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Th e Crisis of Eurocommunism 
in the 1970s and 1980s 
Adis Šaranović

Abstract: Th is article deals with the crises which the Communist parties of Western 

Europe were facing during the 1970s and 1980s. Th eir problems were huge; from crises 

of the political ideas inside of every single party to the ideological divergences with the 

leading Communist party of that time — the Communist party of the Soviet Union. 

Th ese problems were common and linked to the so-called “Eurocommunism crisis.” Th is 

article explains the term of Eurocommunism, analyzes the manner how the Communist 

parties of France, Italy and Spain addressed and resolved this crisis and which solutions 

they off ered in that moment. Th e conclusion of the article summarizes a general overview 

of this issue which arises from case studies of the three Communist parties. 
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Introduction

Th e primary goal of this article is to focus on the main problems and solutions to 

these problems which the Western Communist parties tried to fi nd to overcome the 

so-called Eurocommunist crisis in the 1970s and 1980s. Because of limited space, 

the paper will analyse only three characteristic cases, which the author fi nds the most 

interesting. 
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In this time period, (1970s and 1980s) the Communist parties in the Western 

part of the Old Continent began losing voters’ support, which can be clearly seen 

from the election results. Th erefore, the author will examine the following author’s 

opinion that the crisis was so immense that the Communist parties never completely 

recovered from the losses suff ered during that period. Th e crisis that engulfed the Com-

munist parties of Western Europe was caused by several factors. Th e two key reasons 

for the crisis were economic changes and political-ideological changes, which will 

be seen in the paper. Th e whole essay has three main chapters, the fi rst one will 

explain the term and meaning of “Eurocommunism,” the second one will contain 

facts about singular cases and related analysis. 

After the military interventions in Hungary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968, 

and the constant rejection of some freedoms for East European citizens, such as the 

freedom of movement, it was clear that the ideology proclaimed by the East was not 

the same as it was being professed by Communist parties in the Western part of con-

tinent. Th e West Communist’s move away from Moscow’s ideological leadership and 

the acceptance that parliamentary democracy had no alternative for the Eurocom-

munist parties could not pass without any consequences. So, the Communist parties 

tried to fi nd diff erent solutions for the problems caused by the crises. Th e French 

Communist Party tried to make left coalitions, the Italian Communists moved for-

ward and attempted left/right coalitions and the Spanish Communist Party adopted 

democratic values but all this with little or no result, which can be seen from the 

following text especially in the second chapter of the article. 

Th ere are many articles about the history of Communist parties in the West. Most 

of them concentrate on individual issues of a singular party during the 1970s and 

1980s, but it was very hard to fi nd a text which at the same time explains the Com-

munist crisis and draws a more general connection with the individual parties. Some 

articles were written in the 1980s and were, very obviously, infl uenced by that time 

period, in particular texts from ex-Yugoslavia, whose authors used the opportunity to 

present the Yugoslav view on Socialism which was very diff erent from the Soviet one. 

Th e most precise formulation on Eurocommunism was given by authors and texts, 

which were found on the www.jastor.org database. Th e main sources for this essay 

come from this database as well as from books by several authors who have written 

a lot about this period. 

Th e fi nal part of the paper off ers a general conclusion with the unequivocal results 

of the presented text which confi rms the given author’s opinion in the introduc-

tion. 
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1 Eurocommunism

At the beginning of the 1970s the Communist parties in Western Europe were 

facing a problem caused mostly by their ideological connection with the Soviet Un-

ion. In that time period, Western public opinion began realising the very diff erent 

face of the communist East.

In August 1968, the Warsaw Pact armies, led by the Soviet Union, invaded Czech-

oslovakia to halt “socialism with a human face.” Th is event caused a lot of protests not 

only in Europe, but all around the world. But not only the democratic parties, but 

also the Communist parties from Western Europe absolutely and strongly rejected 

this act as a violation of international law and the idea of Communist togetherness. 

