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Reassessing the Communist utopia?
Eurocommunists at the mirror of
„developed socialism”
Valentine Lomellini
University of Padua
Abstract: This article tries to provide some food for thought on the identities of the PCI and the PCF about the developed socialism, taking into consideration some relevant turning points in the ‘70s and three different case
studies (the USSR, Czechoslovakia and Poland). Although it does not offer a
complete analysis of Western Communist thinking on the image of developed
socialism, it rather tries to reassess the common interpretation of some central
features of the legacy of the developed socialism with respect to the two main
Communist Parties of the Western bloc.
Firstly, it argues that though many factors lay behind the strong tie between
Western Communism and the Eastern communist states, the belief that developed socialism was reformable, mattered a great deal and, indeed, many leaders endorsed such a conviction. The Western leaders, and especially those of
the Italian Communist Party, were arguably aware of the failures of developed
socialism: particularly during the mid-‘70s, pessimism grew and was decisive
in the creation of Eurocommunism. Nevertheless, the important role played
by the Soviet Union in détente, and the conviction that the contradictions
of the developed socialism could be resolved if the new course of the 20th
Congress were restored, proved central in defining the image of developed
socialism for Western Communists.
Secondarily, the paper argues that historiography makes much of the differences between the PCI and the PCF: the first is usually considered more open,
more democratic and capable of serious and genuine ideological evolution;
while the latter is seen as a pro-Soviet Party, which used Eurocommunism
as a tactic, and that lacked the capacity for autonomous thought. Though
substantially agreeing on this distinction, more information is needed. We
should stress that the thoughts of both Parties were based on the idea that a
new political ruling class would have been able to change developed socialism.
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It would have brought about a new course, combining socialism and democracy or, at least, solving the contradictions within real socialism. Leadership
was considered to be the key to changing the system. New Eastern heads and
maybe also the Eurocommunist leadership would have been able to transform
the system and set out a new path to socialism.
The paper is based on archival resources recently made available, those of the
Archivio Centrale del Partito Comunista Italiano – Fondazione Gramsci and of the
Archive du Parti Communiste Français de la Seine-Saint Denis. Particular attention is given to press sources and interviews with former communist leaders.
Keywords: PCI, PCF, developed socialism, politics of memory, Eurocommunism, Italy, France

If asked when communism ended, scholars give different answers: the
Great Terror of the ’30s; the Hungarian invasion of ’56; the tanks in Prague,
in August ’68; and, obviously, the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. For some,
communism had never really come into being. In any case, all these dates relate to events in the Soviet bloc linked to the image of “developed socialism”.
However, during the Cold War, a significant part of Western society believed that communism was not only a choice, but the best choice. The Western Communist Parties – and especially those in Italy and France – had a
strong influence on their own countries, and on the international communist
movement. They had such influence because they tried to propose a different
kind of socialism from the one “developed” in the Eastern countries. Nonetheless, the USSR influenced these attempts and brought them to a premature
failure, ten years before the image of communism was definitively tarnished in
1989. Historians and Western Communists themselves came up with several
reasons to explain the close tie between the Communist parties of the Atlantic bloc and those of the Eastern establishments: the financial-material link;
the inadequacy of an alternative network of alliances; the lack of an another
model; the “grass and roots” factor; the rapid failure of détente and the atmosphere of the renewed Cold War, to name but a few1.
Diverging from what some historians have asserted2, this paper attempts
to show that one of the reasons why Western Communists were unsuccessful
1

A selection: Silvio PONS, Berlinguer e la fine del comunismo, Torino: Einaudi, 2006; Viktor ZASLAVSKY, “Resistenza e resa dei comunisti italiani”, in Ventunesimo secolo, 2008, no.
16, Rubbettino, pp. 123-141; Francesco BARBAGALLO, Enrico Berlinguer, Roma: Carocci,
2006; Aldo AGOSTI, Storia del PCI, Bari: Laterza, 1999; Gianni CERVETTI, L’oro di Mosca,
Milano: Baldini & Castoldi, 1999; Valerio RIVA, Oro da Mosca. I finanziamenti sovietici al PCI
dalla Rivoluzione d’ottobre al crollo dell’URSS, Milano: Mondadori, 1999; Antonio RUBBI, Il
mondo di Berlinguer, Milano: Napoleone, 1994.
2
Among those who emphasize the disenchantment of the Western (especially Italian)
communists with the possibility of the reform the “developed socialism”: Adriano GUERRA, Comunismo e comunisti. Dalle svolte di Togliatti e Stalin del 1944 al crollo del comunismo
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was the persistence of a myth, the myth of a possible reformation of developed
socialism, a feature which remained constant in the mind of Western Communists.
Thinking to the last decades of the Soviet system, the ’70s and the ’80s,
we can follow the fil rouge that kept this “myth” alive and which ran right
through the period. When Gorbachev came to power in March 1985, his new
course was welcomed positively by Italian Communists, and even more so by
the French Communist Party: the PCF named Gorbachev’s political project
“the Second Communist Revolution”3. And the strong belief that the Soviet
Union would be able to reform itself thanks to its new leader pervaded Western Communism. This faith re-emerged after a period of growing difficulties
in the relationship between the Kremlin and Western Communists. In the
previous decade, the phenomenon of “Eurocommunism” had promised new
possibilities for an innovative path to socialism, while West-East fraternal relations appeared more vulnerable. This was probably the last chance the Western Communists had to distance themselves from the image of developed
socialism. The opportunity was missed by the PCI and the PCF for different reasons, linked to domestic factors, such as diverse cultural and political
backgrounds. Nevertheless, one point which was shared, though to different
degrees, by the two most powerful Communist Parties of the Western world,
was a latent belief in the possibility of reform for developed socialism4.
During the ’70s, this confidence was epitomized in the experiences of various countries and various leaders in the Soviet bloc. The events of that decade
seemed to Western Communists a confirmation that the socialist idea was
more alive than ever, and that a different path for socialism was not only possible, but likely.
This article does not offer a complete analysis of Western Communist
thinking on the image of developed socialism; it rather tries to provide some
food for thought on the identities of the PCI and the PCF in relation to developed socialism, taking into consideration some relevant turning points in the
’70s. The paper is based on archival resources recently made available, those
of the Archivio Centrale del Partito Comunista Italiano – Fondazione Gramsci and of the Archive du Parti Communiste Français de la Seine-Saint Denis.
Particular attention will be given to press sources and interviews with former
communist leaders.

