States and not as a Community of 

destiny as the united Europe born from the ashes of 

World War II should be and which today remains the 

only true beacon of human and civil rights in a global 

scenario of despair, suffering, and injustice.

The effort must consist of 
knowing how to communicate 

complexity, knowing that 
democracy has costs.
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Introduction

Pierpaolo Camadini, 
President of the Opera per l’Educazione Cristiana
Allow me, in turn, to thank the Pablo VI Foundation and 

its representatives for the attention they have given, 

including with our personal involvement, to the Opera 

per l’Educazione Cristiana and the Paolo VI Institute of 

Brescia, and my sincerest congratulations to the Foun-

dation for all the activities it promotes and for organ-

izing this International Conference, so rich in contribu-

tions, to try to investigate, at such a dramatic moment, 

what Europe’s responses are to the political, social, 

cultural, and economic challenges of the peoples that 

compose it and of the entire international community.

In the debate we are about to hear, we will focus on 

two issues of vital importance and extraordinary rel-

evance:

I -	 The founding values of the European Union for a 

solidarity-based citizenship,

II -	 Intercultural dialogue as a value of citizenship.

Our distinguished speakers, whom we warmly thank, 

will help us understand how, through Law, values be-

come codified norms, potentially identifiable for a 

large plurality of subjects.

This has long been a key issue in the European debate: 

what values do the norms of the Union express? What 

values still today keep the European identity alive and 

what do they imply in the decline of internal confron-

tation and global challenges?

How can Pluralism and Identity be reconciled without 

abandoning the value roots that have distinguished 

the history of Europe and European thought, also con-

sidering the assertion of violent secularization and 

prevailing relativism that our culture has suffered, es-

pecially in the last century? These are questions deep-

ly related to the progressive privatist subjectivization 

of rights to which our culture seems to want to give 

primacy, but which clash with the need felt by many to 

recognize “a soul” for our Europe, without which it no 

longer seems to have much to say in the face of global 

challenges.

This is a problem that had already been highlighted - to 

quote a distinguished and convinced representative of 

European institutions, French, Catholic and socialist, 

recently deceased - Jacques Delors in 1992, when an 

attempt was made, in vain, to fully define the Europe-

an Constitution within an identity and also “spiritual” 

framework: Delors himself clearly indicated, in fact, 

the need to “give a soul to Europe”.

Another path was taken and today we have to evalu-

ate the results.

In this regard, allow me to refer to an interesting 

recent debate on the subject cultivated by two Ital-

ian philosophers, Dario Antiseri and Marcello Pera, 

who, in a small and thin volume recently published 

by a publishing house that also had Giovanni Battista 

Montini (Pablo VI) among its founders, Editrice Mor-

celliana of Brescia, have addressed the issue: “Europe 

without a soul? Politics, Christianity, science”, where 

they conclude that, without recognizing the value 

of Christian culture as the foundation of Europe, we 

are abandoning the cornerstones of civil coexistence 

based on tolerance and social cohesion, values that 

constitute the foundations of the very model of lib-

eral democracy that generated the concept of the 

“Rule of Law” that today inspires the legal systems 

of the Union.

The path taken by European institutions over the 

last decades has led us to believe in the idea of 

building full European citizenship, an idea that 

seemed close to realization with the celebration of 

the first direct election of the European Parliament 

in 1979, an idea that, however, then had to face the 

complexity of reducing national sovereignty and 

today must still confront the nationalist revivals 

that animate the political and social context of 

some Member States and that risk weakening the 

role of Europe in the new global context we are ex-

periencing.

The challenge facing Europe is vital and very urgent 

not to marginalize the values that we believe Europe 

has maintained until today and to understand if the 

time has come to move from a Europe of Peoples to a 

People of Europe and to equip it with the most appro-

priate tools to be able to decide its own future. This 

is essential to rekindle the hearts of Europeans and 

provide unified and effective responses to the global 

challenges that affect - among others - foreign policy, 

defense, environmental transition, social sustainabili-

ty, immigration, demographic decline, and investment 

in development.

Now, turning to the role that has been more properly 

assigned to me, I would like to express my sincere grat-

itude to the two distinguished speakers who accepted 

the invitation to debate these issues:

Prof. FRANCESCO BESTAGNO, jurist, Italian, Profes-

sor of European Union Law at the Faculty of Law of 

the UCSC in Milan, currently also Legal Advisor and 

Head of the Legal Office of the Italian Representation 

to the EU in Brussels on behalf of the Italian Minis-

try of Foreign Affairs. Author of an extensive list of 

studies and publications on EU Law and member of 

numerous international commissions and commit-

tees; and Prof. LEONCE BEKEMANS, economist and 

philosopher, Belgian, passionate about European 

studies with a special sensitivity and attention to the 

correlations between politics, economy, culture, and 

society. He was a professor at the College of Europe 

in Bruges and holds the Jean Monnet Chair dedicat-

ed to studies on “Globalization, Europeanization, and 

Human Development” at the University of Padua, in 

addition to being a visiting professor at numerous 

academic institutions and, in turn, author of numer-

ous publications and expert of the Council of Europe 

and the European Commission on issues of education 

and intercultural dialogue.

Very significant voices that will undoubtedly enrich 

today’s conference debate.
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For a solidarity citizenship: 
foundational values yesterday 
and today
Francesco Bestagno, Legal Adviser at the Permanent 
Representation of Italy to the European Union

The fundamental intuition behind European inte-

gration can be summarized as follows: the founding 

States realized that, to ensure peace, security, and 

economic progress, it was necessary to “cede” some 

of their sovereignty. The perception was different for 

some of the Eastern European countries that joined 

the EU in 2004 and 2007, coming out of decades where 

their sovereignty had been compressed by being in the 

Soviet orbit: EU membership was then a guarantee and 

reaffirmation of their sovereignty. This historical dif-

ference explains some of the current debates and the 

need to reaffirm the importance of the primacy of EU 

law, the powers conferred to EU institutions, and the 

founding values of the EU.

These are unifying and identity-forming values, with-

in the respect for the linguistic, cultural, and religious 

diversities that represent an asset for the peoples 

of Europe, and with regard to which the EU has an 

approach of tolerance and inclusion. Regarding the 

founding values, the Preamble of the Treaties makes 

it clear from the outset that they “have developed 

from the cultural, religious, and humanistic heritag-

es of Europe.” The reference to religious heritage is 

also important, as is the fact that the Treaties speak 

at various points about the protection of dignity and 

fundamental rights using the term “person” rather 

than “individual.”

In the last decade, the EU has had to develop more in-

struments to try to reaffirm and defend these values 

within the Member States, going beyond the measures 

provided for in the Treaties, such as judgments of the 

Court of Justice or the procedure of Article 7 of the 

TEU, which can lead to the extreme measure of sus-

pending the voting rights of a Member State in the EU 

Council. In this perspective, new forms of suspending 

EU funding to individual Member States were initiated 

in some cases (particularly to Hungary and, to a lesser 

extent, Poland), in order to prevent these funds from 

being used in a context where fundamental principles 

such as the separation of State powers were not re-

spected.

Reaffirming the importance of founding and identi-

ty-forming values within the EU is also necessary for 

it to be able to credibly promote them in its relations 

with third countries. From this point of view, there 

are many instruments with which the EU encourag-

es third countries, especially developing countries, 

to respect fundamental rights, environmental pro-

tection norms, and labor rights standards. This is of-

ten done with reference to compliance with interna-

tional norms, especially those developed within the 

United Nations: the EU’s approach does not seek to 

“impose” unilateral norms, but is based on the pro-

motion of globally and multilaterally agreed norms 

and values. Underlying this approach is the idea that 

development is not only of an economic and commer-

cial nature, but that intangible values ​​such as human 

dignity, fundamental rights, the rule of law, and de-

mocracy are also of crucial importance to ensure the 

comprehensive development of peoples and the hu-

man person.

A values-driven approach 
to the EU: intercultural dialogue 
and active citizenship
Léonce Bekemans, Jean Monnet Professor ad personam, 
Bruges, Belgium

Premise
The underlying dimension of my contribution is the 

personalist approach to society, much embodied by 

the ‘Founding Fathers’ of the European integration 

process and translated in the values set in the Treaties. 

It is clear that the values on which the European inte-

gration process is based much respond to the found-

ing principles of the social doctrine of the Church (Leo 

XIII, in particular the encyclicals ‘Aeterni Patris’ (1879) 

and ‘Rerum Novarum’ (1891); Pius XI’s encyclical ‘Quad-

ragesimo anno’ (1931). They are also clearly in line with 

the values of community-driven personalism in Eu-

rope, expressed in different interpretations (Thomas 

d’Aquino, Jacques Maritain, Emanuel Mounier, Robert 

Schuman, pope Paul VI, Jacques Delors, Zygmunt Bau-

man, Jürgen Habermas). These values can be summa-

rised as follows:

-	 Human dignity: each person is unique, individual-

ly important and to be respected. Consequently, 

everyone is equal, regardless of race, class, religion 

and nationality. Furthermore, people are ends in 

themselves, not means and acquire their value only 

in relation to others, in community, implying full re-

spect of human rights and recognition of universal 

human dignity;

-	 The common good: this refers to values which are 

shared by and beneficial to all or most members of 

a given community (substantive conception) or to 
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the result that is achieved through collective par-

ticipation in the formation of a shared will. This oc-

curs when dignity and rights are respected mutual-

ly (procedural conception);

-	 Freedom as a space of belonging: the principles of 

human dignity and common good also relate to the 

concept of freedom expressed in terms of rights 

and duties;

-	 Solidarity: this broad concept includes both internal 

and external solidarity, implying a respect of the other;

-	 Priorities: it means a priority concern for the vul-

nerable and the poor;

-	 Participation: this is conceived as a right and lever 

against exclusion;

-	 Justice: this includes distributive and contributory 

justice;

-	 Subsidiarity: this is related to the different levels 

in governing society: the government, the individ-

ual and civil society. In this context, liability should 

ideally be as low as possible. A broad civil society 

is therefore indispensable: society should not be 

reduced to the individual and the state, but people 

should be able to assume responsibility through as-

sociations and groups.

These values are legally inserted and clearly expressed 

in Article 2 of the EU Treaty: “The Union is founded on 

the values of respect for human dignity, freedom, de-

mocracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for hu-

man rights, including the rights of persons belonging 

to minorities. These values are common to the Member 

States in a society in which pluralism, non- discrimina-

tion, tolerance, justice, solidarity and equality between 

women and men prevail.”

My comments are structured in 4 parts. In a first part I 

summarise the basic fundamentals of a human-centric 

approach to European community building. A second 

parts deals with European citizenship building from 

the changing concept to EU initiatives. The third com-

ment concerns the citizens’ related dialogue in the EU, 

mainly focusing on the importance of participatory 

democracy and its EU practices. My final comments 

are related to intercultural dialogue, crucial for the val-

ues-riven framework of the EU.

I. �The human-centric approach of European community 
building

1. �Europe in today’s changing 
world: contextual and forward-
looking analysis

Europe as a global actor moves prudently in the midst 

of complex transformations of the international sys-

tem, more interdependent and more fragmented, with 

diverse actors at all levels. The EU plays a global role, 

mainly in trade, development, environment and social 

issues, more recently also in security strategy.

With the Lisbon Treaty, it made an important step 

towards strengthening its global aspirations. Yet, 

although the EU is still the world’s leading export-

er of goods, the largest trader of services and the 

biggest provider of development and humanitarian 

aid, the second largest foreign investor and a main 

destination for migrants, chaos, fear and uncertain-

ty reign. We may speak of a certain European ma-

laise, a decline of its economic, political and moral 

power and a weakened position of the EU as a Glob-

al Actor.

This weakening is related to external factors, such as 

the increasing competition at the global level and the 

management of complexity as well as to internal fac-

tors, such as demographic developments, migration 

issues, climate crisis, secularisation, democratic defi-

cits and populist movements. Still, in recent years the 

EU seems to slowly taking up measures for better and 

more efficient governance, amid many doubts and dif-

ferences.

New human challenges oblige to reconsider inter-

national law, such as the realisation of the “universal 

common good”. An interesting reference can be made 

to the Papal Encyclical ‘Pacem in Terris’ by Pope John 

XXIII (11/4/1963). The Pope called for a world public 

authority to promote this universal common good 

which was identified with the “recognition, respect, 

safeguarding, and promotion of the rights of the hu-

man person.”

The Charter of Fundamental Rights of the EU has been 

given the same legal value as the treaties. Its binding 

value commits the EU to building a political communi-

ty within which human rights have the utmost impor-

tance as the ultimate reference. It illustrates a rele-

vant qualitative shift in European integration, leading 

towards an inclusive community where the citizens 

can be the real protagonists.

2. �Basic fundamentals of a 
human-centric approach to 
the EU

The mutually reinforcing conceptual building blocks 

of a human-centric approach are the (1) universality 

and indivisibility of the human rights, (2) the cosmo-

politan perspective of multi- level governance in re-

lation to its local relevance and (3) the importance of 

global public goods in relation to transnational dem-

ocratic practices.

1) Human rights paradigm

The universality of human rights rests on the recog-

nition of the equal importance and interdependence 

of civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights. 

Within the current globalisation debate this implies 

localising human rights as much as developing a com-

mon responsibility across borders of states. The hu-

man rights paradigm is conceived as a powerful and 

universal transcultural and transnational facilitator 

for human-centric governance and sustainable state-

hood. This recognition should favour a move from the 

(increasingly) conflicting stage of multiculturality to 

the dialogic stage of inter-culturality in globalising so-

cieties.

Anchored to the paradigm of human rights are is-

sues such as human security and human develop-

ment. Both hold the human being as their primary 

subject. In broad terms, human security shifts the 

focus from traditional territorial security to that of 

the person.

