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14. THE IDEOLOGICAL CONVERSION
OF THE LEADERS OF THE PSOE,

1976-1979*

Santos Juliá

'When we say our party is Marxist, we have serious reasons for doing so.'
Felipe González, August 1976

'It's a mistake for a socialist party to declare itself Manist.'
Felipe González, May 1978

'Basically, 1haven't changed, and there are my statements to prove it.'
Felipe González, June 1979

During the 1976 Summer School of the Partido Socialista Obrero
Español (PSOE), the Spanish Socialist Workers' Party, the party sec­
retary, Felipe González, delivered a long speech to an audience com­
posed mainly of Socialists who had joined the party before Franco's
death in 1975, or, at the latest, before the initiation ofthe transition to
democracy. González devoted his lecture to defining the identity of
the PSOE.l He felt compelled to do so, for, from the beginning of
the I950S onwards, the PSOE had been losing prominence among the
forces which had fought against the Francoist dictatorship until, in the
regime's final years, it was far from being hailed as an organization
with a political future. On the left, the PSOE's efforts paled into
insignificance beside the halo which surrounded the Partido Com­
unista de España (PCE), the Spanish Communist Party, on account of
the latter's longerand 'harder struggle against Francoism. In addition
(and without going beyond the limited boundaries of the so-called
socialist family) the historical initials of the PSOE now had to contend
with serious competition from other options, such as the Partido
Socialista Popular (PSP), the Popular Socialist Party, led by Enrique
Tierno Galván, and others which, in recent years, had appeared all

* Tr. by Sheelagh Ellwood. 1am grateful to Antonio García Santesmases for the help
he has given me in allowing me to consult his unpublished study, 'La evolución ideoló­
gica del socialismo en la España actual'.

1 Felipe González, 'Línea politica del PSOE', Socialismo en Libertad (Madrid, 1976),
21-58. -
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over Spain. Thus, by 1976, it was necessary to re-establish the creden­
tials of the PSOE on a firm footing; to define its identifying character­
istics, what it was and what were its aspirations, with regard to both the
Communists and the other Socialist groups and parties.

The PSOE's first secretary (or secretary-general) found no better
way of establishing the party's identity than by appealing, above all, to
its historicallegitimacy: the PSOE was a party with a history behind it
However, hard on the heds of historicallegitimacy carne ideológical
legitimacy: the PSOE was defined as a 'Marxist party'. There was the
bond with the fons et origo, and there the fidelity to the theory of the
founding fathers. The PSOE was a party with a history and a Marxist
party. It was other things, too. It was a democratic, mass party, which
was class-based, pluralist, federative, and internationalist. But it was
legitimated first and foremost by its theory and its history.

The most substantial parts of the analysis made by the first secretary
of the PSOE in that speech were incorporated into the political report
approved by the party's XXVII Congress, held in December of that
same year. Still only semi-legal and in an ambient mood of anti­
Francoist struggle and conquest ofliberties, the PSOE defined itself as
a 'class:-based and, therefore, mass party, which is Marxist and
democratic'. These selfsame adjectives had be en used by Felipe
González in the speech with which the PSOE was presented to its
members and to public opinion. Thus, on the threshold of 1977, the
PSOE defined itself as a Marxist party. No one appeared to disagree
with, or to dislike, that identity, although not everyone was agreed
about its meaning and implications.2

Eighteen months latel', when the first general elections since 1936
had converted the PSOE into the leading opposition party and had
l'outed the remaining members of the socialist family, Felipe González
stated publicly that it had been a mistake to define the PSOE as Marx­
ist. No other soCÍalistparty had done so and not even the PSOE, in all
its hundl'ed yeal's of history, had ever befol'e had the idea of defining
itself as Marxist. There was no l'eason whatsoever to change that cen­
tury-old custom. It had been a mistake. To undo it, the secl'etary­
general was prepared to do battle in the bosom of his own party. How
and why the PSOE switched from having serious reasons fol' calling

2 XXVII Congreso PSOE (Madrid, 1977), II5-23. This was not simply the political
motion adopted by the Congress. The majority of the party groups had presented
motions along the same Hnes, or irp,bued "vith even more radical ton es, as c.an be seen in
XXVII Congreso:Memoria de gestión de la Comisión Ejecutiva (n.pl., n.d.), 7-68.
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itself Marxist to considering such a definition a mistake, will be the
object of our attention in the following pages.