democratico, Bari: Dedalo, 2005; Francesco BARBAGALLO, op. cit.; Alexander HÖBEL, Il
PCI di Luigi Longo (1964-1969), Napoli: ESI, 2010, pp. 517-550.
3
Stephane COURTOIS, Marc LAZAR, Histoire du Parti Communiste Français, Paris:
PUF, pp. 427-428.
4
This idea contrasts with the assertion by Adriano Guerra, who believes that Berlinguer
“has already affirmed that the USSR was not reformable any longer”. Interview by the author
to Adriano Guerra, Rome, 19 June 2007.
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Czechoslovakia and Poland: sunshine and the dawn of hope
In its early phases, the Prague spring was perceived by the Italian and the
French Communist Parties as a new possibility for developed socialism: “Botteghe Oscure” in particular welcomed the “new course” as a path for “the
improvement of a socialist democracy”5. The new opportunities created by
the Czechoslovakian “new course” were very clear to Western communists: in
the context of détente, the re-launch of the international image of socialism
might have important outcomes in the domestic field, where the PCI and
PCF were still kept out of government. In particular, the link between socialism and democracy was presented as a common heritage of both the Prague
spring and Western communism6. Such a link allowed the shaping of a special
identity which also proved helpful in answering the challenges coming from
the new Leftist movements7. Furthermore, thanks to the Prague spring, there
came about the idea of the existence of multiple paths to socialism. This issue was closely linked to the need for reform in the international communist
movement: the end of monocentrism, the necessity for new forms of common
action and for innovative relations among the brother Parties, these seemed to
be mandatory if the international communist movement were to be renewed8.
The two main Western Communist Parties – the PCI, in particular – wished
to become a reference point in the elaboration of new relations within the
international communist movement, and in the reassessment of the socialist
idea9. The PCF was more prudent in asserting itself: its support of the Prague
spring was significantly mitigated by its desire to maintain good relations with
the Kremlin.
5

Franco BERTONE, “Cecoslovacchia: decisioni sulla via della riforma”, in Rinascita, no.
2, 1968, p. 10. Silvano GORUPPI, “Proposta la piena riabilitazione di Rudolf Slanský”, in
L’Unità, 25 March 1968, p. 12.
6
In this regard, Luciano Antonetti, journalist and expert on the Czechoslovakian case for
the PCI, commented: “Both the Communist Parties meant to combine socialism and democracy, socialism and freedom, and to prepare the necessary conditions in order to avoid new tragedies”. Interview of the author to Luciano Antonetti, Rome, 12 June 2007. See also Adriano
GUERRA, op. cit., p. 280.
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Martin KLIMKE, Joachim SCHARLOTH (eds.), 1968 in Europe: A History of Protest and
Activism, 1956-77, New York/London: Palgrave-McMillan, 2008; Silvia CASILIO, Loredana
GUERRIERI (eds.), Il ’68 diffuso Contestazione, linguaggi e memorie in movimento. Un approccio pluridisciplinare, Bologna: CLUEB, 2009.
8 Marc LAZAR, Maisons rouges. Les Partis communistes français et italien de la Libé-

ration à nos jours, Paris: Aubier, 1992, p. 145; Luca PAVOLINI, “L’incontro di Budapest”, in Rinascita, no. 10, 1968, pp. 1-2; Archives de la Seine Saint Denis (ADSS),
Archives du Parti Communiste Français (APCF), Fonds Gaston Plissonnier, Archives
du Secrétariat Tchécoslovaquie 1968-1971, Dossier 2, 264 J14: Evénements de Tchécoslovaquie, without dates.
9
Johan Barth URBAN, Moscow and the Italian Communist Party. From Togliatti to Berlinguer, London: Tauris, 1986, p. 249.
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In August ’68, the Warsaw Pact’s tanks rolled into Prague, and the spring
abruptly ended10. Dreams and hopes for a new development of socialism were
shattered. The image of socialism, on the international and on the domestic
stage, was in jeopardy. The Western Communist leaders were all too aware of
the risk: the Czechoslovakian invasion could definitely outshine the image of
socialism in the world (and in their countries). Thus, they publicly started to
distance themselves from the USSR: the condemnation of the Soviet invasion
of Czechoslovakia was just the first step on this path11. United by the same
condemnation of the events in Prague, the strategies of the PCI and PCF after
that, however, began to diverge. This is particularly clear if we consider the
image of developed socialism: a good example would be the Western communists’ analysis of the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia during the period
of normalization.
At the beginning of the 1970s, some Italian leaders began to point out
the need to re-think socialism: it was not just Czechoslovakia, but the
whole experience of developed socialism which had to be reassessed. The
position taken by the PCI on the occasion of the international conference
of the communist and workers’ parties held in Moscow, in June 1969, was
seen by some members of the Direzione – Giorgio Napolitano and Pietro
Ingrao are examples – as the first step in the re-examination of Soviet socialism’s legacy12. The establishment of a research centre focused on the
Eastern countries – Centro di Studi e di Documentazione sui Paesi socialisti
– was the first outcome of this new awareness. According to its Director,
the former correspondent of L’Unità from Moscow, Adriano Guerra, the
creation of this Centre made the critical analysis of Eastern countries an
“institutional topic”13. Actually analytical studies were published in books
and magazines (Rinascita): the scientific analysis of developed socialism was