2) �Cosmopolitan perspective of multi-level 

governance in Europe

The globalising world is characterised by some asym-

metry between the growing extra- territorial nature of 

power and the continuing territoriality of the ways in 

which people live their everyday lives. This seemingly 

contradictory nature opens new opportunities for in-

stitutional structures along with new forms of man-

agement of politics and dialogue at various levels of 

the globalising landscape. Points of departure are the 

weakening of the spatial paradigm of territoriality and 

the process of uncertain identity-building by globali-

sation forces.

The process of European integration has developed 

into a much more complex and mixed political pro-

New human challenges 
oblige to reconsider 

international law, such as the 
realisation of the “universal 

common good”.
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ject, implying to some extent common citizenship and 

transnational democracy. It is based on a mixture of 

intergovernmental and supranational forms of coop-

eration, in which civil society is becoming a shaping 

factor and a meeting place of social and political ag-

gregations.

3) Global public goods and transnational democracy

A global public goods approach takes into account 

the core systemic features of globalisation, (i.e. spa-

tial extension and compression, increasing inter-

connectedness, temporal acceleration and growing 

awareness). It recognises multiple locations of gov-

ernance, multiple dimensions of integration, multi-

ple modes of interaction and an increasing institu-

tionalisation of the process of globalisation. Such an 

approach may contribute to a better analysis/man-

agement of global policy challenges (such as health, 

development, security, peace, etc.). It may also rec-

ommend strategies for true global policy-making, 

implying enhanced networked governance among 

states, regions and civil society actors.

This public goods perspective departs from the need 

of international democracy for internal democra-

cy in a deterritorialised (global) space: principle of 

responsible sovereignty. This implies a remodelling 

of the role of the state that encompasses collective 

self-interest.

II. �European citizenship-building: a gradual process
Introduction

The notion of citizenship, according to me, refers to 

an active and responsible participation of individuals 

in the society in which they live. The concept has been 

changing, mainly due to great economic, social and po-

litical changes. In short, citizenship refers to attitudes, 

awareness, behaviour based on civil, political, social 

and cultural rights in a geographical space within a 

socio-political framework (i.e. city, region, country, Eu-

rope and the world).

1. �The classical concept of 
Citizenship

The classical concept of citizenship relates to a legal 

and political status which allows the citizen to acquire 

some (civil, political, economic, social and cultural) 

rights as an individual and some duties (taxes, military 

service, loyalty, etc.) in relation to a political commu-

nity, as well as the ability of intervening in the collec-

tive life of a state. It is a notion characterised by the 

pre- eminence of the state-nation as the political com-

munity that comprises the individuals. It was through 

this national status that they acquired their citizen’s 

rights. The dominant political paradigm was the so-

called Westphalian system which originated in the 

seventieth century.

2. �Challenges to the State-nation 
and the citizenship equivalent 
to nationality

The concept of citizenship has evolved from the 

classic ages to the present. In the 21st century, we 

witness a quite different kind of citizenship, in par-

ticular in the European context. Although the Na-

tion-state continues to be the key element of the 

world political map, changes are taking place that 

illustrate an evident challenge to this kind of polit-

ical organisation.

Two major transformations are questioning the role 

of the contemporary State-nation and the concept 

of citizenship that it embraces: 1) the process of 

globalisation implies that the central and strategic 

economic activities are integrated on a world scale: 

the single nation state is less and less able to cope 

with the challenges of globalisation; 2) the existence 

of more multicultural societies that breaks up the 

theoretical homogeneity of States-nation. Regional 

or national diversity in many European countries as 

well as multiculturalism and multi-ethnicity brought 

about by growing immigration are key aspects of the 

new European society European citizenship departs 

from this new European society.

3. �Road towards a European 
Citizenship

The history of the European integration process 

shows a development from a (neo) functional, 

utilitarian and largely economic project to a more 

complex and mixed political undertaking. It is set 

in a globalising context and today based on the 

institutional structure of the Treaty of Lisbon, 

characterised by the emergence of an emerging 

European citizenship and the development of a 

transnational democracy. The first decades of the 

European integration process functioned on the 

political paradigm of the Westphalian internation-

al system. A democratic approach to international 

life outside of the national borders was not at all 

required. There was equality between nationality, 

identity and citizenship. The Treaty of Maastricht 

(1992) brakes down that linear perspective and 

establishes a political framework for a broader 

and deeper integration of European States and 

regions, build on a European dimension of citizen-

ship. Different steps were taken throughout the 

years:

–	 The right of free movement of persons inside the 

Community was introduced in the constituent 

Treaty of the EEC, signed in Rome in 1957. This 

freedom did not appear bound to any citizenship 

concept but was closely linked to the conduct of 

an economic activity.

–	 In 1976 the Tindemans Report addressed for the 

first time the European integration process be-

yond a common market by proposing a commu-

nity of citizens. In a chapter, titled ‘Europe of the 

Citizens’, Tindemans proposed the enactment 

of different measures that made perceptible, by 

means of outward signs, the rise of a European 

awareness: unification of passports, the vanishing 

of border controls, the common use of the bene-

fits of social security systems, the accreditation 

of academic courses and degrees.

–	 Also, in 1976 a second step took place when elec-

tions to the European Parliament by universal 

suffrage were conducted. Although Parliament’s 

competences were limited, for the first time, dem-

ocratic participation, a key element of citizenship, 

appeared.

–	 In 1984, a Committee of Europe of the Citizens, 

presided by the Italian Euro MP Adonnino, was 

established. This committee approved a series of 

unambitious proposals leading to the constitu-

tion of a European citizenship.
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–	 More audacious was the Project of Treaty of Euro-

pean Union. It was presented by Alterio Spinelli and 

accepted by the European Parliament in February 

1984.

–	 The Single European Act (1986) hardly included 

any of the Spinelli’s project proposals, although it 

adopted the objective of a political European Un-

ion.

–	 A few years later, two Intergovernmental Confer-

ences were convened to reform the Treaties. One 

of them focused on the Economic and Monetary 

Union, the other one, solely on the political Union.

–	 The Maastricht Treaty finally institutionalised the 

concept of European citizenship. It introduced the 

idea that it is no longer necessary to establish an 

interdependence of the three notions nationality, 

identity and citizenship. A common citizenship is 

applied to many nationalities.

Implications:

–	 The Treaty of Maastricht represents a first step to-

wards the end of the necessary interdependence of 

these notions.

–	 It also means that an active citizenship can only 

develop within a new framework, not that of a 

closed State on a limited territory, but open beyond 

the borders of nations. Europe is indeed involved 

in favouring the development of a transnational 

democracy. The scope and role of civil society be-

tween market and government adds a new dimen-

sion to the democratic process.

–	 Further, a similar consequence will apply to the 

notion of identity. If one imagines that the idea of 

citizenship can relate to a multiplicity of national-

ities, it is also feasible that a multiplicity of identi-

ties can be envisaged under the traditional notion 

of nationality. Therefore, the unity of a nation is not 

necessarily contradictory to the idea of a multiplic-

ity of identities within it.

In short, Europe is therefore evolving towards a social 

and political body in which a distinction is made be-

tween a common European citizenship, multiple State 

citizenships and political systems, within which mul-

tiple cultural identities can be recognised. Of course, 

this path of destiny is interpreted differently by the EU 

Member states.

4. European Citizenship: content

1) Universal basis

Universal citizenship is the grant provided by the 

‘new’ International Law which is rooted in the UN 

Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights. In virtue of this ‘Ius Novum Universale’, all 

human beings are endowed the same legal statute 

in the world constitutional space. The rationale of 

universal citizenship is to include all, i.e. ‘ad omnes 

includendos’.

2) European dimension of citizenship

With this approach, the universal human rights par-

adigm is the fundamental point of departure for con-

ceiving a European citizenship ‘ad omnes includendos’. 

It is therefore worthwhile to focus both on the set of 

values adopted in the Treaties as constitutive of Eu-

ropean identity and on the process of codification of 

human rights.

The European integration process is aiming at the 

building of an ever-closer Union between the peo-

ples of Europe. The idea and institution of Europe-

an citizenship should therefore be the framework 

in which the European peoples identify themselves 

as the European demos, living in a broad cultural 

space and belonging to a large and differentiated 

polity. A new European citizenship, combining the 

post-national and multicultural form, appears as a 

model for democratic community where all citizens 

are treated equally, exhibiting universal rights as 

well as rights relevant to their group differences. 

This implies a harmonisation of the ever-closer ‘EU 

Citizenship’ rationale with the correct citizenship 

rationale that stems from the EU Charter of Funda-

mental Rights.

European citizenship also means plural and active citi-

zenship. Its immediate implication is that all residents 

in a given territory, as human beings having the same 

legal status internationally recognised, should enjoy 

the same fundamental political, civil, economic, social, 

cultural rights and liberties. In this perspective, plural 

and active European citizenship is strictly linked to 

democracy in its political, economic and social dimen-

sions, in its various representative, participatory and 

deliberative forms and in its local, national and inter-

national expressions.

The immediate implication is the building of a new 

model of European citizenship which includes univer-

sal and multi-cultural rights. European citizenship is 

based not only on nationality, but also on legal res-

idence. It means that legal long-term third country 

nationals should be recognised as Union citizens. It 

also implies that economically non-active citizens of 

the EU member states should enjoy free movement 

and residence right, which should not be conditioned 

by possession of sufficient means for subsistence 

and health insurance. It should also result in the abol-

ishment of all transitional periods concerning free 

movement of workers for citizens of new member 

states of the EU.

European citizenship not only includes a set of rights 

and responsibilities, but also contains an important 

symbolic value. Even if the concept remains linked to 

national belongingness, the existence of a common 

citizenship applying to many nationalities and cov-

ering multiple identities establishes a fundamental 

shift in the relation between identity, nationality 

and citizenship. This innovative legal status produc-

es political implications as it favours trans- national 

democracy and the development of a European pub-

lic sphere.

Moreover, the recognition of a multiplicity of iden-

tities can be simultaneously envisaged under the 

traditional notion of nationality as well as under the 

notion of European citizenship. Amartya Sen’s ar-

gument on the multiplicity of identities finds in this 

context a possibility of implementation, even if Eu-

ropean citizenship is only addressed to the Member 

States’ nationals. Sharing projects and participat-

ing to the decision-making process is therefore the 

only way for Europeans to be inspired, motivated and 

committed to Europe. The Citizens, Equality Rights 

The European integration 
process is aiming at the 

building of an ever-closer 
Union between 

the peoples of Europe.
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and Values (CERV) Programme of the EU is financing 

projects that promote democratic participation and 

citizens engagement

In the cosmopolitan view, European citizenship is a 

step towards a global citizenship. Europe is conceived 

as a political laboratory for a new supranational and 

transcendental democracy, However, the outcome of 

this process cannot be a mere translation of functions 

from the national to the European level. The horizon for 

active citizenship should be the European and world 

space of internationally recognised human rights. The 

EU provides the evolutionary context and spatial ho-

rizon in which plural citizenship and inclusion practic-

es can be implemented. Citizenship rights therefore 

must be exercised in a broader constitutional space, 

expressing both legitimisation of decision-making and 

citizen’s participation in the formation of a global civil 

society.

3) �Legal statute of the Citizenship of the Union: 

Citizens’ rights

The Treaty of Maastricht established the Citizenship 

of the Union. The foremost purpose of the institution-

alisation of this new legal status was, according to 

Community institutions, to strengthen and enhance 

the European identity and enable European citizens to 

participate in the Community integration process in a 

more intense way.

European citizen’s condition was reserved to every 

person that had the nationality of a member state. The 

European citizenship does not substitute but rather 

supplements the citizenship of each State: “Citizen-

ship of the Union is hereby established. Every person 

holding the nationality of a Member State shall be a 

citizen of the Union. Citizenship of the Union shall com-

plement and not replace national citizenship.” (Treaty 

of Amsterdam, 1997)

Member States citizens already enjoyed a series of 

rights on account of the application of the laws that 

regulate the European common market (free move-

ment of goods and services, consumer protection, 

public health, equal opportunities...). The Citizenship 

of the Union adds some rights that are summarised in 

the following articles:

–	 The right to free movement of persons in the mem-

ber States territory. Article 18 “Every citizen of the 

Union shall have the right to move and reside free-

ly within the territory of the Member States, …. “ 

(Treaty of Nice, 2001)

–	 The right to vote and stand in local government 

and European Parliament elections in the coun-

try of residence (Article 19, Treaty of Amsterdam, 

1997)

–	 The right to have diplomatic and consular pro-

tection from the authorities of any Member State 

where the country of which a person is a national is 

not represented in a non-Union country (Article 20, 

Treaty of Amsterdam, 1997)

–	 The right of petition to the European Parliament 

and appeal to the European Ombudsman (Article 

21, Treaty of Amsterdam, 1997)

–	 The right of writing to the European institutions in 

one of the official languages

–	 The right of accessing to Parliament, Commission 

and Council’s documents, except in the cases legal-

ly agreed.

Next to the new legal statute of the Citizenship of the 

Union, the Treaty of Amsterdam introduced some ad-

vances with regard to human rights:

(i)	 Equality of all citizens to access to the civil service 

in the institutions of the EU;

(ii)	The non-discrimination principle by reason of na-

tionality (Article 12);

(iii)	 The non-discrimination principle by reason of 

sex, race or ethnic origin, religion or belief, disabili-

ty, age or sexual orientation (Article 13).

4) �Citizen-centric initiatives/practices: Citizens as co-

owners and protagonists of the European project

The new social and communicational framework 

also affects the way politics is conducted. Tradi-

tional representative democracy (i.e. parliamentary 

The EU provides the 
evolutionary context and 

spatial horizon in which plural 
citizenship and inclusion 

practices can be implemented

government) is now challenged by other practices 

of democratic expression, namely participatory and 

deliberative democracy. There is no question of re-

placing one with the other, but they should comple-

ment each other. Some recent developments can be 

detected.