As they had previously seen the Soviet Union as a big model for themselves, the oc-

cupation of Czechoslovakia was a terrible shock to them. Th ey were confronted with 

reality without preparation and had to radically change their perception of Soviet 

communism. Th e perspective of a peaceful and democratic communism, led them 

to the idea of what is referred to as Eurocommunism.1

From now on, Western communists established a formal distance from the Soviet 

ideology. Some communist parties, during presentations or in political programmes, 

started to avoid words such as “the dictatorship of the proletariat.” Th is was the case 

with the communist parties of Italy, France or Spain.2

Western Communist parties began to follow the so-called Eurocommunist line, 

which accepted the reality of parliamentary democracy instead of a revolutionary 

fi ght. Th e term “Eurocommunism,” according to Deutschland Archive, was fi rst used 

by Yugoslav journalist Frane Barbieri in the summer of 1975.3 In general, the Euro-

communist parties followed this trend to be more “western” and introduce social and 

political changes through democratic means. Th at explanation of Eurocommunism 

also was seen in Mandel’s explanation. He says that Eurocommunism has a political 

reform tendency because of the Socialistic roots of the whole idea.4

2 Th e Crisis

Th e “real Socialism,” which was leading in Eastern Europe, could no longer be 

acceptable for the working class in the West, where standards, rights and social pro-

tection were growing. For example, GDP in the 1970s in France was growing by 

5.7 %, in Italy by 5.3 %, and in Spain by 4.1 %. Th e unemployment rate in Western 

countries was relatively low. In percentage terms it was 2.5 % in France, 5.4 % in 

Italy and 0.6 % in West Germany in the 1970s.5

Real Socialism from the East was not acceptable because it accepted a Stalinized 

type of Marxism-Leninism, which had little success in the East and defi ned itself as 
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the dictatorship of the proletariat. Th e Spanish Communist Party General Secretary 

Santiago Carrillo 1978 said.

“On the other hand, I am convinced that the dictatorship of the proletariat is not the way 

to succeed in establishing and consolidating the hegemony of the forces of the working 

people in the democratic countries of developed capitalism.  In the fi rst part of this essay, 

I have already tried to explain why I am convinced that in these latter countries socialism 

is not only the decisive broadening and development of democracy, the negation of any 

totalitarian conception of society, but that the way to reach it is along the democratic 

road, with all the consequences which this entails.”6

Th e Dictatorship of the proletariat turned into a mere dictatorship as it aban-

doned its ideals. “...Kardelj avoided suggesting that the West European communist 

parties should be regarded as “a special form of the dictatorship of the proletariat.” 

On the contrary, Pribicevic wrote in his study that for the working class in Western 

countries “the dictatorship of the proletariat is simply a dictatorship.”7 

2.1 Unsuccessful left coalition as an answer to the crisis
Th e popularity of left-oriented parties and ideologies after the Second World War 

did not miss France, where the Socialist party has a long tradition. 

Georges Marchais became General Secretary of the PCF in 1970. Th e early 1970s 

saw the beginnings of the Eurocommunism trend and the French communist sec-

retary during the 1970s and early 1980s tried to fi nd solutions for party problems, 

losing ideological background and voter’ support. Th e fi rst steps were quickly taken. 

Already in July 1971, the Socialists and Communists agreed to negotiate a common 

program of government. It was at a time when the two parties shared a common view 

on social and economic issues but also a time when, fi rst of all, Communists began 

needing alliances.8 

One year later, in July 1972, the Communists signed a Common Programme 

with the Left Radicals, which later turned out to be an unhelpful move. While it 

was true that the left alliance increased their share of the vote, which was already 

evident in the March 1973 legislative elections, campaigns against the PCF focused 

on the broader problems of Communist ideology. Th is was not helped by the formal 

abandonment by the PCF of the “dictatorship of the proletariat” in February 1976, 

which was just a small step towards the complete demise of the revolutionary aspect 

of working class ideas.9

After successes of the PS at the municipal elections of 1977, the Left Radicals 

and the PCF began lobbying the PS to continue with the Common Programme. 