10

Francesco LEONCINI (ed.), Alexander Dubček e Jan Palach. Protagonisti della storia europea, Soveria Mannelli: Rubbettino, 2008; Francesco GUIDA (ed.), I quaranta anni dalla
Primavera di Praga (1968-2008), Roma: Carocci, 2009.
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“Il comunicato della Direzione del PCI”, in L’Unità, 24 August 1968, p. 1;
ADSS, APCF, Fonds Gaston Plissonnier, Archives du Secrétariat Tchécoslovaquie
1968-1971, 264 J14: declaration by the Bureau Politique of the PCF, 21 August
1968.
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At the Conference of Moscow, June 1969, for the first time the PCI decided to approve
just one chapter among four of the final common declaration (the third). The need for a more
in-depth analysis of developed socialism was pointed out first by Berlinguer and Natta, and in a
second phase, several times, by Giorgio Napolitano, in 1969. See Istituto Fondazione Gramsci
(IFG), APCI (Archivio del Partito Comunista Italiano), MF 006, fasc. 1389, 16 April 1969;
APCI, MF 006, fasc.1721, 20 June 1969; APCI, Direzione MF 006, fasc. 2000, 25 September
1969. It is necessary to stress that in this last meeting, Napolitano pointed out the need to
analyse the Czechoslovakian experience, avoiding improvisation in any answer to any single
declaration by the Soviets.
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Interview by the author with Adriano Guerra, Rome, 19 June 2007.
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presented as part of a broader process, the attempt to shape the Italian path
to socialism14.
Nonetheless, this approach had two limitations: first, it was largely confined to culture. In the early 1970s, such critical cultural observations were
associated with acclamations of loyalty towards the Kremlin. After the disagreement over Czechoslovakia, in December 1970 the meeting between the
PCI and CPSU delegation was characterised by a common desire to restore
good relations15. Luigi Longo, the Italian General Secretary, pointed out that
although the PCI was used to being considered the “naughty boy” (discolo)
of the communist movement, Italian Communists had always been “loyal
and tough fighters”. Longo asserted: “I say that because I know that you have
been worried about us, over the last period of time [...] But [...] today you can
count on our Party with unchanged confidence”16.
Moreover, and this is the second aspect, we can see a growing contradiction in the behaviour of the PCI: its criticism towards the “normalized”
Czechoslovakian ruling class began to increase, while the reasons of disapproval towards Soviet foreign policy were minimized or, at least, kept under the “state of alert”. Support for détente implied a reconciliation with the
Kremlin, for the Soviet Union was considered the main promoter of that new
course in international affairs17.
This image of the Soviet Union was not shared by the whole ruling class
of the PCI, and soon became a matter of internal disagreements. So Enrico
Berlinguer claimed that the 24th Congress was characterised by being “substantially motionless”, while Gian Carlo Pajetta considered it as the prelude
to possible changes18. Not surprisingly, such contrasts did not become public: Rinascita kept on publishing analytical articles about developed socialism,
while maintaining a limited level of criticism19. A more unfavourable attitude
was adopted towards the Czechoslovakian ruling class: the PCI did not miss
Just as example: Alessandro NATTA, “Gli approdi dell’Ottobre”, in Rinascita,
1970, no. 44, pp. 1-2; “Tavola rotonda. Come affrontare i problemi delle società
socialiste”, in Rinascita, 1971, no. 8, pp. 11-17; Vincenzo GALETTI, “Il punto cruciale: la democrazia socialista”, in Rinascita, 1971, no. 11, p. 8.
15
“Il compagno Pelsce illustra a Milano la politica e la lotta dei comunisti sovietici”, in L’Unità, 24 November 1970, p. 11; “I compagni del PCUS in visita alla Breda”,
in L’Unità, 25 November 1970, p. 2; “I delegati del PCUS a Modena e a Genova”, in
L’Unità, 26 November 1970, p. 2.
16
IFG, APCI, MF 58, pp. 562- 594, meeting CPSU-PCI, Rome, December 1st 1970.
14
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Jussi M. HANHIMÄKI, “Ironies and Turning Points: Détente in Perspective”, in Odd
Arne WESTAD, Reviewing the Cold War. Approaches, interpretations, theory, London-Portland:
Frank Cass, 2000, pp. 329-331; Ann H. CAHN, Killing Détente, University Park: Pennsylvania
State University Press, 1998, pp. 54-57.
18
IFG, APCI, MF 017, pp. 1214-1242, meeting, 13 April 1971.
19
C.B., “Cinquemila delegati al congresso del PCUS”, in L’Unità, 29 March 1971,
p. 1; Adriano GUERRA, “Il 24° Congresso del PCUS si apre stamane a Mosca”, in
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any opportunity to note its concern about normalization in Prague20. The
discrepancy between PCI politics towards the Kremlin and Prague underlined
the fact that the image of socialism had been shaken in the minds of Italian
communists. The strength of the PCI’s political proposal depended on the
existence of a positive actualization of socialism: another point of reference
had to be found.
A new opportunity to believe in socialism was given when Gomułka was
replaced by Edward Gierek. Indeed, Warsaw ’70 was a new chance for international socialism. In the late ‘60s, the relations between the PCI and the
PZPR worsened because of divergences over the anti-Semitic campaign following the student upheaval in Poland, in March 196821, and after a few
months, because of the Czechoslovakia crisis. The PZPR had publicly condemned “Botteghe Oscure” because of its irresponsibility in supporting the
Prague spring22. This was one of the reasons why Gomułka’s replacement with
Edward Gierek – after the events of December 1970 – was seen as a positive
signal by the PCI23. For the Italian communist press, the reasons for the Polish crisis had been the inadequate link between the Communist Party and
the people, as well as the “missed development of the socialist democracy”24.
According to Botteghe Oscure, a change of leadership could solve these contradictions. Although it was quite clear that Gierek had become the General
Secretary of the PZPR thanks to Soviet support, the PCI seemed to accept
Polish propaganda claims: namely that the replacement was due to popular
protests. “We’ll help you” – the slogan used by Gierek talking to normal Poles
(in front of journalists) – was seen as Gierek’s wish to improve PZPR relations
with the Polish population25.
The PCI was not the only political actor who believed in this image:
Gierek was commonly considered the leader who could drag Poland from
the quagmire of a bureaucratic and disastrous developed socialism. The new
international network Gierek was able to shape led to privileged relations with
L’Unità, 30 March 1971, p. 1; “La relazione di Brežnev al Congresso del PCUS”, in
L’Unità, 31 March 1971, p. 1.
20
“Dieci domande a Luigi Longo”, in Rinascita, 1971, no. 22; “Gravi notizie da
Praga”, in Rinascita, 1972, no. 6, p. 6; IFG, APCI, MF 032, pp. 400-407, notes by
Galetti and Conte, 13-16 December 1971.
21

Vladimir TISMĂNEANU, The Promises of 1968: Crisis, Illusion, Utopia, Budapest/New
York: Central European Press, 2011.
22
IFG, APCI, MF 020, fasc. 996, “Il dovere dei comunisti”, in Trybuna Ludu, 8 September
1968, no pages.

