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European Communist Parties and Eurocommunism
in the Cold War

Wolfgang MUELLER

The revolutions of 1989, the end of communist rule in Eastern Europe, and the over-
coming of the Cold-War division of the continent have necessitated a reassessment
of post-war European history. In the following years, the partial opening of former
communist archives revitalized research on Eastern Europe and opened new per-
spectives which included the Eastern experience.! New attention was given to com-
munist history which was perceived no longer as a solely Russian, but also as a
Western European phenomenon.?

This themed issue aims at drawing attention to recent archival-based research on
Cold-War communism in Europe and at integrating it into European history. Several
European parties are presented in their transnational relations with external actors,
communist and non-communist alike. The issue covers the entire period of the Cold
War, ranging from post-war issues to the 1980s.

Since the emergence of the Communist International, the issue of “divided loy-
alty” of communists toward their respective country on one hand and Moscow as the
ultimate arbiter in strategic issues on the other has sparked discussion. It shaped
Western perceptions for the entire Cold-War history of European communism. In his
article on “Togliatti, Tito and the Shadow of Moscow”, Karlo Ruzicic-Kessler turns
to the communist factor in post-war territorial disputes between Italy and Yugoslavia
in the 1940s. The issue of the Italian-Yugoslav border, in particular Yugoslav claims
on the border region around Trieste, created a crucial test for Italian communists under
Palmiro Togliatti who struggled to combine Italian national interests with loyalty
toward Soviet directives. Ruzicic-Kessler demonstrates how Togliatti and Yugoslav
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leader Tito developed their strategies regarding the disputed region and attempted to
persuade the Soviet leadership of their respective arguments.

Three years after Stalin’s death, the twentieth congress of the Communist Party
of the Soviet Union (CPSU) declared that communists might have the right to choose
their own “national path”. This did not mean that the Kremlin abandoned its leading
role in world communism. Yet, diversity among and within communist parties grew,
and new tendencies emerged in Eastern and Western European parties alike, such as
in, e.g., Poland, Hungary, and Italy. Even after the Soviet military intervention in
Hungary, some reformist tendencies lived on. Maximilian Graf draws our attention
to one of these tendencies in the hitherto often neglected Communist Party of Austria
by analysing “The Rise and Fall of Austro-Eurocommunism’” in the 1960s. While
liberalizing tendencies were welcomed by some communists, they were watched with
mistrust by others. East German communists took the lead in fighting reformers
within the KPO who were perceived as violating the principle of loyalty toward the
Soviet model. Graf argues for placing the Austrian reformist tendencies into the con-
text of an early period of Eurocommunism, a movement that surfaced some years
later among Western communists and advocated detaching Western communist par-
ties from the Soviet model after the Warsaw-Pact crackdown on the Prague Spring
of 1968.

Despite the East German SED’s rigid stance in ideological issues, the party later
sought lucrative commercial relations with Western European partners, as Francesco
di Palma demonstrates. He analyses the “Contradictory Relationship” between East
German communists and the most influential Eurocommunist parties, Italy’s PCI and
the French PCF, and he argues that, as East Germany consolidated national sovereign-
ty during the 1970s, transnational relations gained in importance for the SED, even
with Eurocommunists.

Eurocommunism embodied the hope of Western communists that their movement
could be more democratic than policy in Eastern Europe implied and that it might
even become fit for participation in government. In the West, however, Eurocom-
munist electoral successes in Italy 197576 provoked similarly ambivalent reactions
as among their Eastern comrades — although the PCI even attempted to demonstrate
independence from Moscow by reducing anti-American declarations and launching
a friendlier policy toward the United States. This happened, as Valentine Lomellini
argues in “When Hopes Come to Naught”, with the aim of improving communist
chances for participation in government. While the PCI’s overtures toward liberal
commentators, scientists and political actors in the United States bore some fruit, the
State Department in January 1978 clarified that US policy would not favour com-
munist participation in government.

Not only in Washington, but also in other NATO capitals, Eurocommunism was
perceived a threat to Western stability, as Nikolas Dorr reminds us in “NATO and
Eurocommunism: The Fear of a Weakening of the Southern Flank”. Eurocommunist
electoral successes in member countries of the Alliance, such as Italy, France and
Spain, which joined the Alliance in 1982, triggered Western fears of a Soviet “Trojan
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horse” within NATO. Here again the issue of divided loyalty of Western communists
comes up. Dorr analyses threat perceptions in NATO countries as well as strategies
for dealing with it by the Western alliance, the Federal Republic of Germany and the
United States. Once the wave of Eurocommunist successes ended in the late 1970s,
it was not seen as an existential threat to NATO anymore and the election of com-
munist delegates, with Giorgio Napolitano among them, to the NATO Parliamentary
Assembly in 1984 did not cause particular concern. However, it was only after the
end of the Cold War that (former) communists played a leading role in Italian gov-
ernment again.

In accordance with the wishes of the journal’s editorial board, this themed issue
will be complemented by two non-topical essays. Michael J. Geary analyses the nexus
between Ireland’s negotiations on EEC membership in 1970-72 and the Community’s
Common Fisheries Policy which had been completed in 1970. The four applicants
for membership, Britain, Denmark, Ireland and Norway, reacted negatively to the
Policy. While the applicants as well as the Community were interested in successful
membership negotiations, Dublin and Brussels “tried to outmanoeuvre each other on
the CFP issue”. In the last article of this issue on Western Germany’s preferences
regarding the freedom of movement provisions in the EEC’s 1963 association agree-
ment with Turkey, Matthias Mayer demonstrates how a sending country of labour
migrants, Turkey, was able to press EEC states to support liberalization of immigra-
tion policies. Mayer argues that this was possible, because the domestic salience of
immigration was low.
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