–	 Social media platforms facilitate civic participation 

in the policy-making process. New methods of pub-

lic governance are being implemented by different 

public authorities that attempt to integrate citi-

zen know-how into the decision-making process. 

Therefore, this can provide more democratic legiti-

macy of decision-making processes.

–	 In addition to their representation by an elected 

politician, citizens now also want to have real, 

personal ownership of and involvement in the 

different public spheres. The best way to regain 

citizens’ trust is to make them protagonists in 

policy-making and not mere passive receivers. 

This implies political involvement and presence 

at each level of decision-making, from the local to 

the European level.

The gradual building of European citizenship is sup-

ported by various EU programmes, activities and ini-

tiatives.

–	 The European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI) is a par-

ticipatory democratic instrument of the Europe-

an Union, introduced with the Treaty of Lisbon 

in 2007, aimed at increasing direct democracy by 

“empowering EU citizens directly to participate in 

the development of EU policies.” Citizens can thus 

propose concrete legislative changes in any area 

in which the European Commission has compe-

tence, such as the environment, agriculture, en-

ergy, transport or trade. citizens’ initiative must 

be supported by at least one million EU citizens, 

coming from at least 7 of the 27 Member States. A 

minimum number of signatories is required in each 

of those 7 Member States. Since its inception, 76 
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initiatives have been registered by the ECI. Only a 

few have been successful: the ban on glyphosate 

and the protection of people and the environ-

ment against toxic pesticides (25/01/2017); stop 

vivisection (22/06/2012); the One of us initiative 

(11/05/2012) aimed at protection of human life; 

Right2Water: water and sanitation are a human 

right! Water is a public good, not a commodity! 

(10/5/2012). The most recent successful outcome 

is the revised Drinking Water Directive that en-

tered into force on January 12, 2021. The Member 

States have two years to incorporate it into na-

tional legislation.

–	 The EU Europe for Citizens program (2004-2020) 

was a relatively small, but symbolically important 

and successful European subsidy program. Citizens 

got to know the EU, its history and diversity bet-

ter. The program also contributed to encouraging 

citizens’ democratic participation at EU level. It 

supported activities that promote European citi-

zenship, mainly by financing projects with partners 

from different participating countries: partner cit-

ies, networks of cities, projects with civil society 

organisations. The program is now continued in 

the new Multiannual Financial Framework Program 

(2021-2027) as part of the EU Rights and Values 
programme. The funding - a budget of no less than 

€689.5 million - serves to protect the rights and val-

ues of the EU treaties. Due to increasing extremism, 

radicalism and division in societies, the program 

pays more attention to protecting and promoting 

European values to promote open, democratic and 

inclusive societies.

–	 Illustrative of the growing importance given to 

European citizenship was the European Year 
of Citizens in 2013, which was mainly devoted 

to the rights associated with EU citizenship. It 

aimed to encourage dialogue between all levels 

of government, civil society and business, to dis-

cuss EU rights and build a vision of the European 

future

–	 Every three years since 1993, EU citizenship reports 
have documented progress towards effective EU 

citizenship, highlighting new priorities in the field 

of EU citizenship rights. The 4th EU Citizenship 

Report Empowering Citizens and Protecting their 

Rights, published on December 15, 2020, set new 

priorities and actions to empower EU citizens, tak-

ing into account the challenges of the COVID-19 

pandemic.

–	 ‘Outreach to citizens. Not about us without us’ 
was a report by the Committee of the Regions 

published in November 2007. It proposes concrete 

measures to strengthen citizen- driven outreach 

and communication.

–	 In her Political Agenda for Europe (2019) Ursu-

la von der Leyen advocated a more leading and 

active role for citizens in the future of the EU: “I 

want Europeans to build the future of our Union. 

They must play a leading and active role in deter-

mining our priorities and level of ambition. I want 

citizens to have their say at a conference on the 

future of Europe.”

–	 The Conference on the Future of Europe was 

a citizen-led series of debates and discussions 

that ran from April 2021 to May 2022 and ena-

bled people from across Europe to share their 

ideas and help shape Europe’s common future. 

The Conference Report was presented in a Ple-

nary meeting in April 2022. It contains proposals 

which are based on recommendations made by 

citizens who met within the European and Na-

tional Citizens’ Panels. They contributed their 

ideas to the Multilingual Digital Platform. The 

recommendations cover 49 proposals and more 

than 300 measures containing a wide range of 

issues in which EU citizens are calling for major 

reforms that can provide concrete answers to the 

many challenges they face. The actual follow-up 

is structured along nine topics: climate change 

and the environment; health; a stronger economy, 

social justice and jobs; EU in the world; values and 

rights, rule of law, security; digital transforma-

tion; European democracy; migration; education, 

culture, youth and sport.

Other instruments supporting EU citizenship are:

–	 Standard and specific Eurobarometer surveys 

examine people’s attitudes towards EU citizen-

ship. The July 2020 Eurobarometer survey on EU 

citizenship and democracy shows that a large 

majority of Europeans (91%) are familiar with 

the term ‘citizen of the European Union’. This 

is the highest level of awareness to date since 

2007 and a steady increase from 87% in 2015. It 

appears that most Europeans are well informed 

about their voting rights at national and Europe-

an level.

–	 The EU Citizenship Portal provides information on 

issues related to EU citizenship, in particular on cit-

izens’ rights, dialogues and participation in Europe-

an issues.

–	 A very interesting citizens’ initiative is the Europe-
an Citizen Action Service (ECAS), founded in 1991. 

ECAS is an international non-profit organisation, 

independent of political parties, commercial inter-

ests and EU institutions. It is a cross-sectoral Eu-

ropean association that brings together members 

from different areas of work: civil liberties, culture, 

development, health and social welfare. The aim is 

to connect citizens and civil society with the Eu-

ropean Union, to enable NGOs and individuals to 

make their voices heard in the EU by providing ad-

vice on lobbying, fundraising and defending Euro-

pean citizenship rights

–	 Finally, it is necessary to highlight that the Com-

mission emphasised the importance of education 

as the key element for building the European citi-

zenship. The rights introduced in Maastricht and 

included in the Treaty of Amsterdam constitute 

the beginning of a process of European citizen-

ship-building.

o	 Cresson Report ‘Building Europe by means of 

Education and Training’ prepared by a Group of 

Reflection on Education and Formation (1996);

o	 in December of 1998, the Commission approved 

a document titled ‘Learning for active citizen-

ship’: “The fostering of competencies and con-

victions capable of enhancing the quality of 

social relations rests on the natural alliance of 

education and training with equality and social 

justice.”
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The future of the Citizenship of the Union much de-

pends on the evolution of the public opinion of its 

Members States regarding national and European 

citizenship. For many, the rights included in the cit-

izenship statute are limited. The most significant is, 

with no doubt, the free movement and residence of 

persons. Although there has been remarkable pro-

gress from the Treaty of Rome, where free move-

ment was strictly bound to labour activity, there 

are still serious limitations that should be eliminat-

ed. Despite the different agreements reached, any 

country can re-establish controls on border when-

ever its security is considered to be threatened and 

residence freedom continues having different sort 

of restrictions.

In short, the European citizenship lays still midway 

between the more theoretical or soft conception of 

citizenship (exhibiting a sense of belonging to a com-

munity with shared common goals and values) and the 

practical or strong citizenship with real rights that can 

be claimed from juridical institutions to protect the 

exercise of these rights.

Assessment

1) Renewing citizenship

The European citizenship building impacts sovereign-

ty, citizenship and democracy. The fact that States 

have borders, implies an exclusive territorial rationale 

of sovereignty and domestic jurisdiction. Conversely, 

local governments run territories that are not sur-

rounded by borders, but they deal with people within 

territories. As such, local governments are closer to 

the source of sovereignty, being the people, than the 

state. Sovereignty belongs therefore to the people, 

because each member has inherent rights, and fun-

damental rights should be respected and protected 

where people live.

National citizenship, based on the principle of ex-

clusion, is consistent with the philosophy of states, 

whereas universal citizenship, based on the principle 

of inclusion, is consistent with the natural identity of 

local government. The conceptual implication is that 

the international legal recognition of human rights 

would require to re-construct citizenship, starting not 

from state institutions (i.e. traditional top-down citi-

zenship), but from its original holder, the human being, 

with his/her inherent rights internationally recognised 

(i.e. bottom-up citizenship).

2) Citizenship from below

A useful way of addressing this situation is to recon-

ceptualise citizenship from below, starting from the 

roots of the political community up to the institutions 

of governance. Such a bottom- up view is even more 

urgent if we consider the conflicts in many territories 

(regions, cities, streets) where different ethnic, reli-

gious and cultural groups live, where xenophobia and 

discrimination is growing, and where migrant people 

of different cultures rightly advocate the same citi-

zenship rights as nationals.

Sovereignty based on the nation-state has proven 

to be insufficient in protecting the true elements of 

democracy. Nation-states have been the favourable 

environment of democracy, but they do not suffice 

today when faced with worldwide interdependence 

and globalisation. The practice of democracy, in its 

twofold articulation of representative and partici-

patory democracy, should be extended and deep-

ened: upward to international and cosmopolitan 

democracy and downward to local direct democra-

cy. By outreaching democratic practice beyond its 

historical territorial space, the local territory be-

comes a new frontier. Being so close to and involved 

with democracy, local governments should be con-

sidered primary stakeholders in global multi-level 

governance.

A relatively recent and promising perspective regard-

ing the legal development of the role of local govern-

ments in international politics is the European Group-

ing of Territorial Cooperation (EGTC). The EGTC, 

The European citizenship 
building impacts sovereignty, 

citizenship and democracy. The 
fact that States have borders, 

implies an exclusive territorial 
rationale of sovereignty and 

domestic jurisdiction

established in 2006 by the EU, allows public entities 

of different Member States to come together under 

a new entity with full legal personality. It is unique in 

the sense that it enables public authorities of various 

Member States to team up and deliver joint services, 

without requiring a prior international agreement to 

be signed and ratified by national parliaments. Late 

2023 88 EGTCs are registered by the Committee of the 

Regions. This policy tool can be considered not only an 

advanced achievement but also a good starting point 

for formal and substantive progress in recognising the 

international role of local governments.

3) International-transnational democracy

Today’s creative reality of civil society organisations 

and social movements, and of local governments, act-

ing across and beyond state borders, demonstrate 

that civic and political roles, are no longer limited to 

the intra-state space. The geometry of democracy is 

extending and growing in the global space.

The traditional inter-state system has always been an 

exclusive club of ‘rulers for rulers. Now it is citizens, 

especially through their transnational organisations 

and movements, who are claiming a legitimate role, 

and showing their visibility in the world’s constitution-

al space. Democratising international institutions and 

politics by both introducing more direct legitimacy of 

the relevant multilateral bodies and more effective po-

litical participation in their functioning, has become an 

important perspective for any significant human-cen-

tric and peaceful development of governance. Advo-

cating an international-transnational democracy is al-

ready proposing new citizenship building into practice.

III. �Citizens’ related dialogue in the EU
1. Global context

Growing complexity and interconnection between and 

within societies have become intrinsic characteristics 

of European societies. They are having an impact on 

the dialogue with citizens. While power is increasing-

ly globalised, the State is no longer an exclusive actor 

in the system, despite attempts to return to national 

solutions, as the migration, refugee, health and energy 

issues illustrate.
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This globalising context may lead to multiple identi-

ties, different duties and rights, diverse tasks and roles 

for citizens. It has also resulted in a widening gap and 

mistrust between citizens and their institutions. This 

societal fragmentation brings many people to confu-

sion and uncertainty. The role of education in respond-

ing to the challenges of globalisation and increasing 

societal complexity is therefore fundamental. Indeed, 

learning to live together positively with differences 

and diversity is becoming the central dimension of ac-

tive citizenship.

2. �Main legal basis of civil 
dialogue: Implementing 
participatory democracy

The Lisbon Treaty’s Preamble calls for enhancing the 

legitimacy of the Union, underscored by Art. 10 on 

representative democracy and Art. 11 on participa-

tory democracy. The legal reference for participatory 

democracy in the EU is presented by following dimen-

sions:

–	 The implementation of the Horizontal Civil Dia-

logue (Art 11(1) TEU), very relevant as young people 

prefer more activity-related, issue-related politics;

–	 The strengthening and widening of the Vertical 

Civil Dialogue (Art 11 (2) TEU)

–	 The EU Citizens’ Initiative (ECI) is legally embedded 

in Art 11 (4) TEU): “Not less than one million citizens 

who are nationals of a significant number of Member 

States may take the initiative of inviting the European 

Commission, within the framework of its powers, to 

submit any appropriate proposal on matters where 

citizens consider that a legal act of the Union is re-

quired for the purpose of implementing the Treaties.” 

The EGTC represents a good practice of territorial 

cooperation (i.e. cross-border, transnational and 

interregional cooperation), involving regional and 

local authorities, in view of strengthening the eco-

nomic and social cohesion of the European Union.

For the first time in EU primary law, the Treaty of Lisbon 

under Article 17 TFEU explicitly introduces a dialogue 

between European institutions and churches, religious 

associations or communities as well as with philosoph-

ical and non-confessional organisations. The Treaty 

provision for the Dialogue of European Values states 

that: “(1) The Union respects and does not prejudice 

the status under national law of churches and religious 

associations or communities in the Member States; (2) 

The Union equally respects the status under national 

law of philosophical and non-confessional organisation; 

(3) Recognising their identity and their specific contribu-

tion, the Union shall maintain an open, transparent and 

regular dialogue with these churches and organisations.”