Anthony KEMP-WELCH, Poland under Communism, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, pp. 180-188; “Comunicato dell’Ufficio politico del PCI”, in L’Unità, 18 December 1970, p. 1.
24
Giuseppe BOFFA, “I motivi della crisi”, in L’Unità, 19 December 1970, p. 1.
25
Andrzej PACZKOWSKI, The Spring will be ours. Poland and Poles from Occupation to Freedom, Pennsylvania: University Park, p. 352.
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some Western governments, and made Western currency available to the Polish regime26. The PCI’s public and private perception fitted together neatly.
Gierek wished to make Poland more democratic. According to some Italian
communist journalists, Warsaw seemed to be “Hyde Park”, and the PZPR
desired to “enter a new phase of relations with the PCI”27. In other words, the
Czechoslovakian experiment had failed, but the USSR was moving towards
innovation and democratization, while faith in socialism was saved thanks to
the Polish experiment. Developed socialism was still able to reform itself.
With regards to the new Polish leadership, the French Communist Party
shared the position of the PCI. But the two Western brother Parties seemed
to have little in common between the end of the ’60s and the beginning of
the following decade. While the PCI tried to mark itself apart from the image
of developed socialism, after the condemnation of the Warsaw Pact’s invasion
of 1968, the PCF quickly regained a more pro-Soviet attitude. From 1968 to
1972, “Fabien” substantially supported Czechoslovakian normalization, trying to become best Western ally to the USSR. During the Conference of
Moscow, no dissent was shown; moreover, in order to confirm its loyalty to
Moscow, the PCF proposed blocks on press access to the conference28. “Nos
responsabilités nationales et internationales sont indissociables” – declared
Georges Marchais for the press, clarifying that
Le divergences mêmes qui surgissent sur telle ou telle question ne doivent pas
faire obstacle à une prise de position conjuguée des partis frères sur le pian
international, surtout quand il s’agit des problèmes fondamentaux de la lutte
anti-impérialiste.29

Following this path, the replacement of Alexander Dubček with Gustav
Husák did not give rise to condemnations from the Bureau Politique of the
PCF. French Communists only reacted in public statements; Alois Indra let it
be understood that the PCF privately approved the Soviet invasion of 1968,
and the expulsion of Dubček from the PCCS in 1970. This issue caused
After 1975, France became one of the most privilege interlocutors of Poland.
The United States established a strong tie with Warsaw: in 1972, Richard Nixon, in
1975, Gerald Ford, and in 1977 Jimmy Carter officially visited Poland. Ibidem, p.
362; Kasimiertz Z. POZNANSKI, Poland’s protracted transition: institutional change
and economic growth 1970-1994, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 64.
27
“Hyde Park” was the expression used by the Italian communist journalist who
reported Polish news. Franco FABIANI, “Dibattito in Polonia per preparare una nuova piattaforma del partito”, in L’Unità, 12 January 1971, p. 9. IFG, APCI, MF 162,
p. 1239, note by Sergio Segre, 1 July 1971.
26
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ADSS, APCF, Bureau Politique 1965-1972, 2 NUM 4/5, decisions, meeting of the Bureau Politique, 13 March 1969.
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“Déclaration de Marchais: Nos responsabilités nationales et internationales sont
indissociables”, in L’Humanité, 3 May 1969, p. 1.
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a significant quarrel between the two parties: the PCF demanded that the
PCCS recant its declaration, both in private and public statements30.
But apart from this quarrel, it is difficult to make any “distinction” between the two images of developed socialism: of course the PCF did not
approve “freedom restrictions” in Czechoslovakia, but the development of
normalization would not have endangered the special relationship between
brother Parties:
En ce qui concerne nos appréciations sur août 1968, nous n’avons pas changé
opinion, mais nous voulons dépasser ce moment et contribuer à l’unité du
Mouvement Communiste International, aller vers des relations normales,
mais il y a des choses qui ne doivent pas se faire.31

“Ne rien faire” became the private slogan of the PCF regarding normalization: any act which could worsen relations between the Eastern ruling class
and the PCF had to be avoided. Thus, the choice to participate at the 14th
Congress of the PCCS – “the congress of normalization” – was taken without
any hesitation32.
The distinction between French socialism and that of the Eastern countries
was not stressed, for at least two reasons. Domestically, the alliance with the PSF
did not appear to be reliable yet, and the PCF needed to strengthen its own
identity in the face of other Leftist movements. At the international level, the
development of Ostpolitik and détente, in which the USSR played an important
and prestigious role, as well as the attempts to replace the PCI as “best ally” in the
Western bloc meant that the PCF had quickly returned to its pro-Soviet position.
A further point should also though be considered. The PCF was not flatly
opposed to Czechoslovakian normalization, because it was carrying out an
internal “normalization” of its own. Indeed, the most radical exponents, the
most pro-Soviet, and especially those who had supported the former leaders
of the Prague spring, were excluded33. The Marchais-Plissonnier partnership
asserted itself as the leading centre of the Party; however, at the beginning of
“Notes prises au cours de l’entretien entre Waldeck Rochet et Alexandre Dubček
à Prague”, in L’Humanité, 18 May 1970, pp. 2-3; ADSS, APCF, Fonds Gaston Plissonnier, Archives du Secrétariat Tchécoslovaquie 1968-1971, 264 J14: Evénements de
Tchécoslovaquie, note by P. Hentyeo, 17 May 1970.
31
ADSS, APCF, Fonds Gaston Plissonnier, Archives du Secrétariat Tchécoslovaquie
1968-1971, Dossier 1, 264 J14: Evénements de Tchécoslovaquie, meeting between
Moc, Kriss, Gaston Plissonnier e Marie Rose Pineau, July 1970.
32
ADSS, APCF, Bureau Politique 1965-1972, 2 NUM 4/5, décisions du Bureau
Politique, 30 July 1970; ADSS, APCF, Fonds Gaston Plissonnier, Archives du Secrétariat
Tchécoslovaquie 1968-1971, Dossier 1, 264 J14: Evénements de Tchécoslovaquie, letter
of the Bureau Politique of the PCF to the CC of the PCCS, 30 July 1970.
30
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1968-février 1970, Paris: Grasset, 1970.
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the ’70s, and especially from 1972 onward, another politician became central in defining the foreign policy of the PCF, namely Jean Kanapa, the political father of French Eurocommunism34. Still far from the Italian positions
on Czechoslovakia and the need for reform in the international communist
movement, in the early ’70s the PCF became aware of how developed socialism’s failures affected the image of French Communists. The attitude of the
PCF towards Poland in 1970 showed this understanding.
Indeed, the Polish crisis of 1970 provoked a settling of scores between the
PCF and the PZPR. During the Central Committee meeting of December
1970 in Ivry-sur-Seine, Fernand Clavaud and Lucien Lanternier condemned
Gomułka’s policy, stressing “the negative consequences of the tragic Polish events
in the French domestic context”35. Very quietly and slowly, the necessity to distinguish the image of French socialism from that in the Eastern countries was taking
form. The PCF would now be firm in defining the democratic character of the
French path to socialism: Antoine Casanova pointed out the need to provide an
in-depth analysis of developed socialism and Henri Fiszbin refused to accept that
“the PCF had to take on the responsibilities of others”36. However, those voices
remained mostly isolated: the main trend in the Party was to support the image
of “real socialism”, to strengthen ties with the USSR and the Soviet bloc.
Two elements determined such a choice: first, the strong belief that the
weaknesses and mistakes of developed socialism depended on the ruling class
in office, not on socialism itself: “Le mécontentement populaire en Pologne
ou en Tchécoslovaquie traduit une volonté de remise en cause des dirigeants,
des méthodes de direction, des décisions, mais en aucun cas du Socialisme”37.
No further analysis was needed: Marchais asserted this was the official position of the PCF, already articulated in the Manifeste de Champigny38.
A second element was, as in the Italian case, the fact that the PCF believed
that renewal in Poland was necessary: Gierek was seen as a new chance not just
for Warsaw, but for the image of communism in the world. Furthermore, Gierek
recognized the fairness of the PCF position during the Polish crisis, making Fabien into “a special interlocutor”. This choice and the apparent democratic characteristic of the new Polish trend made Edward Gierek into the man Marchais
needed: his image could be the best answer to the “anti-socialist and anti-Soviet
campaign” against the PCF during the Polish crisis39.