Th e underlying idea was to update the programme, but large diff erences and the 

rising popularity of the PC led to a breakdown of the negotiations.10 
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“Th e assumption underlying the united Left Strategy had been that within the united 

Left the PCF would be the dominant force. Th is assumption must have been seriously 

questioned within the PCF leadership from the autumn of 1974, and fi nally abandoned 

in September 1977 when the PS resisted the PCF’s pressure for a radical updating of the 

common programme. It was by then obvious that the programme as it stood was inap-

plicable to the economic circumstances of the late 1970s, and that the PS wanted to keep 

its hands free to revise the programme in a reformist direction once in offi  ce, while the 

PCF’s role would be confi ned to delivering working-class support. Th e PCF leaders were 

not willing to play this role.”11 

In the elections of 1978 to the European parliament and the Presidential elec-

tions, the Communists got less and less votes: the party was down from 20.6 % to 

11 % at the European elections. Th e PS vote also fell, but it followed huge social 

and economic legislative reforms of the Socialist government, which included four 

Communist ministers (1981–2). 

But voters support statistic shows diff erent numbers than membership. It is clear 

that ideological support and “practical” support haven’t followed each other. 

“Between 1972 and 1978 the party claims to have increased its membership from 390,000 

to 702,864 and between 1978 and 1981 from 702,864 to 710,000; but it also stated in 

1986 that its membership had fallen to 600,000. If this latter fi gure were correct it would 

mean (given a vote of 2.6 million in 1986), that almost one in fi ve Communist voters was 

a party member, a fi gure out of line with all other Western political parties.”12

From an economic point of view, the situation in France was better and better as 

compared to the others European countries. Th e working class was richer and more 

secure and the state had many mechanisms to protect labour forces community. 

Th e Communist party started to lose support from working class in new industries 

or industries with new technology. Th ey kept support in heavy industry and small 

farming.13 

Th e reasons why the Communists after WWII succeed disappeared in the 1970s, 

but the Communist movement as an idea has continued to exist. Th e PCF had 

infl uence on one quarter of voters despite the fact that the working class has become 

more middle class.14 

2.2. Attempt of Left/Right coalition
Together with the French, the near coalition between the PC and the PCF, it 

looked like European communist had found their own way. Hundreds of thousands 

of Italians were members of Communist clubs or unions. It appeared good for the 

Italian Communists in the second half of the 1970s when, after the elections of 
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1978, the Italian Communist Party became a member of the governmental parlia-

mentary majority. 

But Italy became divided and turned to the right after the kidnapping of Moro15, 

and the Communist party survived its hardest period since WWII. During the next 

election the communists lost 5 % of votes, they went from 34 % to 29 %. 

“In the big towns where Communist administrators took over after their spectacular local 

election victories in 1975, they are now in trouble. Th ey have been unable to keep the 

promises made in opposition, partly owing to the debts which they inherited and the 

economic crisis aff ecting the whole country, but partly also to their own unwillingness 

to expose the ineffi  ciency or dishonesty of their Christian Democrat predecessors, since 

these are still presented as potential allies.”16 

Under the leadership of Enrico Berlinguer, the Central Committee of the Com-

munist Party worked on its re-election, but inside the party a new opposition was 

born, led by Pietro Ingrao. Th at line refused re-election and made the crisis deeper. 

Ingrao had connections with the radical and leftist line of the Christian Democrats. 

Th e biggest problems were Berlinguer’s refusal to break connection with Moscow or 

to radically change the Marxist ideology, although he was ready to accept a mixed 

economy, NATO and the European Community.17 

Th e culmination of the crisis was a missed opportunity to join forces with Th e So-

cialist and make a huge Left Parliamentarian majority. Instead of an alliance a big 

polemic arose between them in the summer of 1978. Berlinguer was accused by 

other political opponents of conservatism and revolution view. He simple carried on 

with the personal program.

Th e Italian communists were more persistent than expected; the Communists 

recognized mistakes but did not leave the party.