3. EU civil dialogue initiatives

Actual EU practices of participatory democracy 

emerged with the Treaty of Lisbon. Only then became 

the role and impact of civil society organisations legal-

ly acknowledged. We briefly refer here to the major re-

cent constructive steps of this formalised awareness 

and increased institutionalisation of civil society in EU 

affairs. Some concrete steps have been taken in the 

last twenty years to stimulate participatory govern-

ance in the EU context:

–	 The White Paper on European Governance was 

adopted by the European Commission in July 2001 

with the aim of establishing more democratic 

forms of governance at all levels – global, Europe-

an, national, regional and local. It clearly states that 

“The Union must renew the Community method by 

following a less top-down approach.” The content 

of the White Paper based good governance on the 

core principles of openness, participation, account-

ability, effectiveness and coherence. It dealt with 

four main action themes:

o	 Better involvement and more openness: insti-

tuting openness through all stages of deci-

sion-making; ensuring consultation with re-

gional and local governments and with civil 

society networks;

o	 Better policies, regulation and delivery: simplify-

ing EU law and related national rules; promoting 

different policy tools; establishing guidelines on 

the use of expert advice; defining criteria for the 

creation of new regulatory agencies;

o	 Contributing to global governance: reviewing 

how the EU can speak more often with a single 

voice in international affairs; improving dia-

logue with actors in third countries;

o	 Refocusing policies and institutions (Commis-

sion, Council of Ministers and Parliament): en-

suring policy coherence and long-term objec-

tives; clarifying and reinforcing the powers of 

the institutions; formulating proposals for the 

Intergovernmental Conference (IGC) based on 

the governance policy consultation.

–	 Civil Dialogue Platform of European Social NGOs: 

“Civil dialogue is not just about consultation; it is 

about ensuring all stakeholders are given the op-

portunity to influence policy issues where they have 

expertise […].” The Platform conceives the dialogue 

as an on-going process involving local, national and 

European levels, within a specific sector as well as 

on horizontal issues. Focus is on social justice, in-

clusion, employment, right, civil dialogue, etc.

–	 The Riga Process on participation, launched by the 

NGO Forum. RIGA 2015 offers an Action Roadmap 

towards dialogue at different levels for the imple-

mentation of Article 11.1 and 11.2 of the Lisbon Trea-

ty. The objective of the roadmap is to promote civil 

society participation in decision-making at both 

national and EU level, as well as to identify future 

actions to be taken by people, organisations, com-

munities, states and European Union

–	 In 2009 the Committee of the Regions (CoR) pub-

lished a White Paper on Multi-level Governance, 

reflecting its determination to “build Europe in 

partnership”. Multi-level governance was defined 

as “coordinated action by the European Union, the 

Member States and local and regional authorities, 

according to the principles of subsidiarity and pro-

portionality and in partnership, tasking the form of 

operational and institutionalised cooperation in the 

drawing-up and implementation of the EU policies.” 

The White Paper prioritises two main strategic ob-

jectives: encouraging participation in the European 

process and reinforcing the efficiency of Communi-

ty action. It proposed Regional Action Plans, tools, 

territorial pacts, inclusive method of coordination, 

vertical and horizontal partnerships.

–	 A new kind of political thinking was accurately ex-

pressed in 2014 by the Charter for Multi- Level Gov-
ernance proposed by the Committee of the Regions. 

It refers to the principles of “togetherness, partner-

ship, awareness of interdependence, multi-actor 

Actual EU practices of 
participatory democracy 

emerged with the Treaty of 
Lisbon. Only then became 

the role and impact of civil 
society organisations legally 

acknowledged
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community, efficiency, subsidiarity, transparency, 

sharing best practices [...] developing a transparent, 

open and inclusive policy-making process, promoting 

participation and partnership, involving relevant pub-

lic and private stakeholders [...], inclusive through use 

of appropriate digital tools [...] respecting subsidiar-

ity and proportionality in policy making and ensuring 

maximum fundamental rights protection at all levels 

of governance to strengthen institutional capacity 

building and investing in policy learning among all 

levels of governance…” The Charter’s focus was on 

better law-making, growth in partnership, territori-

al, economic and social cohesion, European Neigh-

bourhood Policy and decentralised cooperation. It 

establishes a set of common values and identifies 

practical processes of good European governance.

IV. �Intercultural dialogue in the EU
Point of departure

Intercultural dialogue is one way to manage cultur-

al diversity. Cultural diversity is not only a fact and a 

right to be protected, but also an economic, social and 

political added value, which needs to be developed 

and adequately managed. Protection, promotion and 

maintenance of cultural diversity are factors of hu-

man development and a manifestation of human lib-

erty. They are an essential requirement of sustainable 

development for the benefit of present and future 

generations. In summary, cultural diversity is a rich as-

set for individuals and societies, which needs careful 

and gentle management attention.

On the other hand, increasing cultural diversity brings 

about new social and political challenges. Cultural 

diversity often triggers fear and rejection. Negative 

reactions, ranging from stereotyping, racism, xeno-

phobia and intolerance to discrimination and violence, 

can threaten peace and the very fabric of local and na-

tional communities. International conflicts, the socio- 

economic vulnerability and marginalisation of entire 

groups, and widespread cultural ignorance, including 

the lack of knowledge about one’s own culture and 

heritage, provide fertile ground for rejection, social 

exclusion, extremist reaction and conflict. The most 

fundamental challenge, therefore, is that of combining 

social cohesion and cultural diversity.

1) �Intercultural dialogue: content

Definition

“Intercultural dialogue is an open and respectful exchange 

of views between individuals and groups belonging to 

different cultures that leads to a deeper understanding 

of the other’s world perception.” In this definition, ‘open 

and respectful’ means based on the equal value of the 

partners; ‘exchange of views’ stands for every type of 

interaction that reveals cultural characteristics; ‘groups’ 

stands for every type of collective that can act through 

its representatives (family, community, associations, 

peoples); ‘culture’ includes everything relating to ways 

of life, customs, beliefs and other things that have been 

passed on to us for generations, as well as the various 

forms of artistic creation; ‘world perception’ stands for 

values and ways of thinking.

Dialogue between cultures is the oldest and most fun-

damental mode of democratic conversation, and is an 

antidote to rejection and violence. The cost of ‘non-di-

alogue’ may therefore be high. Continued non-commu-

nication, ignorance and mutual cultural isolation may 

lead to ever more dangerous degrees of misunder-

standing, mutual seclusion, fear, marginalisation, and 

violent conflict.

Objective

In a very general sense, the objective of intercultur-

al dialogue is to learn to live together peacefully and 

constructively in a multicultural world and to develop 

a sense of community and belonging. Intercultural di-

alogue can therefore be a tool for the prevention and 

resolution of conflicts through enhancing the respect 

for human rights, democracy and the rule of law.

Parameters

The promotion of intercultural dialogue is charac-

terised by three basic parameters: its value basis, its 

transversal nature and its different geographical di-

mensions. Intercultural dialogue is neither an expres-

sion of, nor leading to cultural relativism. Dialogue 

should be based on the principles of the universality 

and indivisibility of human rights, democracy and the 

rule of law. It implies a rejection of the idea of a clash 

of civilisations and expresses its conviction that, 

on the contrary, increased commitment to cultural 

co-operation and intercultural dialogue will benefit 

peace and international stability in the long term. It 

is conceived as an important pillar for sustainable de-

velopment across the globe.

Secondly, the promotion of intercultural dialogue 

is not simply another theme, added to the list of 

other existing policies. Instead, it is conceived as a 

cross-sectoral and transversal approach, which influ-

ences the agenda of virtually all other policy domains 

and institutions.

Finally, we distinguish three levels that are impor-

tant for a coherent policy of promoting intercultural 

dialogue: - intercultural dialogue within European 

societies, such as dialogue between majority and 

minority cultures living within the same community 

(e.g. with a focus on immigrant communities, various 

religious beliefs, national minorities); intercultural 

dialogue between different cultures across national 

borders, e.g. dialogue activities in international cul-

tural policy programmes, in cross-border exchange 

schemes, through international media; and intercul-

tural dialogue between Europe and its neighbouring 

regions.

National approaches to intercultural dialogue

Two major policy approaches are used to promote in-

tercultural dialogue at the national level:

1)	 The instrumentally integrative approach

	 In many EU member states, the social cohesion ap-

proach has gained ground. It aims at a more unified 

society with political stability, internal security, 

economic growth, and equal opportunities for all 

individuals and groups, regardless of their origin, to 

participate in both the work environment and so-

cial spheres. To this end, a common national iden-

tity, related values and the use of a main national 
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language are being promoted and concepts or re-

quirements in immigration/citizenship laws and 

policies are developed or tightened. On the other 

hand, some intercultural dialogue-related pro-

grammes or events are part of this approach; they 

often aim at supporting the socio-cultural integra-

tion of groups or individuals with a migrant back-

ground.

2)	 The cultural equity-oriented approach

	 The second important approach focuses on the 

legal or political recognition of defined minority 

cultures and identities that coexist within a terri-

torially defined area, be it that of a nation, region 

or locality. Minorities are provided with specific 

rights, some of which are accompanied by affirm-

ative action measures in the fields of culture, ed-

ucation and the media. This approach has been 

traditionally prevalent in most of the Nordic coun-

tries and in the United Kingdom;

Sector approaches

National approaches to intercultural dialogue are to 

be understood in a broader context and as a policy 

issue in the sectors of education, culture, youth and 

sport.

1)	 Education: basis for understanding and respecting 

diversity

	 National policy approaches to intercultural dia-

logue in the education sector range from a focus on 

civic education (throughout Europe) to intercultur-

al education (in some countries). The development 

of intercultural competencies and skills as part of 

an overall political vision or national strategy on 

life-long learning processes.

	 Acquiring civic competence through education 

means equipping individuals to fully participate in 

civic life based on knowledge of democracy, citizen-

ship, and civil rights. There is no common approach 

to civic education across Europe or even within one 

country. One of the main issues of civic education 

from the point of view of intercultural dialogue is 

the content of educational materials, whether for 

social studies or history teaching.

	 Across Europe, one of the main objectives of edu-

cational policy to promote dialogue is by providing 

resources for language learning. This takes many 

forms. Informal intercultural learning activities 

are also pursued independently of educational in-

stitutions through media programmes, exhibitions 

of culture and heritage institutions, training and 

employment schemes, etc., which aim at providing 

multiple perspectives of the past, an understand-

ing of the present and a diversified vision of a com-

mon future.

2)	 Culture

	 Interculture policies, institutional strategies and 

artist-led approaches take on many different 

meanings, ranging from promoting formal cul-

tural relationships across national boundaries 

(i.e. cultural diplomacy) or artist-led partner-

ships within Europe or internationally (i.e. cross 

border cultural cooperation). One of the main 

cultural policy approaches adopted to promote 

intercultural dialogue within countries has been 

to showcase different cultures and cultural ex-

pressions through support for one-off projects, 

events and media programmes. The objective is 

to give visibility to artists who are not part of the 

mainstream cultural landscape and as an educa-

tive strategy to inform the public about differ-

ent cultures. On the other hand, there are many 

artists who reference their own cultural roots in 

their works, yet want to be recognised for their 

artistic talents irrespective of their ethnic back-

ground.

3)	 Promoting integration through sports

	 National approaches to promoting intercultural 

dialogue in the field of sports are often challenge 

oriented and/or target group oriented. As reflect-

ed in the 2007 EU White Paper on Sports, the major 

challenges are often identified with social inclusion 

and empowerment of excluded or marginalised in-

dividuals and groups; combating racism and xeno-

Acquiring civic competence 
through education means 

equipping individuals to fully 
participate in civic life based 
on knowledge of democracy, 

citizenship, and civil rights

phobia; or post war reconciliation. While it is true 

that sport and its informal settings can provide 

shared spaces which are more interactive and face 

fewer barriers than in other parts of society, there 

is a heavy burden placed on local and voluntary as-

sociations to promote the social inclusion of spe-

cific target groups such as immigrants, children or 

women.

4)	 Youths: a challenging generation to target

	 New generations of third culture kids (second and 

third generation immigrants) have been growing, 

and youths are reported to be the fastest grow-

ing group of mixed race in Europe; some of them 

feel alienated in their present home country and 

are looking to a return to their cultural roots. Mul-

tiple, hybrid identities and complexities are the 

norm and will determine the process of dialogue 

and communication in the future. 

2) �Intercultural dialogue in the 
EU

2.1. �EU legal framework for intercultural dialogue: a 

synthesis

a)	 Articles 2, 3 and 6 of the current Treaty of the Eu-

ropean Union provide the fundamental basis of the 

legal framework of the EU’s activities in the field of 

intercultural dialogue. For the sake of clarity, they 

read as follows:

–	 Article 2 of the Treaty: “The Union is founded 

on the values of respect for human dignity, free-

dom, democracy, equality, the rule of law and 

respect for human rights, including the rights of 

persons belonging to minorities. These values 

are common to the Member States in a society in 

which pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance, 

justice, solidarity and equality between women 

and men prevail.”

–	 Article 3, TEU: 1. The Union’s aim is to pro-

mote peace, its values and the well- being of 

its peoples. [….] 3. The Union shall establish an 

internal market. It shall work for the sustaina-

ble development of Europe based on balanced 

economic growth and price stability, a highly 

competitive social market economy, aiming 

at full employment and social progress, and a 

high level of protection and improvement of 

the quality of the environment. It shall pro-

mote scientific and technological advance. It 

shall combat social exclusion and discrimina-

tion, and shall promote social justice and pro-

tection, equality between women and men, 

solidarity between generations and protec-

tion of the rights of the child. It shall promote 

economic, social and territorial cohesion, and 

solidarity among Member States. It shall re-

spect its rich cultural and linguistic diversity, 

and shall ensure that Europe’s cultural herit-

age is safeguarded and enhanced.”

–	 Article 6, TEU: 1. The Union recognises the rights, 

freedoms and principles set out in the Charter of 

Fundamental Rights of the European Union of 7 

December 2000, as adapted at Strasbourg, on 12 

December 2007, which shall have the same legal 

value as the Treaties. 2. The Union shall accede 

to the European Convention for the Protection 

of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. 