34

Gérard STREIFF, Jean Kanapa 1921-1978. Une singulière histoire du Pcf, Paris: L’Harmattan, 2001.
35
ADSS, APCF, CC records, statements by Fernand Clavaud and Lucien Lanternier, CC
Ivry-sur-Seine, 22 December 1970.
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Stains, 28 – 29 January 1971.
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Ibidem, statement by Lucien Sève.
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Ibidem, statement by Georges Marchais.
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The eurocommunist phase: the gap between private and public speeches
The second half of the ’70s is commonly considered as the period of toughest
confrontation between the Western Communist Parties and the Kremlin. During this period, new peaks in the quarrel were certainly visible. Nevertheless, can
we really assert that the Western Communist Parties completely abandoned the
idea that developed socialism was reformable? Did they continue to belong to the
international communist movement just because they had no choice, because of
the Cold War and because of the rapid deterioration of détente?
Some insights into this can be provided by the analysis of two issues: first,
the 25th Congress of the CPSU; and second, the cultural policy of the Western
Communist Parties. Particular attention will be paid to the politics of memory in the Stalinist period, a central topic in the analysis of developed socialism.
Here a distinction between the PCI and the PCF should be made. The
relations between Fabien and the “mother country of socialism” were deteriorating fast. As Marchais understood the opportunity offered by Eurocommunism, the strategy of the PCF suddenly changed. The issue of freedom
(and the violation of freedom in the Eastern countries) became a central question in PCF politics. Following the Eurocommunist trend, Marchais believed
he could obtain more autonomy from the USSR, gaining a central role within
the international communist movement, and gaining – at the same time –
votes from the progressive bourgeoisie. Marchais wanted to adopt the “Italian
strategy” in order to reduce the electoral strength Mitterrand had gained in
the early ’70s40. The PCF used the issue of Eastern dissent to make French
society (and the Soviets) aware of such a change. It was probably not the
case that the decision to turn down the invitation to the 25th Congress of the
CPSU was made known after the opponent of the Soviets Pliušč had publicly
asked Marchais to intervene on behalf of a number of Soviet dissidents41. The
decision to miss the 25th Congress of the CPSU was though unprecedented in
the history of the PCF: it was clearly perceived as a “test of strength” between
the “mother country of socialism” and the Western party which had wanted,
until the mid-’70s, to be the USSR’s strongest ally. The French ruling class had
decided not to attend the internationalist meeting, but the image presented
in the French communist press was not particularly critical of developed socialism. Indeed, Nouvelle critique – the weekly intellectual magazine of the
PCF – continued to celebrate Soviet successes. Two elements were particularly
stressed: the role of the USSR on the international front, especially as a promoter of détente; and the nature of Eastern bloc societies, which showed the
superiority of developed socialism compared with capitalism42.
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The documents available in the French Communist Party’s Archive do not
provide elements to explain whether the French Communist leaders were indeed persuaded by the successes of developed socialism. We can suppose that
the public enthusiasm of the PCF was determined both by a deep identity
connection with the “mother country of socialism”, stronger than any new
idea of Eurocommunism; and the need to maintain good relations with the
USSR for practical and material reasons.
It is however possible to construct the discrepancy between the PCI’s public declarations and the private talks between their leaders. Like the French
Communists, the Italians were under attack from the Kremlin for their Eurocommunist ideas. The most recent issue was the case of Sacharov. In 1976,
the appeal in his favour, presented by some Italian Communist Members of
Parliament, provoked a tough reaction from the Kremlin: “We consider the
démarche brought by deputies, members of the PCI, a clearly unfriendly act
towards our Party and our Country”.43
Such a declaration was perceived by the PCI as a threat: it was proof that
the Soviets had reached the limits of their tolerance. The decision, unlike that
of the PCF, to take part in the 25th Congress of the CPSU was probably determined by the wish to rebuild relations with the Soviets – or, at least to avoid
compromising what remained of an old and privileged bond. Though the 25th
Congress was commonly perceived as the occasion to consolidate conservative
positions, Ugo Pecchioli and Gian Carlo Pajetta considered that the “need to
provide new answers” emerged in the Soviet society, even if only as a part of
a “very long process”44. This position was not shared by the whole Party; Berlinguer himself was tougher towards the Soviets. During the 25th Congress,
the speech of the General Secretary of the PCI, the “rigorous defence” of the
tie between socialism and democracy, fascinated Eastern dissidents45. Actually,
it was no great surprise: Henry Kissinger had already associated the images of
the Western Communists and the Eastern dissidents as destabilizing elements
in the bipolar equilibrium46.