THE SERIOUS REASONS FOR AVOWING
MARXISNI

In 1976, the Socialist Party's definition of itself as Marxist was no
more than one element in a complex ideological edifice, 'in whose
foundations lay the principIe of the transition to socialismo The PSOE
had few members then - scarcely 10,000 - and the party lacked solid
structures and organization.3 The Socialists believed, however, that
they already possessed the instrument capable of 'building a new
model' of society, as yet not established in any country, and whose
principal characteristic would be the combination of socialism and
freedom. Far removed from social democracy, which limited itself to
remedying 'the most brutal facets of capitalism', and from what they
termed social dictatorship, or social bureaucracy, which was nothing
more than state capitalism, the 10,000 Spanish Socialists were intent
upon initiating a long march of 'transition to socialism'. 4

In accordance with a long-established tradition, that march was
envisaged as consisting of various phases, prior to reaching the new
model of society, which would be 'self-managing socialism'. The first
stage would be the transition from the existing state, defined as Fascist,
to formal democracy. The next stage, still within the confines of
democracy, would be to advance towards the implantation of the politi­
cal hegemony of the working class and its allies. Finally, that same bloc
of anti-capitalist classes would put an end to capitalist exploitation and
would establish a classless society, in which the apparatus of the state
would be entirely repl~ced by worker self-management at alllevels.
The Socialist Party, ,declared Felipe González to the XXVII Congress,
would conquer 'irreversibly a society in which the exploitation of man
by man wiIl disappear: a classless society'. 5

3 For data on PSOE and UGT membership, see José F. Tezanos, 'Continuidad y
cambio en el socialismo español El PSOE durante la transición a la democracia',
Sistema, 68-9 (Nov. 1985), 24. At the time of the XXVII Congress, the total number of
militants was 9,141.

4 'Resolución política', in XXVII CongresoPSOE. In 'Socialismo es libertad' (XXVII
CongressPSOE, pp. 9-16), Alfonso Guerra defined socialism's task as 'the radical trans­
formation of capitalist society; its replacement by a society in which relations between
men are radicaIly different to what they are at present' ..

5 And he added, in threatening tone, 'Let it be c1ear to one and all: the party wiIl
never renounce that goal'; 'El trábajo empieza ahora', XXVII CongressPSOE, p. 102.
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Girt Up with the Marxism ideology and with its sights fixed on the
future society, the Socialist Party arrogated to itself the role of 'central
axis of the progressive historical force s' . In this way, the idea of the
unity of the left, or of all progressive forces, to achieve the liquidation
of the Francoist dictatorship was reiterated, but with an important
innovation. Until Franco's death, the would-be mainstay of that politi­
calline had been the PCE, architect of the Junta Democrática and of
the first steps towards the formal co-ordination of the various sectors
of the anti-Francoist opposition. The PSO:~ reaffirmed the validity of
that approach and reproduced it in its own proposals. At the same
time, however, it attempted to take upon itself the role that the long
struggle against Francoism had assigned to the Communists.6

In order to achieve that position, it was crucial to have a large and
powerful organization and to state the Marxist essence of socialismo
No one whowas not a Marxist could seriously hope to become the
keystone of the opposition to the dictatorship, or to those who intended
to be its continuation. Moreover, it was not simply a question of oppor­
tunist tactics. It was bec'ause the refusal to accept the society construc­
ted by Francoism was inherent in the visceral rejection of Francoism
and its heirs. To break with the dictatorship's political system was
equivalent to repudiating the social system which had served as its
underpinning. To disclaim the state was also, therefore, to disavow the
society, and the construction of a new state appeared as merely the first
step on the long road to the building of a-new society. This, in the
political context and climate of the time, was the heart, the kernel of
Marxism.