[….]”

b)	 The Preamble of the Charter of Fundamental 

Rights of the EU (annex of the Lisbon Treaty, 

2009) reads as follows: “The peoples of Europe, 

in creating an ever-closer union among them, are 

resolved to share a peaceful future based on com-

mon values. Conscious of its spiritual and moral 

heritage, the Union is founded on the indivisible, 

universal values of human dignity, freedom, equal-

ity and solidarity; it is based on the principles of 

democracy and the rule of law. It places the indi-

vidual at the heart of its activities, by establishing 

the citizenship of the Union and by creating an 

area of freedom, security and justice. The Union 

contributes to the preservation and to the devel-

opment of these common values while respecting 

the diversity of the cultures and traditions of the 

peoples of Europe as well as the national identi-

ties of the Member States and the organisation of 

Multiple, hybrid identities and 
complexities are the norm 

and will determine the process 
of dialogue and communication 

in the future
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their public authorities at national, regional and 

local levels; it seeks to promote balanced and sus-

tainable development and ensures free movement 

of persons, services, goods and capital, and the 

freedom of establishment. To this end, it is neces-

sary to strengthen the protection of fundamen-

tal rights in the light of changes in society, social 

progress and scientific and technological devel-

opments by making those rights more visible in a 

Charter.”

Articles 10, 11 and 12 of the EU Charter of Fundamen-

tal Rights are of particular importance to intercultur-

al dialogue. They address equality (e.g. non-discrimi-

nation and cultural, religious and linguistic diversity), 

freedoms (e.g. freedom of expression, of thought, con-

science and religion), and citizen’s rights (e.g. of move-

ment and residence, to vote).

–	 Article 10: Freedom of thought, conscience and 

religion: “1. Everyone has the right to freedom of 

thought, conscience and religion. This right includes 

freedom to change religion or belief and freedom, 

either alone or in community with others and in 

public or in private, to manifest religion or belief, in 

worship, teaching, practice and observance. 2. The 

right to conscientious objection is recognised, in ac-

cordance with the national laws governing the exer-

cise of this right.”

–	 Article 11: Freedom of expression and information: 

“1. Everyone has the right to freedom of expression. 

This right shall include freedom to hold opinions 

and to receive and impart information and ideas 

without interference by public authority and re-

gardless of frontier. 2. The freedom and pluralism of 

the media shall be respected.”

–	 Article 12: Freedom of assembly and of associa-

tion:“1. Everyone has the right to freedom of peace-

ful assembly and to freedom of association at all 

levels, in particular in political, trade union and civic 

matters, which implies the right of everyone to form 

and to join trade unions for the protection of his or 

her interests. 2. Political parties at Union level con-

tribute to expressing the political will of the citizens 

of the Union”.

2.2. EU initiatives

We briefly list a few relevant EU initiatives in the area 

of intercultural dialogue.

–	 The March 2002 Jean Monnet conference on ‘In-

tercultural dialogue’ focused on the centrality of 

the human rights paradigm and its practical impli-

cations as to the place of Europe in the world, the 

interreligious dialogue, democracy and globalisa-

tion.

–	 Its conclusions have given input to the Euro-Med-

iterranean conference of the Ministers of Foreign 

Affairs in Valencia, 22-23 April 22nd-23rd 2002, in 

order to re- launch the Barcelona Process. An ac-

tion program resulted from the conference with 

an important section on the dialogue between cul-

tures/civilisation.

–	 The European Commission also supported the in-

ternational conference in Beyrouth in September 

2002 on ‘Cultures, Religions and Conflicts’.

–	 Another Jean Monnet Conference, held in Decem-

ber 2002 dealt with ‘Peace, Security and Stability: 

an international dialogue and the role of the EU’.

–	 In 2003, Romano Prodi, the then president of the 

European Commission, created a high-level advi-

sory group on ‘The Dialogue between peoples and 

cultures in the Euro-Mediterranean area’. Its final 

report resulted in the creation of the Anna Lindh 

Euro-Mediterranean Foundation for the Dialogue 

between Cultures in Alexandria (Egypt). An Edu-

cation Handbook on ‘Intercultural Citizenship in 

the Euro- Mediterranean Region’ was published in 

2014.

–	 The ‘Intercultural Cities’ project is a good example 

of an institutional cooperation between the Coun-

cil of Europe and the European Union. It presents 

a good practice towards a model for intercultural 

integration

–	 2008 was declared the Year of Intercultural Dia-

logue. It promoted a wide variety of activities at 

national and EU level.

2.3. Assessment

Intercultural dialogue contributes to a number of 

strategic priorities of the European Union, such as re-

specting and promoting cultural diversity; favouring 

the European Union’s commitment to solidarity, social 

justice and reinforced cohesion; allowing the Europe-

an Union to make its voice heard and realising new 

efficient partnerships with neighbouring countries. 

Indeed, the European Union has for the last two dec-

ades encouraged intercultural dialogue, both –inside 

and outside of the European Union, - through various 

programmes and initiatives.

True EU intercultural dialogue calls for a conceptu-

al framework that deals with diversity on a European 

and global scale; requires a socio-cultural setting that 

combines globalisation with cultural assertivity and 

assumes a moral dimension that favours commonly 

shared values. We identify four policy suggestions in 

promoting true intercultural dialogue.

1)	 Culture as a driving force for genuine intercultural 

dialogue

	 We recognise cultural pluriformity as the main 

character of European civilisation. It is a source of 

wealth and strength. Not any culture can be missed 

out in the European cultural mosaic. Protection of 

cultural diversity, however, does not imply nation-

alistic or regionalist isolation or a European for-

tress, inside or outside the EU.

	 There is a tension between culture and integration 

in European developments. Therefore, we have to 

be careful not to turn Europe into a global cultural 

area, which resembles a Melting Pot in which all di-

versity would be lost. Different cultures should not 

be separated, but should enter into dialogue with, 

influence each other and transform themselves 

while remaining diversified.

	 We favour mutual learning by doing together as 

an agenda for intercultural dialogue. It would be a 

grave mistake to save the originality of particular 

cultures by isolating them from the dialogue with 

other cultures or to accept a cultural relativist 

approach on the global scale. A dynamic cultural 

sector helps to ensure actual participative democ-

racy and activates democratic empowerment, by 

inspiring citizens to become active, creative and 

responsible.

	 Intercultural dialogue is an important way of over-

coming some of the negative consequences of 

globalisation (i.e. minorities, migration, poverty), 

condition to the recognition of common and mor-

al values (i.e. human dignity, respect for difference 

and diversity, solidarity, etc.). As such, intercultural 

dialogue is an important instrument in governance 

building, creating mutual understanding, trust and 

confidence. It is a vehicle for a more active, consen-
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sus building citizens’’ participation to create toler-

ance and respect between different cultures and 

peoples and to overcome ignorance, arrogance, 

fear and mistrust. Such a dialogue should be per-

ceived as a path to conviviality and intercultural-

ism in which cultures influence each other without 

destroying themselves or entering into clashes or 

conflicts. It is therefore a crucial path for peace and 

genuine sustainable development and may lead to 

a conversation among equals with respect for the 

difference and the diversity of the each other.

2)	 Europe’s responsibility to favour a dialogue be-

tween diverse cultural discourses

	 Europe as a global actor has an important responsi-

bility in intercultural dialogue. It should take up its 

role as an enabler and facilitator. It should be a com-

municative bridge builder and a boundaries-break-

er in such a dialogue. It has a valid socio-econom-

ic foundation that is based on democracy, human 

rights, solidarity and above all diversity, meaning 

respect for different cultures, languages, religions, 

traditions, etc. This implies mutual understanding 

and learning as well as an open dialogue perspec-

tive.

	 Europe should play a proactive role in defusing 

the tension between universalism and particular-

ism in a globalising world, combining difference 

and identity in novel ways of dialogue and cooper-

ation. Europe is called upon to meet the challenge 

of crossing its boundaries, respecting the right 

to diversity and difference but preserving funda-

mental values.

	 In view of the process of globalisation and its con-

sequences on cultural exchanges and cooperation 

worldwide, Europe is required to take up its moral 

responsibility to contribute to a strengthening of an 

intercultural dialogue among equals in a globalising 

world, while firmly supporting its commonly shared 

values at all possible policy levels. The maintenance 

and promotion of the global common good of eco-

nomically, socially and culturally sustainable devel-

opment worldwide (i), the common practice of mu-

tual learning and listening (ii), the centrality of the 

individual citizen as a person within a community 

(iii) and a coherent internal and external policy (iv) 

are to be Europe’s guiding principles in promoting 

globalisation with a human and cultural face.

3)	 Human rights paradigm: the basic point of depar-

ture for intercultural dialogue

	 Human rights are at the core of any suitable ap-

proach to intercultural dialogue. The International 

law of human rights has extended its constitution-

al space from inside the nation state to the entire 

world. The human rights paradigm should be con-

ceived as a powerful trans- cultural facilitator into 

moving from the (increasingly) conflicting stage of 

multi-culturality to the dialogic stage of inter-cul-

turality.

	 Such a universal human rights approach to inter-

cultural dialogue also requires a European policy 

interpretation. Public policies are absolutely neces-

sary to pursue the strategic goal of the inclusion of 

all individuals and groups living in the EU. A major 

coordination with the other European institutions 

engaged in this field, in particular with the Council 

of Europe and the OECD, is desirable; also, a major 

focus and continuity to partnerships with other re-

gions in the world and a strengthen support to the 

UN would be welcomed.

4.	 From policy to practice

	 Sources of good practice projects are multi-fold. 

Successful intercultural dialogue projects are to 

be found in ‘shared spaces’; both institutional 

and non-institutional spaces. Moreover, diver-

sity can be fostered at all stages of cultural/ar-

tistic production, distribution and participation. 

The educational challenges are to develop inter-

cultural competences and skills among all mem-

bers of society and to stimulate trans-national 

cooperation activities. Finally, interactive com-

munication processes stimulate empowerment 

or development of self-confidence in individuals, 

and a sense of collective responsibility. Guide-

lines of intercultural practices should be iden-

tified for sharing diversity within and between 

cultures.

Conclusion

1)	 I am convinced that, in spite of failures and im-

perfections in the integration process, the pro-

ject of ‘Europe’ remains a valid working place to 

define the European common good and to devel-

op a unique institutional and operational frame-

work in which citizens are important actors of 

true participatory governance, based on the rule 

of law.

	 There is again a need for an enlarging and mo-

bilising vision which can raise a new élan and a 

regained connection with the citizen. Further-

more, we should recall the enthusiasm and faith 

in the European project, as it was embodied by 

the Founding Fathers of Europe. They wanted to 

guarantee a sustainable peace within the Euro-

pean borders and combined a long- term vision 

with a pragmatic policy approach. Economic ar-

guments supported political goodwill. Therefore, 

Europe needs bridge builders who can concretely 

complete the rhetoric of the European story, un-

derscore the European ideals of peace, unity in 

diversity, freedom and solidarity and mobilise the 

young people for the European model of society. 

However, this rhetoric still needs to be translat-

ed into a workable and forward-looking reality 

amidst a radically changing world to inspire the 

European citizens.

	 Some conditions need to be fulfilled:

–	 all Member States must accept the rules of the 

game that keep the complicated system run-

ning and fair.

–	 Member States must adhere to more abstract, 

principled ground rules such as respect for in-

dividual fundamental rights, democracy and the 

rule of law. These principles, being the Europe-

an values, are explicitly stated in the Europe-

an treaty. The sanctions for violations are also 

clearly stated.

–	 The will to solve problems together requires a 

positive basic attitude, ‘the esprit européen’.

2)	 The process of European integration demonstrates 

that the social doctrine of the Church was and can 

still be a source of inspiration and a transforming 

force for the European Model.

3)	 The role of education is fundamental in this. Only 

through integral human development in educa-

tion and learning processes true citizens’ dialogue 

can develop and link EU citizenship to democracy. 

Indeed, learning to live together with differences 

and diversity is becoming the central dimension of 

active citizenship education. Also, new forms and 

places of dialogue, active citizenship and coopera-

tion emerge outside the existing institutionalised 

structures of representation. Formal and non-for-

mal civil society plays herein a bigger and more ac-

tive role.

A values-based EU will only survive if citizen partici-

pation and participatory governance at all levels and 

sectors are based both on the recognition of multiple 

identities of its citizens and on actual inclusive citizen-

ship-building. Only then can Europe also play its role in 

the international forum with a values-driven and huma 

rights-based commitment.
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Christian churches 
in European integration:  
Response to secularization?
Mariano Crociata, 
Bishop of Latina, President of COMECE

I would begin with the consideration of European in-

tegration, a concept that expresses the idea of some-

thing in progress. This is evident both from historical 

beginnings and the current reality of the European 

Union (EU). The way the Union was born explains very 

well that it was not conceived and initiated as some-

thing definitive, and that the need for a process of 

growth and development was part of the same pro-

ject. It does not reproduce existing models of inter-

national organization. It is a new creation that takes 

the form of a community of countries that, through 

collaboration in certain areas - that is, by ceding 

sovereignty over specific areas, initially only of an 

economic nature, and agreeing to exercise it jointly 

- were going to overcome the divisions produced by 

war and create conditions for conflicts not to reap-

pear on European soil. Seventy years later, it must be 

said that collaboration has grown, even enormously, 

but integration is far from complete, even in the are-

as where different countries have chosen to collabo-

rate, or even more so in the new options that reality, 

advancing, imposes.