communist journals that had provided critical comments about the USSR had already been
closed. That was the case of Lettres Françaises, ended in the early 1970s: one of its main editorin-chief, Pierre Daix, was excluded by the Party during its internal normalization. Different was
the fate of critical communist literature, which was used as evidence of the Eurocommunist
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Like Berlinguer, several leaders – Terracini, Ingrao, and Galluzzi – had pointed out on different (private) occasions, doubts about the socialist nature of the
Eastern countries. Nevertheless, their public speeches were more prudent47.
The international situation appeared to have changed. The new US Administration – led by the Democrat Jimmy Carter – did not seem to be entirely
adverse to communist participation in the Italian Government48. Thus, the domestic situation was characterised by new possibilities for the PCI – a concrete
opportunity to get into power, starting with the “government of abstentions”;
and the chance to carry the progressive bourgeoisie with it. If the PCI wished
to strengthen its tie with the progressive bourgeoisie, why were the PCI leaders
more severe during confidential talks with the Soviets, while continuing to support them in public statements? Why did they respect the unwritten rule that differences between brother parties had to be settled through private channels? This
attitude can be explained by three reasons, closely linked to each other: first, the
wish to preserve relations with the Soviet Union, because of the bipolar context
and the Soviet role in détente; second, the identity legacy with the Soviet Union,
and in particular its international heritage as the first experiment in socialism in
the world. And, third – and this element needs to be further developed – the PCI
considered it necessary to lower the tone of public declarations in order to avoid
any identification with the US campaign on the lack of democracy and human
rights in the Eastern bloc 49.
The public comments of the PCI on the 25th Congress of the CPSU mirrored these elements. The Italian communist press continued to present a
positive image of the USSR, as a country where contradictions and difficulties
did not impede the search for new solutions to unsolved issues50. According
to PCI newspapers, after a period of regression, beginning with the Warsaw
Pact’s invasion of Czechoslovakia, the 25th Congress offered a new beginning.
Adriano Guerra wrote that Soviet society was no longer monolithic: the 25th
Congress had confirmed the existence of a vast “process of development in the
economic, social and cultural bases of the Soviet society”. Nonetheless, Guerra
47
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focused on an issue that remained unresolved: the existence of a significant
contradiction between the “outcomes reached within the Soviet society” and
the existing “structures of monolithism”51.
The reality of these structures was the main contradiction of Soviet society in the ’70s, and it was the legacy of the Stalinist period52. That is to say,
the permanence of Stalinist elements and the failure of the process begun by
Khrushchev were the causes of the inner contradictions and difficulties in
Brezhnev’s USSR. This idea was particularly evident if we consider the politics
of memory about the Stalinist period, launched by the PCI and the PCF during the Eurocommunist period.
The politics of memory: how many soviet societies?
From 1968 – the Czechoslovakian crisis – through the following decade,
in private meetings among leaders, the issue of memorialization arose periodically. The PCI leaders thought the Party had the task of leading the reassessment of its controversial past, as part of the wider construction of an Italian
(and Eurocommunist) path to socialism53. In the first half of the decade, the
Kremlin intervened several times to point out its concern about the political
and cultural Italian re-thinking of the history and status of developed socialism. In this regard, in 1972, for example, the influential Soviet ideologue
Suslov accused the PCI ruling class of allowing the growth of an „internal
anti-Soviet revolt”54. Actually, the PCI ruling class wished to lead ideological
reassessment, making the ranks aware of the innovative trend at work within
the PCI, controlling cultural policy. Such politics of memory was presented
as a heritage of the late Togliatti’s thinking, well represented by his famous
interview to Nuovi Argomenti in 1956, and especially by his “Memorial Note”,
dictated just before his demise in 1964.55 By showing such continuity, eventual heresy was avoided.
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The Italian Communist newspaper L’Unità and the weekly Rinascita had a
significant role to play in managing the politics of memory: this action meant
that the practice of re-thinking was controlled by the PCI’s ruling class. In
doing this, much opposition to the simplification of the history of the ’30s
– either in a pro-Soviet or in a right-wing sense – developed. A more realistic
investigation of the Great Terror, based on research into the endogenous and exogenous causes behind Stalinism, was the aim of PCI intellectuals. For Stalinism
there was not, of course, a sole explanation. Certainly among Italian Communists there were different understandings of what Stalinism had brought about.
Spriano, Boffa, Guerra, Sestan and many others tried to explain the reasons why
a “communist dream” had become a “terror nightmare”. These theories shared at
least three central aspects. First, Stalin turned his attention on the party faithful,
mainly old Bolsheviks, and became a persecutor of “true communists”: we perceive a strong distinction between the image of Stalin and his entourage and that
of the “proper communists”. Second, Stalin persecuted his fellows because he
wanted to erase any potential opposition. And, third, the Terror became possible
thanks to persistent violations of socialist legality, institutionalized by passing
distorted laws. That is to say that the Terror was the outcome of the violation of
the principles of the socialist system, not the result of the system itself. In Italy,
the communist intellectual who went furthest was Giuseppe Boffa, an Italian
journalist who was periodically blamed by the Kremlin for his “anti-Sovietism”.
Boffa asserted that what developed in the USSR of the ’30 was not socialism, but
a system with socialist features.
Anyway, all the explanations provided by PCI intellectuals – including
Boffa – were based on the idea that the “degeneration” of the Stalinist period
was determined both by the particular Soviet situation and some incidental
causes. Once again, it was not the system – and even less so socialism – that
was the cause of Stalinist excesses. And besides, the PCI intellectuals of the
’70s claimed to trace the roots of Eurocommunism in the thought of Palmiro
Togliatti about developed socialism.
To show the long-sightedness Togliatti showed, Spriano noted that during
a dialogue between the Italian leader and Ernst Fischer, Togliatti admitted
that the Soviet system of the ’30s was not communism:
[Togliatti] begins our dialogue suggesting that we should not consider communism as the terrible caricature that we have in front of us. It is a tragic
period of transition, conditioned by a number of concomitant circumstances,
a transitory darkening of all that we striven for.56