Within the ranks of the political class which inherited Francoism, a
reformist sector carne tothe fore and made contact with the forces of

the opposition. As this happened, the avowal of Marxism acquired the
specific function of dressing the negotiations with those in power in
ideologized garbo This bargaining was, of course, carried on in
accordance with the political strategy of combining pressure froID
below with dialogue above.7 Such dialogue did not, however, imply

6 See XXVII CongressPSOE, 'Resolución política', p. 108. Felipe González expressed
a similar idea when he said that the party must 'jealously guard its independence' and, at
the same time, 'put its shoulder to the wheel with aU the organizations which pursue the
same objective', momentari1y or strategically.

7 The policy of pressure and negotiation was proclaimed by Felipe González during
the Summer School, adopted by the XXVII Congress, and reaffirmed by González in his
speeches to the Congress. José M. Mar~vall has explained the transition as a mixture of
reformist policy from above and'social pyessure from below, in}. M. Maravall, La política
de la transición (Madrid, l 98 l), 17-3l..'
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reneging on essentials, nor renouncing the final goal. Negotiations
were entered into because this was the way to press forward on the
long march to socialismo When all was said and done, the first stage
laid down by the theory was, precisely, the conquest of democracy.

In addition to being the expression of opposition to Francoism as a
political genre and the ideological alibi for what ultimately became
known as the 'negotiated break' (ruptura paaada), the claim to a Marx­
ist vocation also fulfilled a particular purpose in the PSOE's attempts
to become the only socialist party and to talk to the PCE on equal
terms. The self-definition ofthe PSOE as a democratic, Marxist party,
and its proposals for self-managing socialism (upheld by such pres­
tigious economists as Miguel Boyer), blocked the appearance of ideo­
lpgical competitors for the same political territory. In the jockeying for
positions to decide which party was the most Marxist, the PSOE
leaders did not allow themselves to be overwhelmed by their nearest
neighbours, who, one after another, were gradually integrated into the
PSOE. The last of them was incorporated just a few days before the
definitive abjuration of Marxism. 8

Above all, the avowal of Marxism aHowed the PSOE to go to its
inevitable rendezvous with the PCE without an inferiority complex.
Everyone was on the same side, the heirs of the same traditions.
Certainly, they each had different ways of interpreting those tradi-

. tions - that much had to be c1ear- but, even so, they were not mutu­
ally exc1usiveways. If they did not allow Marxism to be snatched from
them, the Socialists could become the Communists' rivals in the strug.,
gle to attract a left-wing electorate which was, foreseeably, very
ideology-conscious. The disdain with which the Communist leaders
,treated the new-comers~ their young competitors, turned into bitter
disappointment when ·they saw the results obtained by the PSOE
thanks to a political line which linked references to Marxism with an
emphasis on liberty.

Laying c1aim to Marxism as a characteristic of the socialist identity
should thus be seen as the result, or the expression, of the political
culture of left-wing, anti-Francoist opposition, which implied the
rejection of Francoism's political system and the repudiation of its
capitalist society. However, it should also be seen as the key ideological

8 The unity of the socialists in a single party-rather than in a federation of parties­
was one of the central concerns of the PSOE leaders in 1976 and 1977. Santesmases
(loc. cit.) identifies four socialist groups at the beginning of the transition: the PSOE
which was loyal to the leadership in exile, the PSP, the Federation of Socialist Parties,
and the PSOE recognized by the Soci<¡llistInternational.



element in the PSOE's strategy of self-affirmation among the socialist
groups and parties taken as a whole, and of competition with the PCE
to achieve overall hegemony on the left. As the central concept of a
proposal for the transition to socialism, and of the PSOE's becoming
the kingpin of the democratic forces of the left, Marxism was not
simply 'taken on board', but proclaimed and broadcast by Felipe
González and his supporters within the Socialist leadership.

With this language on their lips, and with a political praxis of nego­
tiation with the reformist heirs of the Francoist regime, the Socialists
made far-reaching inroads into the new political system. Their first
electoral success, in June 1977 (taking almost 30 per cent of the votes
and obtaining 118 parliamentary representatives), meant that their
status as a marginal force was at an end and placed them right at the
centre of the party system which arose from those elections. In addi­
tion to initiating a tendency to what carne to be known as an imperfect
two-party system,9 the 1977 elections had two basic consequences for
the left as a whole. In the first place, the soci?,l.istgroups or parties
which had been the PSOE's rivals eiiher went out of existence or were

left heavily in debt. Secondly, of the hotchpotch communist world,
only the PCE remained, albeit with results far below those they had
dreamt of and a long way short ofthose obtained by the PSOE.lo