The succession of generations and changing social, 

economic, and cultural contexts obliges us to con-

tinually review what has been achieved and choices 

need to be made time and again. The contemporary 

situation is the result of this evolution. We have wit-

nessed an increase in the number of collaborations 

and issues that the Union must address, but at the 

same time, especially in recent years, indifference has 

also increased, and often even aversion, not without 

reason, from broad sectors of public opinion towards 

European institutions. The European Union finds it-

self caught between two fires: on the one hand, re-

sistance, also politically represented, to the European 

project, and on the other hand, the need to increase 

the compactness of its institutional configuration, 

without which it is unable to assume and fulfill prop-

erly the responsibilities that the historical moment 

requires.

In a pre-electoral phase like the current one, there is a 

risk of forgetting, alongside so many limitations and 

criticisms, what the European Union has represented 

and achieved so far, such as - to give some examples - 

the single currency, the free movement of people and 

goods with the abolition of internal borders, interven-

tions during economic crises and pandemics. It has 

expanded to include more and more countries, up to 

the group of ten, almost all from Eastern Europe, who 

joined exactly twenty years ago.

Precisely these days, two reports requested from 

Mario Draghi and Enrico Letta, respectively by the 

European Commission and the European Council, 

highlight the risk of regression and disintegration of 

the European Union, especially in the current inter-

national context marked by bloody conflicts, factors 

that constitute dangerous threats to all, if certain re-

forms are not carried out, such as a common defense, 

a more open and strengthened taxation and market 

among European countries, and above all a foreign 

policy that has the strength that only political unity 

can provide.

The cultural context intersecting with this historical 

process has the most adverse characteristics imag-

inable, as everything - from the culture of individual 

rights without duties, through consumption (almost 

a new religion) of both goods and people, to the om-

nipresence of social networks - seems to discourage 

any integration process, in social dynamics rather than 

in politics, both at the local and global levels, where 

current wars have enormous weight. However, what 

feeds any integration process is a social, cultural fab-

ric of common values that is appreciated and cultivat-

ed. But this is precisely what seems to be increasingly 

lacking: namely, a shared ethos. This is clearly demon-

strated by the fact that we are far from capturing the 

signs of a European public opinion and a European cit-

izenship; public opinions are, so to speak, held hostage 

by intra-national political issues and view European 

matters from that perspective, even when they are 

known and followed.

***

Christians have been participants, even protagonists, 

in the European adventure from the beginning, if we 

limit ourselves to recalling the figures of the founders. 

But what then existed as a shared moral and cultur-

al fabric, still relevant - that is, a perceived solidarity 

and in any case strongly rooted, in which the Chris-

tian sense of life played a decisive role - has over time 

become an increasingly faded memory. The truly im-

pressive change, especially from the 1960s onwards, 

can be interpreted with the concept of secularization, 

although it primarily refers to the religious aspect of 

collective feeling and experience.

I use the category of secularization cautiously be-

cause the cultural and religious vicissitudes in which 

we find ourselves and which it seeks to interpret are 

too complex, even intricate. The truth is that the re-

lationship between society and religion has changed 

profoundly in recent decades, especially in terms of 

mutual distancing and alienation. Various theoretical 

proposals have endeavored to interpret this change. 

The categories introduced themselves reveal a her-

meneutic difficulty; distinctions are made between 

secular and post-secular, but also between modern 

and postmodern, and finally between Christian and 

post-Christian, as well as post-religious. In this, we 

find the sign of fragmentation or, as Zygmunt Bau-

man would say, of “fluidity”, within which it is diffi-

cult to find fixed points to anchor oneself, if only to 

understand.

Among others, three lines of interpretation of secu-

larization can help navigate this constantly shifting 

universe. Essentially, a history that has experienced a 

slow departure from medieval Christianity, through 

the rupture of the Reformation and the “nationaliza-

tion” of Christian denominations, to the separation of 

politics and religion and the delivery of ecclesiastical 

assets to the State, thus signaling a first sense of sec-

ularization.

Niklas Luhmann’s theory notes this separation of reli-

gion not only from politics but also from all other hu-

man activities, such as the economy, justice, science. 

Religion no longer exerts any influence on other sec-
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tors, each of which acts completely autonomously, 

somehow finding in itself its own reason for being and 

its criteria for evaluation and action. In turn, Charles 

Taylor observes, among other things, the radical 

change that has occurred from a world in which reli-

gion, and therefore having faith, was an evidence taken 

for granted by all, so that it was natural to believe, to a 

world in which it is natural not to believe, in which the 

evident, unthought fact, is not having faith, not having 

a religion, or having it only as a result of a choice that 

presents itself as one among other possible choices. 

There are also those, like Marcel Gauchet and others 

with him, who consider secularization to be the ex-

treme consequence and ripe fruit of religions, particu-

larly of Christianity.

Beyond this necessarily brief way of dealing with very 

articulated theories and authors, what must be as-

sumed, and not only from now on, is that seculariza-

tion, whatever its interpretation, does not mean the 

end of religion, but its profound change in the context 

of a world that has also changed profoundly. This, in 

our Western societies, means that Christianity has 

become and will increasingly become a minority and 

elective religion. In them, what matters is not what 

the religious institutions propose, but what the indi-

vidual person makes their own of a particular religion 

or, syncretically, chooses between various religions. 

This, however, opens up an unimaginable space for 

conscious, responsible, and mature choice. What must 

be pointed out is that this individualistic and elective 

approach, but sometimes simply arbitrary, to religion 

seeps into the traditional practice of many and into 

their more or less conscious way of continuing to prac-

tice the religion to which they belong in their own vital 

environment.

However, the individualization of choice and the del-

egitimization of the institution are aspects that op-

erate in current religious, and also ecclesial, belong-

ing. Thus, a deeply differentiated situation arises. It 

is possible to encounter practitioners whose view of 

things is perfectly homologated to the image that 

the world of consumption and the world of public 

communication give of religious content, without 

any critical sense and without any desire to change 

their habits, sensitivities, preferences, perhaps in re-

sponse to a request for awareness and training from 

the Church’s pastors. And, on the other hand, many 

people who have distanced themselves from institu-

tional religion carry within them a restlessness and 

spiritual quest that they cultivate and to which they 

find outlets, when they find them, even if they are 

disparate.

To this must be added that contemporaneity has a 

chronologically fictitious character, since in it coex-

ist, unaware, religious visions and practices from dif-

ferent eras. Some people go to church as if they lived 

fifty or a hundred years ago. And we are not talking 

about traditionalists and nostalgics, who are a world 

apart. On the other hand, institutional religion itself 

perpetuates an organizational and cultural model 

that, while wanting to transmit the Gospel of Christ, 

the Christian sense of faith and life, the ritual and 

sacramental means of the Church, etc., does not al-

ways manage to reach today’s human persons, inside 

or outside, because it strives to intercept religious 

search outside of inherited established schemes and, 

for the most part, does not penetrate at all the “rub-

ber wall” of many regular practitioners or “faithful” to 

expressions of popular piety.

***

How do Christian churches fit into this context? 

Fighting against the prevailing secularization would 

be unrealistic. The cultural change that has occurred 

is irreversible and exhibits all the characteristics of a 

phenomenon resulting from a very complex process 

in which the Churches are actors, but not the only 

ones, and probably not the main ones. It would be use-

ful, in any case, to reread the parable of the Catholic 

Church’s attitude towards modernity to realize that all 

attempts to take the reins and govern the process of 

departure from religion and Christianity, to use an ex-

pression from Marcel Gauchet and Émile Poulat, have 

failed. It is no coincidence that an Italian historian, Pi-

etro Scoppola, spoke years ago of the “new lost Chris-

tianity.”

The Second Vatican Council put an end to this “stub-

bornness,” accepting what had inexorably worn out 

and opening a dialogue, and above all, a positive out-

look on this contemporary world. This is not easy due 

to the speed at which technology advances at all levels 

in acquiring new unimaginable potentialities, of which 

Artificial Intelligence is the latest result and the most 

eloquent emblem. Furthermore, the connotation of 

society in an increasingly markedly plural sense from 

a religious point of view distances any residual illusion 

of being able to direct the games, which will ultimate-

ly be decided at all levels of social life in very different 

forums, in the confrontation between large financial 

concentrations (increasingly linked to technoscientif-

ic developments, shaping technocracies) and regional 

geopolitical powers.

In this sense, there is a curious analogy and simulta-

neity between the weakness of the European Union 

and that of the Christian churches, although at dif-

ferent levels. This, not just this alone, should help us 

understand that the two entities need to recognize 

each other and choose to help each other with more 

warmth than has been shown so far. The time for sus-

picion and mistrust must end on both sides. If there 

is a delay on the part of the Churches in shedding 

nostalgic attitudes, oppositions, and mental habits 

of other times, the cultural delay where the Christian 

churches are still treated as a danger to freedom is 

no less a remnant of fears and ghosts of historical 

epochs past.

On the contrary, it is necessary to focus on what is 

most essential and urgent. Without the growth of a 

sense of European citizenship and belonging, the Eu-

ropean Union risks being left with no margin to play 

to the end. Embracing this broad European project of 

popular participation is the only way to counter na-

tionalist and sovereigntist impulses that undermine 

the minimal advances of the Union, with no advan-

tage other than the preservation, for some and only 

for a time, of a local power perceived as false security 

against the bogeyman that isolation makes more real 

and menacing.

For Christian churches, it is about understanding that, 

although they are different tasks, the historical and 

institutional task regarding this European moment 

cannot be separated from the pastoral responsibility 

and spiritual mission. What responsible ecclesial in-

stitutions carry out in dialogue with civil institutions, 

pastoral responsibility must demand of small and large 

communities, whose historical and spiritual task is to 

give social form to those principles of the Church’s 

Christians have been 
participants, even 

protagonists, in the 
European adventure 

from the beginning
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social doctrine, starting from the intangible dignity of 

the person, which constitutes the hermeneutical and 

operational instrument of the Church’s relationship 

with society as a whole.

Organizations like the Commission of the Bishops’ 

Conferences of the European Union (COMECE), on the 

Catholic side, and the Conference of European Church-

es (CEC), on the Protestant and Orthodox side, are ex-

pressions of the Churches that have the institutional 

mandate to engage in and maintain a dialogue that is 

among the commitments of the institutions of the Eu-

ropean Union enshrined in Article 17 of the Treaty on 

European Union Functioning, and which is also nour-

ished by a stable collaboration between both organi-

zations and, in the case of COMECE, is based on a con-

stant link with the Holy See.

Precisely as an expression of the national Episcopates 

and local Churches, what these organizations carry 

out in institutional dialogue represents the formal pro-

jection of a feeling and experience that constitute the 

constant commitment of ecclesial communities at all 

levels. Both aspects - institutional dialogue and explic-

itly pastoral and spiritual action - are not only closely 

linked but contribute to the same objective since both 

are manifestations of a way of thinking and living that 

takes place within a society of which Christians are 

also part, and within a civil society that they also con-

tribute to shaping and building according to their own 

style and corresponding to the original inspiration and 

underlying structure, as well as the values, from which 

the European Union proceeds. This also constitutes an 

explicit responsibility of Christians.

Thus, we touch a raw nerve, so to speak, of the whole 

ecclesial question. Indeed, there is an intermediate 

level between the dialogue of the Churches with Eu-

ropean institutions and the life of ecclesial communi-

ties, which consists precisely of dialogue between the 

Churches of and in different countries. It is a dialogue 

because the interweaving between the ecclesiastical 

community and civil community makes the ecclesias-

tical community an inevitable sounding board for the 

moods of civil society. Thus, we see how the phenome-

non called nationalism, sovereigntism, or populism has 

significant ecclesial resonances.

In this regard, it is worth bearing in mind Olivier Roy’s 

interpretation of the phenomenon. The characteristic 

of this is the use of symbols and religious references 

outside any properly ecclesiastical context with an 

evident instrumental political purpose but with the 

effect of a substantial further secularization of reli-

gion since the evaluative and ethical horizon in which 

the use of religious symbols is situated is strictly indi-

vidualistic and consumerist (in this respect, Danièle 

Hervieu-Léger would speak of “exculturation”). There-

fore, the defense of religious symbols ostentatiously 

displayed in their context and for sovereignist politi-

cal purposes is nothing more than an illusion and de-

ception. Unfortunately, many believers do not always 

understand this in their spasmodic quest for security 

against a contemporary world perceived as a threat, 

which they believe they can defend against by taking 

refuge in an imaginary past world as such devoid of 

any serious religious commitment.

The challenge posed by the growing European inte-

gration is also one for the Christian churches, although 

their mission is not limited to it, but goes much further, 

as their own objective is not the form of a socio-po-

litical organization, but the coming of the Kingdom of 

God, and any form of social organization is the contin-

gent and unavoidable place through which that objec-

tive finds its fulfillment here and now.

A final point needs to be evoked here, precisely in this 

regard, to give fullness to the line of thought that the 

topic activates. It is about resuming a debate that took 

place some years ago and that referred precisely to 

the reduction of the Christian faith to a civil religion, 

that is, to its intramundane function linked to contin-

gent historical circumstances and to social, cultural, 

and political objectives. That debate has lost none of 

its relevance, as it is no less valid today than the reduc-

tion of religious practice in Christian churches is linked 

to the persistence in society and culture of a whole 

Christianity has never failed in 
this social openness of faith, in 

its being for everyone, and in 
its willingness not to exclude 

anyone, without renouncing for 
this reason the seriousness and 

rigor of a full response to the 
call to faith.

series of values that have Christian origins and form. 

Furthermore, it cannot be denied that many of the val-

ues ​​stated in the EU Treaties and in the EU Charter of 

Rights have formulations and contents that largely 

correspond to the Christian tradition.

The term of comparison and contrast is the strictly 

eschatological purpose recognized in the Christian 

announcement, especially in its original configuration 

from the time of Jesus. Needless to say, this becomes 

particularly seductive at a time when the image of the 

creative minority is evoked insistently against a quan-

titative (only?) decline detectable as a constant fact in 

the Churches of the West. Although Christianity may 

no longer be dominant in our societies, due to the in-

creasing presence of other religions, it cannot be de-

nied that the Christian heritage still maintains a global 

consistency that is anything but accessory.