Outlining the controversial figure of Togliatti, Spriano contributed to
strengthening the ideological background of Italian communists: the PCI
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could find its roots in independent thinkers, whose legacy in the USSR was
relevant but not relevant enough to impede a real analysis of the situation.
Communist intellectuals made a distinction between the Stalinist outcomes
and the image of “true communism”, creating a link between this representation and the best Italian tradition57. Furthermore, this approach allowed putting distance between the image of Italian communism and the atrocities of
the Gulag or of the political trials, recovering, in the process, the specificity of
Italian communism. This allowed, in turn, a recuperation of true communist
identity, providing the ideological basis for Eurocommunism.
In the same period, a similar undertaking was carried out by French Communists. The close tie with the “mother country of socialism” remained the
main element to be examined by French communists in looking at their party’s
history. Dealing with such a fundamental issue, international historiography
generally concurs on two aspects: first, from 1974 onwards, it was possible to
trace an evolution towards less orthodox positions in PCF politics. In May
1974, for the first time, during the Central Committee, Marchais denounced
the “derives du stalinisme”58. The same topic was brought up in the book
La Défi democratique, edited by Grasset (considered a bourgeois publisher):
Marchais – encouraged by the head of the International Relations Department, Jean Kanapa – distanced the PCF from the Soviet model, postulating
that the Soviet experience need not be universal, and pointing out that the
two had developed in very well-defined contexts. The Soviet and the French
experiences would follow different paths59.
The second element that historiography agreed on is that, from 1978 to
1979, the PCF rolled back to a more orthodox Soviet position. Before the
turning points of Afghanistan and the coup d’état in Poland, the leadership
of the PCF broke with its intellectuals during the meeting of Vitry, in December ’78; and reconsidered Eurocommunism. While the Eurocommunist’s
day was already over, the political and identity connection with the Kremlin
was stronger than ever. Indeed, during the 23rd Congress, in 1979, Marchais
condemned Stalinism, but in a ritual way: the “global positive review” of the
experience of Eastern countries, as well as the need to pursue “l’union à la
base” explained well enough the true meaning of the Congress. The critical
(and partial) re-thinking of the Stalinist period was counterbalanced by a systematic reference to the “mother country of socialism” and a denunciation of
anti-Soviet propaganda.
But one issue lay behind the acceptance of these turning points. In the
period in between, had the PCF been able to distance itself from the image of
57
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developed socialism? Two works are particularly important in answering such
an issue. The first are the volumes by Jean Elleinstein, Histoire de l’URSS, Le
socialisme dans un seul pays and Histoire du phénomène stalinien60. Elleinstein
asserted that Stalinism was the outcome of certain environmental and temporal conditions. He shared the idea that what had happened in the Soviet
Union was not due to the nature of communism, but to the political choices
of the ruling class in office. Even more than that: it was the direct outcome of
Stalin and his close entourage. Unlike Spriano, Elleinstein stressed the existence of an inner opposition to Stalin within the Politburo and the Red Army.
He endorsed the idea that there was a sort of split between Stalin and the rest
of the political class, who were repressed. To this idea, Elleinstein added the
concept of violations of existing socialist legality and his belief in the “incontestable” and “unquestionable” successes of the Soviet State in economic and
social terms. These three concepts suggested that the cause of the Stalinism
was Stalin, his entourage and their way of carrying out socialism. Once again,
socialism, its structures and its goals were untouchable: developed socialism became Stalinism, a result of the inadequacy of the Soviet ruling class in
power. The terrible outcome of the ’30s was determined by Stalin’s wish to
erase internal opposition.
The other pillar of the French communists’ re-evaluation of the experience
of real socialism was the book L’URSS et nous, a collective publication that
appeared in 1978. Here we see a step beyond Elleinstein. The authors found
the key to comprehending the failure of the ’30s experiment in double causes:
on the one hand, the philosophy of “internal denial”, which was based on
the idea that society would be naturally homogenous, a concept which was
based, in turn, on a misleading analysis of society. But there was also the lack
of a clear constitutional and institutional setup making the concentration of
power possible – which was necessary in the beginning; but that allowed such
a concentration to become characteristic of Soviet developed socialism, causing phenomena such as the Great Terror.
Thus, the authors of the L’URSS et nous also concluded that the Stalinist
degeneration was the direct outcome of very evident political choices and concrete circumstances. The tumultuous atmosphere, the will to consider certain
revolutionary structures and principles, the immaturity of institutions which
did not provide a guaranteed framework, meant that socialism was carried
out in a faulty or incomplete fashion. The volume presented Stalin’s politics as
an expression of “unavoidable contradictions”, and as the outcome of choices
taken by the ruling class in power. A change of leader would have made the
difference.
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Poland, once again: a new leader, a new wish?
A new Polish crisis occurred when the international situation had significantly deteriorated: détente was a distant memory by then61. The growing
economic debt Poland had accumulated during the previous decade was an
external proof of difficulties in the country62. Moreover, the political mistakes
made by Gierek – the man who had aroused hopes in Poland in the early ’70s
– turned him into just another expendable political leader.
Once again, the Western Left had to cope with the failures of Eastern
developed socialism. While the international situation was complicated and
the image of socialism seemed vulnerable, the domestic situation in Italy and
France was even worse for local communists. In Italy, the experience of the
“national solidarity” was at an end: the assassination of Aldo Moro and disagreements among governmental actors on the Euro missiles crisis and the
accession to the EMS, led to the premature end of the experiment63. The PCI
was the Party which probably paid most for its participation in Government:
the ranks felt betrayed because of the dialogue with the Christian Democrats,
while the progressive bourgeoisie no longer saw the PCI as a party of renewal.
In France, the PCF also had its problems: François Mitterrand had become
the main leader of the French Left. Losing votes, abandoning its Eurocommunist maquillage, the PCF broke its alliance with the French Socialist Party:
Marchais thought that the PCF had to recover its traditional political position, trying to distinguish itself from the PSF and getting back votes from the
poorest part of society. In reality, neither the PCI nor the PCF had an alternative political strategy to the one they had followed in the previous years.
Dealing with the Western Left’s attitude towards developed socialism, the
two main communist parties of the Western bloc once again followed different strategies. The PCF went back to a more secure orthodoxy: indeed, the
French Communist attitude towards the Polish crisis was the best example
of renewed loyalty to Moscow. After the last “divergence sérieuse” with the
Kremlin about Sacharov, between December ’79 and the first months of ’80,
Fabien rediscovered that the Soviet Union was its only and supreme guide64.
The 26th Congress of the CPSU – where the French Communists sat in the
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first row – was presented as the occasion to promote international détente