So it was that, after the 1977 elections, the PSOE no longer had
three of the serious reasons that had led it to declare itself Marxist in

1976. With its mass of voters and its 118 MPs, it was no longer on the
margins of the political system; the crushing defeat it had inflicted on
the other socialist parties had made it cease to be simply one among
many; and thanks to its electoral success with respect to the Commu­
nists, the PSOE was no longer the party presumably condemned to
play second fiddle in the leftist orchestra. At the same time, the PSOE
found itself inside the system and in a position of strength. In addition,
it was the only socialíst party and occupied a clearly hegemonic place
vis-a-vis and PCE. In short, the PSOE had totally subverted the
expectations aroused by its appearance in the final years of anti­
Francoist opposition. Not only that, but it had also completely altered
its objective situation in the polítical system.

9 In an interview published by El País, 15 Jan. 1978, Felipe González stated that 'the
voters did not want to maintain so many initials ... and turned in the direction of what
we might consider an imperfect, clarifying, and efficient two-party system'.

10 In the general elections of June 1977, the PSOE obtained 29.21% of the votes,
whilst the PCE obtained only 9.24%, and the parties grouped together in the coalition
Unidad Socialista PSP-FPS qbtained a mere 4.46%. The respective numbers of

274 Santos Juliá
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This modification of the PSOE's real position in the party system
had the effect of changing the perception of the socialist leaders who
were closest to Felipe González, with respect to the party's short-term
objectives and the strategies required to achieve them. In a very brief
period of time, the values of a leftist culture formed in opposition to
Francoism gave way to those of a new political system which was the
fruit of an all-party consensus. A culture which centred on the rejec­
tion of a given power system was replaced by one which fed on the
conviction that it was necessary to consolidate the newly unveiled
system. To express it in the jargon in vogue at the time, the struggle for
the occupation of new spheres of power took over from the fight for the
conquest of new areas of freedom. For the leaders of the PSOE, the
new task was two-fold, on account of the Socialists' own vocation for
using political power as an instrument for effecting social change, and
because of the weakness of the goveming party, whose fragility could,
at any moment, result in a power vacuum.l1 For these two reasons,
once they had conquered liberty (and given the way in which they did
so), the Socialists had to prepare themse1ves for the mastery of power.

However, there was only one way to become the goveming party,
and thar was by having sufficient electoral support. Once democracy
had b€en established, and the freedom-fighting politicalline had been
put aside, the party had to orientate its activities towards making itself
more attractive to the e1ectorate. The point from which it started was
not bad and, indeed, it could be said to be considerably better than
what could have been hoped for up to a very short while earlier. Never­
theless, whilst the party's initial position was not bad, it was not suf­
ficient to enable it to achieve power. It was necessary to consolidate
what it had already and~ at the same time, expand into new areas.
Tactically, the consequences of this were obvious: since there were no
longer any competitors on the left, the only expansion possible had to
be on the right. The adversary was not the PCE, now limited to the
small patch that commanded its fidelity, but Unión de Centro
Democrático (UCD), the Union of the Democratic Centre, which had
obtained 34 per cent of the votes in the 1977 e1ection.

parliamentary representatives were 118, 20, and 6. The results are detailed in J. de
Esteban and L. López Guerra, Los partidos políticos en la España actual (Barcelona, 1982),
74·

11 'The fragility ofthe govemmental coalition', said González in Jan. 1978, 'creates a
permanent situation of govemm~ntal crisis which obliges us to think of a possible power

vacuum in less time than was anticipat~~; (El País, 15 Jan. 1978).
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THE ERROR OF AVOWING MARXISM

Felipe González appears to have been the first person to realize that
the basic definition which he himself gave of the PSOE, to arm it for its
struggle for freedom and for hegemony on the left, was precisely what
had to be destroyed in order to adapt the party to its new goals of
increasing its electoral appeal and achieving power. To define the
party as Marxist, and in the next breath to deny that it was social
democratic or social bureaucratic, might be useful for identifYing the
PSOE as the leading party on the democratic left. That definition,
however, became excessively narrow and placed useless limitations on
the party when the latter's aim was to occupy not only the entire space
of the non-Communist left, but also part of that of a very motley
centre, which lacked adequate structuring, suffered from factional in­
fighting, and was not without reformist and social democratic currents.