In the opposition between civil religion and eschatolo-

gy, the Christian tradition has always known a point of 

balance that has consisted of the systematic rejection 

of all forms of sectarianism. There are also significant 

biblical arguments to support that Jesus’ action com-

bines attention to the small group of the twelve, the 

accompaniment of the disciples, and the reception of 

the multitude, the mass of people who seek him for 

very human and disparate reasons, without renounc-

ing to give direction, appreciation, and encouragement 

to all. Christianity has never failed in this social open-

ness of faith, in its being for everyone, and in its will-

ingness not to exclude anyone, without renouncing for 

this reason the seriousness and rigor of a full response 

to the call to faith, coherent with its eschatological 

connotation. Christian churches are not there to sup-

plant -assuming they have the power to do so- the 

lack of a shared ethos that European societies suffer 

from, but they can contribute, they are not allowed to 

refuse or remain indifferent. They possess reserves of 

meaning, spiritual, and moral resources that everyone 

should be able to benefit from.

If Christian churches must send a signal, it consists of 

their ability to shape and animate the consciences of 

their faithful, to the point of leading them to reflect 

on the historical options they must take in coherence 

with their religious and faith motivations, and to con-

stitute living communities as a sign and ferment of 

a new way of being in society. Their foreseeable mi-

nority character would not have a particular impact 

in this sense, since, in a social context increasingly 

fragile from the point of view of ideals and values, 

the force of conviction would be destined to have in 

any case significant effectiveness. The real problem 

would lie, rather, in the ability of Christian churches to 

counteract the weakening effects of ideals and values 

that the current dominant culture -produces not only 

externally but also internally and among their faithful.

I believe that all of this also has much to do with the 

presence and responsibility of Christians, and of Chris-

tian churches, in the process of European integration. 
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Reflections on secularization
Tomas Halik, Professor at Charles University in Prague

The history of secular culture and its relationship to 

Christianity - as has been said - is very complicated 

and full of changes. 

Secular culture can be described as a by-product of 

Christianity. There are still disputes about wheth-

er “laicity” is a legitimate heritage of Christianity or 

whether it is a “Christian heresy”, whether it is an “un-

wanted child” of the Church or a “ prodigal son” to be 

welcomed with open arms.

The distinction between secular power and ecclesi-

astical authority, which we find already in Pope Gela-

sius, was sharpened during the disputes between 

the papacy and the empire over investiture and had 

far-reaching ecclesiological, but also political and 

cultural consequences. In this dispute, the “Church” 

is established as a separate religious institution dis-

tinct from the state and nationality and thus as a 

unique phenomenon in the history of religion, and at 

the same time a sphere of “laicity”, a secular culture, 

is created. For several centuries - until the Enlighten-

ment - both spheres live in a relationship of mutual 

dialectic of polarity and compatibility. Their mutual 

relationship is the basis of the plurality and dyna-

mism of Western civilization and an important chap-

ter in the history of political and spiritual freedom 

in the West.  Such a clear distinction has never been 

made in Eastern Christianity, and Byzantine Caesa-

ropapism has its heritage in Russia, from the Tsarist 

rule through Marx-Leninism as the state religion of 

the Soviet empire to today’s unity of throne and altar 

in the non-holy alliance of Putin’s terrorist state with 

the nationalist ideology of the fundamentalist Rus-

sian Orthodox Church.

From the Enlightenment throughout modernity, this 

child of Western Christianity has undergone a process 

of emancipation. The Church’s anxious and hostile re-

sponse to this process - especially to the scientific, cul-

tural, social and political revolutions of late modernity 

- has contributed to mutual alienation and hostility on 

the European continent.

 If the Church was driven by nostalgia for medieval 

Christianitas in these culture wars in Europe, it was 

bound to lose.  The result was secularization in the 

form of the ex-culturation of the Christian faith. 

Christianity lost its form of religion in Europe (reli-

gio in the sense of “religare”, to reunite), its role as an 

integrating force for the whole of society, its “com-

mon language”. Other phenomena gradually aspired 

to this role - culture (in Romanticism), science (in 

modernity), political religions (fascism, communism, 

Nazism), then the media or market economics. Reli-

gion became just one sector of the life of individuals 

and society.

Christianity had a somewhat different development in 

Britain and especially in the US, where the Church did 

not go through the trauma of the terror of the French 

Revolution, where the Enlightenment did not have 

atheistic features and the Church learned to live in a 

free, democratic, pluralistic society.

This experience contributed to the turn of the Catho-

lic Church in relation to modernity and secularity at 

the Second Vatican Council, to the turn from confron-

tation to dialogue.

Paul VI, in the Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Nu-

ciandi, declared secularization to be “the effort, in 

itself just and legitimate and in no way incompatible 

with faith or religion“ to discover the laws governing 

reality and human life implanted by the Creator. Pope 

Francis commented on this exhortation of Paul VI in 

2022 in an address to priests in Quebec: “God does 

not want us to be slaves, but sons and daughters; he 

does not want to make decisions for us, or oppress 

us with a sacral power, exercised in a world governed 

by religious laws. No! He created us to be free, and he 

asks us to be mature and responsible persons in life 

and in society.” Pope Francis emphasized the differ-

ence between “secularization” and “secularism,” an 

ideological interpretation of the phenomenon that 

leads to various forms of “new atheism” in lifestyle. 

Pope Francis added: As Church /…/ t is up to us to 

make these distinctions, to make this discernment.   

If we yield to the negative view and judge matters 

superficially, we risk sending the wrong message, as 

though the criticism of secularization masks on our 

part the nostalgia for a sacralized world, a bygone 

society in which the Church and her ministers had 

greater power and social relevance.  And this is a mis-

taken way of seeing things.“

Pope Benedict spoke similarly about the relation-

ship between secularity and faith (I quote from his 

remarks during a trip to Portugal in 2010):  „There 

were always individuals who sought to build bridg-

es and create a dialogue, but unfortunately, the pre-

vailing tendency was one of opposition and mutual 

exclusion. Today we see that this very dialectic rep-

resents an opportunity and that we need to devel-

op a synthesis and a forward-looking and profound 

dialogue.”

I am convinced that the process of synodal renew-

al of the Church, which is now underway and which 

subscribes to the concept of the Church as a com-

mon way (syn hodos), can mark a new stage in the 

history of Christianity, a journey from confession-

ally closed “Catholicism” to true catholicity, i.e., uni-

versality and ecumenicity. Some Christians fear that 

Christianity may lose its identity on the road to uni-

versal brotherhood. I, on the other hand, believe that 

this is a rare opportunity to understand the identi-

ty of Christianity in a new and deeper way. This, of 

course, requires a deepening of Christian theology 

and spirituality. That, however, is a topic beyond the 

scope of this paper.
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The dialogue of churches 
with European institutions
Manuel Barrios, Secretary General of COMECE

After having listened to the interesting interventions 

of Monsignor Mariano Crociata, President of COM-

ECE, and also of Professor Halik, a friend with whom I 

have had the honor of discussing these topics on var-

ious occasions, including his recent book titled “The 

Afternoon of Christianity”, and who has just partici-

pated in our plenary assembly of COMECE last week, 

I would like to focus on two aspects mentioned in the 

title of this round table: first, European integration 

and the work of COMECE as the official representa-

tion of the Catholic Church in the member countries 

before the European institutions; and second, the 

process of secularization and the response that we 

can offer from the Churches - the Catholic Church, 

but also the other Christian Churches - to this phe-

nomenon.

1.	 European integration: The process of European 

integration gained significant momentum over 

70 years ago. May 9, 1950, is often marked as the 

starting date, following the famous speech by 

Robert Schuman, after the terrible wars that rav-

aged our continent in the past century, causing 

much destruction, death, and suffering. The bold 

initiative of Robert Schuman and others aimed 

to ensure peace by making war impossible. In the 

current context of much uncertainty and tension, 

also on our continent, this project gains even 

more significance and can serve as an inspiration 

and model for us. It is a project that first involves 

an economic aspect to regulate the control of 

materials necessary for war—a practical solidar-

ity, we might say—but also includes a political as-

pect and shared values. The European Union, as 

a union of different countries into an entity that 

is more than a mere association of independent 

countries, is something unique that exists only in 

Europe. This is why COMECE also exists as an ec-

clesial initiative to accompany and contribute to 

this process of integration.

	 As Christians, we believe that the founding fa-

thers of the European Union were inspired by 

their Christian culture and the communal per-

sonalism of Christian philosophers, as well as by 

their faith, which led them to take steps toward 

reconciliation in very critical and difficult times, 

and to think, as we would say today, ‘outside the 

box’. The Church has accompanied this process 

from the beginning. More than 50 years ago, a 

Nunciature to the European Union was creat-

ed, distinct from the one already existing to the 

Kingdom of Belgium, to maintain diplomatic re-

lations between the Holy See and the European 

Union. More than 40 years ago, COMECE, the 

Commission of the Bishops’ Conferences of the 

European Union, was established as the official 

representation of the Church in the member 

states before the European Union, with the aim 

of maintaining a dialogue with the institutions, 

a dialogue that is also supported by the Union’s 

own treaties today. In fact, Article 17 of the Trea-

ty on the Functioning of the European Union, 

which establishes the obligation for the Union to 

maintain an open, transparent, and regular dia-

logue with churches, religious associations, and 

philosophical and non-confessional organiza-

tions, can be seen as the final result of all the dis-

cussions about including God (invocatio Dei) or 

mentioning the Christian roots in the fundamen-

tal texts. This same Article 17 can also be seen 

as a way to regulate relations between religious 

denominations and civil institutions in this post-

modern era.

	 COMECE has its general assembly as its govern-

ing body, formed by bishops delegated by the 

Bishops’ Conferences of the European Union, and 

a secretariat based in Brussels where we follow 

various areas of European policies that are of 

interest to the Church. In view of the upcoming 

European elections in June, we have published a 

working document for dialogue with political par-

ties and candidates, in which we review our pri-

orities as a Church, including the rule of law and 

democracy; fundamental rights; family laws and 

the defense of life; war and peace; social justice 

and the fight against poverty; digitalization and 

artificial intelligence; care for our common home; 

migration and asylum; and the enlargement of the 

European Union.

	 I do not wish to delve into all these topics, but 

regarding this last issue, the enlargement of the 

European Union, which has become very rele-

vant now with the wars on our continent and in 

the Holy Land, I do want to mention the latest 

declaration by European bishops on this topic, 

which was made public yesterday, as it is closely 

related to the theme of this session of our con-

ference. As I mentioned, last week our COMECE 

plenary assembly took place. Exceptionally, it was 

held in Łomża (Poland), also with the intention of 

celebrating the 20th anniversary of the historic 

enlargement of the European Union in which 10 

countries joined at once, on May 1, 2004: Cyprus, 

Malta, Czechia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Estonia, Hun-

gary, Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland. For the sake of 

brevity, I will read the declaration that the COM-

ECE bishops agreed upon in Łomża last Friday 

and that was made public yesterday. I believe it 

gives a good idea of what we, as a Church, under-

stand by European integration and our attitude 

towards it.

2.	 Secularization and the Response of the Church-
es: We know that secularization is a complex phe-

nomenon that can be interpreted in various ways. 

Professor Halik has spoken about it as intrinsical-

ly linked to Christianity. On the one hand, we can 

highlight its positive aspects, such as the neces-

sary relative autonomy of the secular, civil sphere 
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from the Churches and the religious realm. On the 

other hand, we can discuss its negative aspects, 

such as the loss of a sense of transcendence, even 

in the moral sphere, the eclipse of God in our soci-

eties, the weakening of the sense of belonging to 

the Church, and the decline in religious practice. 

Relating secularism to the European Union, we can 

refer to Article 2 of the Treaty on European Union: 

“The Union is founded on the values of respect for 

human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the 

rule of law, and respect for human rights, includ-

ing the rights of persons belonging to minorities.” 

I believe it is not difficult to recognize that these 

values have a basis in the Christian tradition. 

Therefore, even with the process of seculariza-

tion, these values remain as references. However, 

many of us think that if the religious, transcend-

ent, spiritual foundation of these values is elimi-

nated, they lose their consistency. Although there 

may not be an explicit mention of the religious or 

transcendent aspect of these values, their abso-

luteness can only be based on their reference to a 

transcendent dimension. In other words, the foun-

dation of human dignity must be supramundane, 

above the secular. A sign of the eclipse of God in 

our society, of God no longer being on the horizon 

of human existence for many, is a certain despair 

that characterizes much of our European society. 

Hence, I believe it is very timely to choose hope 

as the theme for the upcoming Holy Year of 2025. 

We are already collaborating with some academic 

centers as COMECE to delve into the meaning of 

hope in various areas of life and politics. 

3.	 The Churches’ Response to the process of secu-
larization should follow the perspective of Saint 

Thomas Aquinas: to assume, purify, and elevate. 

Some view secularism as the culmination of 

Christian revelation, of the incarnation, of God’s 

kenosis, and as an expression of the maturity of 

Christianity (Vattimo). Although this position 

is very attractive, I believe that the response to 

secularization should be, rather, in the perspec-

tive of a new evangelization of our continent and 

a new presence of the Church—a more humble, 

ecumenical, creative presence, one that gives 

meaning, a religere more than a religare, signi-

fying a new way of proposing the Christian mes-

sage, with a new language and of inculturating it 

in a post-Christian society, with all that this en-

tails (it is much more difficult to evangelize the 

post-Christian than the pre-Christian). This must 

be done in a synodal manner, which implies an au-

thentic exercise of listening to the other and their 

reasons, which is the way to overcome the inter-

nal polarization in the Church that we experience 

today and that does us so much harm, frustrating 

also our evangelizing mission.