“On many occasions the Italian Communists have said that they will not attempt to make 

an offi  cial, and still less, state ideology out of their own ideology, Marxism. In addition 

to the fact that ideological monolithism would be incompatible with the principles of a 

pluralistic system of socialism, the Eurocommunists say that this would be an enormous 

hindrance to social progress. More precisely, they claim that progress in society and in 

socialism implies an unrelenting battle of ideas and, in this context, a permanent confron-

tation of various ideological approaches.”18 

2.3 Adoption of the democratic values 
During the regime of Franco, the Communist Party was illegal in Spain. Th is 

did not change until 1977, very soon after the revolution took place. Th e Catalan 

Communist Party (PSUC), the strongest sector of the Spanish CP, had reaffi  rmed its 

commitment to Eurocommunism one year after temporarily dropping it as a result 
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of factional manoeuvres. Soon afterwards, the fi rst general election after forty years 

was held in June 1977. With 9.4 % of the votes, the PCE became the third largest 

party in Spain.19

Th e communist party agreed on most of the reforms, calling for an atmosphere of 

political calm and maturity in order to make an agreement on a new constitution, 

which was ratifi ed in a referendum held in December 1978. Th e CPE also accepted 

the fact Spain that wouldn’t keep its Republican tradition and would turn into a 

Parliamentary Monarchy. Th e party even agreed that the main institutions of the 

Franco regime, such as the army, courts, and big companies would retain consider-

able infl uence in the new system, without undergoing necessary reforms.

In April 1978, the party agreed to drop the label “Marxist-Leninist” and described 

itself as Marxist, revolutionary and democratic. Also the party’s internal democracy 

was much strengthened, at a lower level the old party cells were replaced by larger 

units whose meetings were open to the public.20 

Th e dropping of the Leninist label helped to compete with the Socialist Party 

(PSOE), because both these parties called themselves “Marxist parties.”

“…a paradoxical eff ect of the political-ideological convergence of Communists and So-

cialists in post-Franco Spain may be increased competition, rather than less. However, 

whatever the political diff erences between them are, the PCE’s ‘Eurocommunist’ com-

mitment has ensured that such competition will be conducted under the constitutional 

rules of liberal democracy.”21 

Conclusion

Th e goal of this essay was to present problems and solutions which the Western 

Communist parties had during the 1970s and 1980s. After reading this paper it is 

very clear that author proved his hypothesis that the Communist parties had never 

completely recovered from their losses. Th e main argument is the basic election’s 

statistic data but also measures which every single Communist party took to avoid 

problems. 

Every country has specifi c moments and needs. Th e situation with the Commu-

nist parties in the West at this historical moment was the same or very common but 

every country had diff erent characteristics. Th e crises were similar and they all tried 

to resolve similar problems. Th e battle for a better society was no longer a battle with 

reality but for more than just basic working rights. Eastern societies, in particular 

the working class in the East, had completely diff erent problems and diff erent needs. 

Th e diff erences between them were even more evident. 

Th e crisis of Eurocommunism began inside the parties because members or lead-

erships had diff erent views of the state. Many supporters did not want to depend on 
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Moscow and follow Moscow’s Marxism-Leninism as the universal “guiding light” for 

all on the way to Socialism. 

By the end of the 1950s, there were more people in the West who believed in 

Communism than in the East, but the Western Communists had divided from 

Stalin’s ideology22 and began more union movements than political parties which 

wanted to completely change the political system of the West. Th e reality of social-

economic progress and the rising standards of living of the traditional Communist 

supporters changed the position and the role of the Communist parties. Th ey have 

never regained the position which they had during the Soviet domination and some 

of them completely changed the ideological political view.23 

During the analysis it has been shown that the Western Communist parties have 

moved far away from the Eastern Communists, who had begun to represent a com-

pletely diff erent world. Th is did not mean that those parties had given up on the 

basic idea of Socialism as their main goal, but they did begin to think about other 

ways of reaching that goal. Revolution as a method to achieve Socialism was no 

longer acceptable, and the parties realized that ideas should be implemented through 

Parliaments and Parliamentary Democracy. 
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