and a new conceptualization of relations within the international communist
movement65. Once again, the idea that the USSR was the “champion of the
peace” and the true promoter of détente prevailed. This was all given constant
airings in the French Communist press, with no opportunity being wasted.
The Afghan issue, the Olympic Games and the events in Poland showed how
far French leaders would go in supporting any Soviet choice66. The image
yielded by the PCF press was shaped on the basis of this change in strategy.
Supporting any statement made the Soviet leadership became a codeword in
the PCF press: its image on the path of democratization was contextualized in
the perspective of the re-launch of communist internationalism.
The fighting and strikes which shattered Poland in 1980-81 were presented as a vigorous debate which involved the whole country: the replacement
leaders were seen (once again) as a new beginning for Poland and for socialism. L’Humanité wished to show how the socialist system was superior to the
capitalist one: the PCF asserted that further changes of leaders would have
brought about the democratization of the system and of Polish society67. Full
support for the establishment in Warsaw strongly influenced the image of
“the other Poland” – that of the rising opposition. The representation of the
opposition in the French communist press was that of the PZPR: a “counterrevolutionary” movement68. L’Humanité pointed out the outlines of a new
path for Poland: help for Polish government action and growing criticism over
“irresponsible opposition” – such as the KOR, but also Solidarność69.
This distorted analysis by the French communists became even more evident undeniable when General Jaruzelski declared martial law: “L’intervention
soviétique, il est vrai, est flagrante: de Moscou et d’autres capitales socialistes
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partent quotidiennement pour Varsovie des wagons frigorifiques contenant
des milliers de tonnes de viande.”70
In the renewed logic of the Cold War which characterized the early ’80s,
the PCF had made the predictable choice: becoming again the best ally of the
USSR in the Western bloc. The idea that Eurocommunism was just political
maquillage was confirmed. The PCI, on the other hand, kept on down its
Eurocommunist path, though the worsening of the international situation
and the deterioration of relations with the Soviets were treated more prudently than in the past71. To a certain extent, the PCI adopted an illogical
position: it maintained its critical attitude towards the USSR, though it did
not have a concrete alternative alliance, while the Cold War atmosphere made
difficult any contact with other political forces. Although the revitalization of
the USSR establishment was considered complicated, other Eastern countries
showed more promise. Once more, Poland was considered the best chance for
renewing developed socialism.
The very possibility of reforming socialism was at stake72. Since the mid’70s, the PCI had demonstrated its interest in the Polish opposition. Some
communist intellectuals and leaders were aware of what was going on in Warsaw, and thought the role of the opposition was relevant in the democratization process. Of course, the PCI preferred a “responsible” and “moderate”
movement – such as Solidarność – to a group – e.g. KOR – whose leader
“looked like a man from Lotta Continua.”73 Thus, the Italian Communist
press supported Solidarność, while KOR was marginalised.74 In this regard,
the influence of comments by the PZPR was clear.
The strong interference of the Soviets in Polish affairs and the worsening of PCI-CPSU relations persuaded Italian Communists that supporting
the PZPR was the best way to avoid a Kremlin-backed military intervention.
Moreover, the PCI was convinced that the PZPR had the task of leading any
reform. In this belief, the PCI tended to consider the “real forces” in society
and, in particular, the Communist Party, as the most important75. Stanisław
Kania had the full support of the PCI; even when he was removed from his
office, Botteghe Oscure still endorsed the political action of the communist
reformers76. Of course, as in the case of Gierek, these hopes were misplaced.
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In December 1981, the proclamation of martial law in Poland ended any
chance of reform. Once more, developed socialism had failed. Was then faith
in socialism dead? Once again, the belief in the possibility of reforming the
Eastern countries smouldered on. It emerged again when Mikhail Gorbachev
came to power in USSR; but by then the possibility of shaping a true alternative to developed socialism had already disappeared.
Conclusions. The lasting myth and the premature end of communism
We offer here a series of points that might be the spur for further discussion.
First, we would like to suggest that even though many factors lay behind
the strong tie between Western Communism and the Eastern communist
states, the belief that developed socialism was reformable mattered a great deal
and, indeed, many leaders endorsed such a conviction. Western leaders, and
especially those of the Italian Communist Party, were arguably aware of the
failures of developed socialism: particularly during the mid-’70s, pessimism
grew and was decisive in the creation of Eurocommunism. Nevertheless, the
important role played by the Soviet Union in détente, as well as the conviction
that the contradictions of developed socialism could be resolved if the new
course of the 20th Congress were restored, proved central in defining the image
of developed socialism for Western Communists.
Second, historiography makes much of the differences between the PCI
and the PCF: the first is usually considered more open, more democratic and
capable of serious and genuine ideological evolution; while the latter is seen
as a pro-Soviet Party, which used Eurocommunism as a tactic, and that lacked
the capacity for autonomous thought. As was clear above, we substantially
agree with this distinction, but more information is needed. We should stress,
though, that the thoughts of both Parties were based on the idea that a new
political ruling class would have been able to change developed socialism. It
would have brought about a new course, combining socialism and democracy
or at least solved the contradictions within real socialism.
Leadership was considered to be the key to changing the system. New
Eastern leaders and maybe also the Eurocommunist leadership would have
been able to transform the system and set out a new path to socialism.
Going back to the existing and relevant differences between the PCI and
the PCF, we can notice at least two. First, the foreign policies of those Parties,
which significantly influenced their image of developed socialism. It is clear
that when Marchais went back to supporting the USSR, this choice influenced the image of developed socialism seen on theh part of PCF. The second
element of diversity was the different use of public statements on the part of
the PCI, which was not there in Fabien’s political action. Although the PCI
actually undertook a process of analysis of developed socialism, and its leaders
were certainly aware of the lack of such an actualization, the public image of
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real socialism was less negative than in private conversations among leaders.
Such an attitude meant a growing gap between what leaders knew and the
image of developed socialism among the lower ranks.
This point could probably be better developed: was the misleading communication between ranks and leaders about the image of developed socialism
decisive in determining the lack of political consensus when developed socialism collapsed?
Moreover, the Carter factor should be analysed in more depth. How far
did Carter’s policy on human rights set back the Western communists in their
defence of developed socialism?
And now for the last and central question, belonging to the field of counterfactual history: if Western communism – in the ’70s – had been able to
distance itself from the image of developed socialism, would we still have
strong Western communist (Eurocommunist?) forces?
This last question will, of course, remain unanswered, but it is nevertheless
a fascinating one.
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