What do the churches 
contribute?
Alfredo Abad, Pastor, 
President of the Spanish Evangelical Church

Mothers and grandmothers on the Franco-German 

border after the Second World War, the testimony of 

reconciliation. (Gerard Merminod)

1.	 The service of reconciliation.

	 “The dialogue between religions reaches its full 

meaning when it leads to the recognition of the full 

value of diversity” (Elisabeth Permentier) Pablo IV, 

Octogesima Adveniens 35-36, advocates for a real 

connection with different political movements, but 

it cannot be unconditional.

2.	 Giving a soul to Europe.

	 Jacques Delors’ proposal on the need for Europe to 

have a heart and a soul (November 1990) remains 

relevant more than 30 years later.

3.	 A brief overview of ecumenical efforts that offer a 

model of dialogue and advocacy for human rights.

-	 European Ecumenical Assemblies

-	 The Charta Oecumenica

4.	 he common challenge of a post-secular European 

society.

	 “The thirst for justice is perhaps the only one of the 

beatitudes that retains meaning in our time and 

feeds the discourse of ethics.”

	 (Victoria Camps)

5.	 This is not the promised land.

	 “On the basis of our Christian faith, we work for 

a humane Europe with social awareness, in which 

human rights and the basic values of peace, justice, 

freedom, tolerance, participation, and solidarity 

prevail.” Charta Oecumenica 2001.
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Let us continue building Europe together 

 
We, the bishops delegated by the Bishops’ Conferences of the European Union (EU), gathered 
for the 2024 Spring Plenary Assembly of COMECE in Łomża (Poland), celebrating the 20th 
anniversary of the historic EU enlargement, have adopted the following Statement: 

The Catholic Church has accompanied closely the European integration process since 
its beginnings, considering it a process of bringing together the peoples and countries 
of Europe in a community to guarantee peace, freedom, democracy, the rule of law, 
respect for human rights and prosperity. This process, pushed forward with courage 
by the founding fathers of the European Union after terrible wars on our continent, 
was based also on Christian values, like the recognition of the dignity of the human 
person, subsidiarity, solidarity and the pursuit of the common good. On 1 May 2004, 
the EU grew by ten new member states and this was a significant step in the realisation 
of the vision of a united Europe that could ‘breathe with its two lungs’, as envisioned 
by Saint Pope John Paul II, bringing together Eastern and Western Europe into a 
community of peoples, different, and yet, linked by a common history and destiny. 
This was a milestone in the Europeanisation of the EU, making it closer to what it is 
called to be, and a powerful witness to our times of how fraternal cooperation, in 
pursuit of peace and rooted in shared values, can prevail over conflicts and divisions.  

A larger but also more diverse Union has, however, also brought along new 
challenges. Despite a solid political and economic integration of the EU member states, 
it is questionable to what extent a genuine dialogue of national realities, cultures, 
historical experiences and identities has taken place across European societies. As long 
as a true European spirit that includes a sense of belonging to the same community 
and of a shared responsibility for it, is not fully developed, trust within the European 
Union may be undermined and the forging of unity may be confronted with attempts 
to put particular interests and narrow visions above the common good. 

After the crises of recent years that have brought a certain ‘enlargement fatigue’, 
Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine and the geopolitical developments in EU’s 
neighbourhood have generated a new momentum for future accessions to the Union, 
especially with regard to countries in the Balkans and in the East of Europe. Beyond 
being a geopolitical necessity for stability on our continent, we regard the prospect of 
a future EU membership as a strong message of hope for the citizens of the candidate 
countries and as an answer to their desire for living in peace and justice. We must not 
forget that these countries have had often to endure hardships and sacrifices along the 
way.  

Accession to the EU is, however, a two-way process. The countries aspiring to a future 
EU membership must continue pursuing the necessary structural reforms in crucial 
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areas, especially the rule of law, strengthening of democratic institutions, fundamental 
rights, including religious freedom and freedom of the media, as well as fight against 
corruption, tackling organised crime. At the same time, a citizen-centred, credible and 
fair EU enlargement process should encourage and adequately respond to these 
reform efforts, avoiding any double-standards in the treatment of the candidate 
countries. 

The credibility of the EU enlargement process also implies concrete steps on the side 
of the Union to become ready to welcome new members. The future EU expansion is 
an opportunity to update the idea of a united Europe rooted in practical solidarity and 
to rediscover with creative fidelity those great ideals which inspired its very 
foundation. An enlarged Union will also have to re-think its ways of governance, in 
order to allow its members and institutions to act in a timely and effective manner. 
Moreover, any adjustments to budgetary frameworks, policies or areas of cooperation 
should take into consideration their impact on people, especially the most vulnerable 
members of the societies of the current and future member states.  

In our hope that the process of European integration advances, we also feel the need 
to call for a deeper reflection on our common value basis and the special bonds that 
unite us as a European family. As Pope Francis said when addressing the COMECE 
Assembly in March 2023, “Europe has a future if it is truly a union”, cherishing unity 
in diversity. The principles of subsidiarity, of respect for the different traditions and 
cultures that all together form Europe, and of following the path of practical solidarity 
against the one of ideological imposition, are paramount. As Catholic Church, we 
stand ready to contribute to these efforts. 

As the history of the European integration process must, in large part, still be written, 
we entrust in a particular way the future of our beloved continent to our Lord Jesus 
Christ, Prince of Peace, through the intercession of Mary, Mother of the Church, and 
the Patron Saints of Europe, Saint Benedict, Saints Cyril and Methodius, Saint Bridget, 
Saint Catherine of Siena and Saint Teresa Benedicta of the Cross. 

Approved by the Assembly of COMECE in Łomża (Poland) on 19 April 2024. 
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Messages

Herman van Rompuy, 
former President of the European Council
European citizenship takes on a different meaning 

today than it did a few decades ago because the citi-

zens themselves are no longer the same. We live in a 

different kind of homeland, a different Europe and in a 

different world, and this in all spheres of personal and 

societal life. A new type of human being has emerged, 

as it were. In fact, the world of my grandparents and 

my parents has little to do with that of today. It is the 

world of yesterday and the day before. So citizenship is 

also different. The communities in which life is embed-

ded, ranging from families, neighbourhoods, workplac-

es, nation-states, etc., are deeply scarred by individual-

isation. The latter trend is at the root of looser bonds 

between people. Bonded is sometimes experienced as 

bound. We belong less to something or someone. We 

find this trend at all levels of living together, including 

in the European framework. 

Alienation towards the EU is not so much greater 

than towards the national state. The same applies to 

the democratic deficit. It exists at all levels of gov-

ernance. So a renewal of just European democracy 

makes no sense. In general, we need to increase the 

input legitimacy of political democracy by involving 

citizens more directly in decision-making alongside 

the elected mandates and we need to increase out-

put legitimacy, thereby delivering policy results in 

the areas that matter to many citizens such as pur-

chasing power, irregular migration, climate, mental 

well-being and others. 

Individualisation and fragmentation also mean that 

a number of people tend to be less focused on the 

common good or interest but much is viewed from 

their own interest. Caring for the common good 

starts with solidarity and togetherness in the fam-

ily, in the neighbourhood and above. Charity begins 

at home. These layers of belonging are under pres-

sure. In the long run, no macro solidarity is possible 

without micro solidarity. There remains the hurdle 

of going from a one small solidarity to people who 

do not belong to our family, clan, language group, 

country, etc, solidarity with those who are ‘differ-

ent’, who are even ‘foreign’. It also means living with 

people who are different in every way such as in 

terms of religion or belief, race, sexual orientation 

and others. That kind of living together in itself is 

different from the ‘earlier’ rather homogeneous 

communities. So that living together also requires a 

greater effort from us all. A comparison about the 

nature of societies between ‘before’ and now, must 

take this into account. 

On top of this, the ‘permanent’ crisis since the 2008 

financial crisis has only exacerbated fear, insecurity, 

distrust, despair. Individualisation also means that 

people must and can make their own choices about 

their lives. One cannot and will not hide behind any 

authority or tradition. However, in a hyper-com-

petitive volatile economy, new dependencies have 

grown that are at odds with greater individual free-

doms in personal life. In this complicated world, of-

ten the schemes of the past are no longer always so 

relevant. 

Official Christian-social views as expressed in papal 

encyclicals departed from a society based on social 

organisations and shared values, on social consulta-

tion as an organising principle alongside market and 

government. Organisations in general framed peo-

ple in concentric circles, from family to the nation, 

so that individuals became persons, interconnect-

ed. Admittedly, this did not prevent these so-called 

stable societies of the time from ending up in wars 

and civil wars in which the other became the enemy. 

Anyway, today many organisations no longer have 

the appeal and representativeness they once had. 

Today, the national ‘makeability’ of society, the na-

tional societal engineering, has greatly diminished 

given the openness of our economies and their in-

terdependence, given also the globalisation of just 

about everything like sports, music, culture, science, 

tourism, fashion, migration, climate change, etc. I 

wish good luck to those who think they want to take 

back ‘control’ of their own national future. Nostal-

gia to yesterday’s world will solve nothing. Howev-

er, none of this prevents a still strong desire of many 

people for stability, harmony, happiness, together-

ness. The discourse on this is often drowned out by 

polarisation and distrust especially through social 

media, which fuel ego-centredness and grouping 

of like-minded people. There is certainly a contin-

uing need for a message of solidarity, compassion, 

empathy, loyalty, truth. The pandemic showed this 

well. ‘Most people are good’ is the title of a recent 

bestseller in the Netherlands, Flanders and beyond. 

There is a need for stronger social and family cap-

ital. However, no one can impose it. New forms of 

associational life and cooperation must be encour-

aged where online meetings and gatherings can also 

play a role. They are building blocks in restoring the 

sense of the common good, which now includes the 

European interest. Dialogue and cooperation should 

be encouraged everywhere. Democracy is conver-

sation. They are exercises in ‘other centredness’. At 

the heart of citizenship is precisely this value. It is 

about much more than the ‘sense of belonging’. The 

former is the prerequisite to the latter. If one frenet-

ically seeks identity - often a negative identity (I am 

different and better than others) - one risks falling 

into the mistakes of the past such as nationalism or 

other forms of particularism. Nationalism is on the 

rise in the Western world. Think of the political-cul-

tural divide in the US and the also 50-50 split around 

Brexit.

European citizenship has an additional handicap 

compared to other forms of ‘belonging’. The EU is 

just further away from people spatially. After all, de-

spite digitalisation, we remain flesh-and-blood peo-

ple! The second handicap is that the EU is a relative-

ly young idea compared to nation-states, although 

some of which are also a rather recent invention (the 

19th century). 

So all transcendent projects, transcending the Ego, are 

struggling. It is therefore also explicable that the EU 

is increasingly becoming a ‘Union of necessity’. I ex-
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plain. A number of vital problems such as defence and 

climate can no longer be addressed other than at the 

European and international level. There is no alterna-

tive (TINA). During the covid time also with the re-

strictions on move, many citizens wondered why there 

was no European approach to the pandemic instead of 

the patchwork of national and regional measures. A 

negative motivation is also a motivation. The strong-

est pro-European sentiments come from candidate 

countries such as these days in Georgia and Ukraine al-

though an anti-Russian and anti-autocratic sentiment 

also plays a big role there, in addition to the ‘Union of 

values’ they must lack or risk missing. So the EU is still 

attractive. Remember also that more than half of the 

British today are pro-European. No one can predict the 

future!

The current crisis is also a moral crisis. Socio-eco-

nomic factors such as inequalities play a big role in 

addition. On the latter aspect, there are new forms 

of injustice such as the question of who bears the 

burden of climate policies, the treatment of refu-

gees and irregular migrants, the huge concentration 

of wealth, the new monopolies on money and pow-

er that have arisen in the new technologies. A con-

temporary Christian social thinking integrates these 

new factors. The social, the social issue is ‘back’ al-

beit under new forms. Redressing those injustices 

may bring less societal unease. But more is needed 

to restore togetherness. It will be a combination of 

bottom-up and top-down on the road to societal re-

construction. Who will be the master builder? We 

should be part of it.

Romano Prodi, 
former President of the European Commission
It was relatively easier at the time for the founding 

fathers of European integration: they had a vision and 

ethical principles in common, it was a homogeneous 

agenda. Now things are different, not only because 

there are twenty-seven instead of six: the historical 

backgrounds and cultures are very diverse. It is not 

easy to speak about Christian principles at a time 

when, as a matter of fact, the influence of Christianity 

has diminished in Europe. 

The key question when dealing with European citizen-

ship in my view depends just on one central idea: we 

need to do something together. We need to promote 

a positive reaction and courageous proposals to deal 

with some of the new inequalities stemming from 

migrations, wars and climate change. Mediation and 

compromise will not work miracles: people will not 

show any support, unless we have a true project to 

work together on some of the challenges mentioned 

also by Herman van Rompuy.

Europe is a half-cooked meal, it needs to be completed. 

The successive enlargement and the large number of 

players makes it more difficult. But we haven’t imposed 

anything on anyone! We just exported democracy! Or, 

rather, what we have done is to answer demands of 

peoples who wanted to import democracy. 

The image given today is negative: everybody is black-

mailing some or all of the other parties. This leads in 

the end to concessions and compromises. But it is not 

a good way forward. Europe is respected whenever 

it is united: see the example of the single currency. In 

spite of criticism, the Euro was soon accepted world-

wide as a reserve currency – e.g. by China – as an equiv-

alent to the US Dollar, but when we divided our policies 

because of the great financial crisis, the interest to buy 

Euros disappeared.

Differences are intrinsic to all democratic systems, 

thus differences are inseparable from the European 

Union. There remain differences, the process has ups 

and downs. Remember the European draft constitu-

tion? It was rejected in referendums in the Nether-

lands and France, both founding countries. And still, 

the institutional process continued in other ways. The 

European spirit is not in danger of collapsing, provided 

we can gather around some important, just and gener-

ous forward-looking project. When we make progress 

people love us.
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