González went straight to the heart of Socialist identity as it had
been established duringthe XXVII Congress. In the course of a meet­
ing with journalists, and with the intention of informing the whole
country, including his own party and fellow-Ieaders, he stated that lt
had been a mistake to define the Socialist Party as Marxist.12 He was
thus attempting, in one fell swoop, to destroy the main shibboleth of
the previous phase. All who were socialists in 1976 had been united in
Marxism and no one who had been a socialist during the Franco
re gime could relinquish the direct connection with the Marxist tradi­
tion. Now, however, said the party's secretary-general, the PSOE must
no longer define itself as Marxist. It was not, of course, that there was
no room for Marxists in the PSOE, but, rather, that there must also be
space for many other people from a wide variety of theoretical and
ideological backgro~nds.

The idea of' abandoning this feature of the socialist identity was
clearly related to a significant change in the definition of the party's top
priority tasks. Prior to making so forceful an entry into the political
system, the Socialists always spoke of formal democracy, with the
object of arguing immediately afterwards the need to transcend the
conquest of democracy stage and establish the hegemony of the work­
ing class. The post-I977 novelty consisted in dropping the word
'formal' and in silencing the idea of the implantation of workers'

12 According to Ya, 10 May 1978, González said the previous day in Barcelona, 'It's a
mistake for a socialist party to declare itself Marxist, because this term has be en used
pejoratively by the right' (quoted il1'R. del Aguila and R. Montoro, El discurso político de la
transición (Madrid, 1984), 89). .,'
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hegemony, whilst insisting on the notion of making democracy deeper
and more cohesive. Thenceforward, democracy in capitalist society
would no longer be a stage to be surpassed on the road to the abolition
of capitalism, but a political system to be consolidated and deepened,
with a view to introducing reforms which would gradually change
society.13

The change in priorities was accompanied by a clear shift away from
the strategic line advocated during the first years of the transition from
dictatorship to democracy. Between 1975 and 1977, without sacrific­
ing its identity or its autonomy, the PSOE lost no opportunity to
present itself as the unifying force of the progressive left. After the
1977 elections, appearing to be part of a coalition, or the ally of other
forces, was not only uncomfórtable, but might also prove to be
counterproductive. Freedom had to be achieved in the company of
others; government, by contrast, had to be attained alone. 'At the
present time,' said Felipe González in January 1978, 'any alliance into
which the party might enter would subtract, not add, votes.'14

Felipe González chose what might be ealled the Germari, 'or Nordic,
sO'cialistpath to power. He was fully aware that that choice constituted
a novelty for the so-called southem European socialist model, since it
involved the rejection of a common Jleft-wing programme, along
French lines, and, at the same time, the rejection of participation in a
government composed of centre or centre-right parties, in Italian style.
'Perhaps in Spain we shall see a break-away from the south European
model, with the Socialist Party obtaining power by an absolute
majority.' Such was the prospect opened by the 1977 elections and by
the 'imperfect, clarifying, and efficient two-party system' which carne
out of them. The relativefailure of the PCE made the PSOE unwilling
to adopt a policy of l~ft-wing unity which could only benefit the
former. In this way,the Spanish Socialists repeated the same argument
as that used by the leaders of the British Labour Party in the 1930s,
when it was suggested to them (among others, by the Spanish Social­
ists) that they pursue unity of action with the Communists. At the same
time, the limited success ofUCD, which had proved unable to achieve
an absolute majority and suffered from intrinsic internal weakness,

13 The insistence on the fragility of democracy and the need for its consolidation
became the main features ofSpanish socialist thought from 1981 onwards and, particu­
larly, from the XXIX Congress, he1d in October of that year. Cf. A. GarcÍa Santesmases,
'Evolución ideológica del socialismo en la España actual', Sistema, 68-9 (Nov. 1985),
61-78, which constitutes a synthesis ofmore detailed research, as yet unpublished.

14 El Pais, 15Jan. 1978. . .


