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Stefan Gužvica. Before Tito: The Communist Party of Yugoslavia during 

the Great Purge (1936-1940) (Tallinn: Tallinn University Press, 2020). 

 

The majority of the academic works that deal with the history of Yugo-

slav communism focus almost exclusively on WW2 and the post-WW2 

era. Hence, there is a lack of contributions concerning the Communist 

Party of Yugoslavia (CPY) during the Interwar period, leading to a less 

elaborate understanding of the roots of what came later. 

Stefan Gužvica’s monograph seeks to fill this gap. Originating from 

his master’s thesis, “Before Tito: The Communist Party of Yugoslavia 

during the Great Purge (1936-1940),” succinctly deals with the history of 

the CPY from 1936 to 1940. The book includes six parts: a prologue that 

explains the methodological approach and deals with the prehistory of the 

factional struggles in the CPY from 1919 to 1936, four chronological 

chapters following the history of the party from 1936 to 1940, and a con-

clusion. 

In this ambitious work, the author tries to re-evaluate some critical 

questions: Was Tito’s rise to party’s power inevitable? What were the 

main debates in the internal conflicts? What was the role and the aims of 

the Comintern and the USSR, and how did the purges affect the CPY? 

Investigating the mainly unexplored sources about these issues in the So-

viet archives,1 Gužvica wants to go beyond the existing analyses of these 

questions. 

 
1 The only exceptions are Ubavka Vujošević’s contributions, see Ubavka Vujošević and 

Vera Mujbegović, ‘Die jugoslawischen Kommunisten in den stalinistischen 

“Säuberungen” 1929 bis 1949,’ in Richard Lorenz and Siegfried Bahne (eds.), 

Kommunisten Verfolgen Kommunisten: Stalinistischer Terror und ‘Säuberungen’ in Den 

Kommunistischen Parteien Europas Seit Den 30er Jahren (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 

1993): 157-173, and Ubavka Vujošević, ‘Poslednja autobiografija Milana Gorkića, 

sekretara CK KPJ,’ Istorija 20. veka 1/1997: 107-28.  
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Gužvica seeks to place his study in the broader context of international 

and Soviet communism. It is a matter of fact that the most comprehensive 

works on the topic, such as the books by Ivo Banac and Kosta Nikolić, 

focus on national issues concerning the history of the CPY.2 Gužvica of-

fers a different, more ‘European’ perspective, pointing out his distance 

from the national aspect of factional struggles, although he does not deny 

their importance. He presents the history of the party during the 1930s 

through two major and interconnected phenomena: the Stalinist purges of 

that time and the internal struggles among factions in the party. The au-

thor convincingly shows that aside from local characteristics, the factions 

essentially reflected divisions that were present in communist parties 

throughout Europe. In this sense, he analyses external influences on fac-

tional struggles within the CPY and the impact of the purges on it. 

This perspective proves quite beneficial. Connecting these struggles 

with the Comintern’s resolutions, Gužvica demonstrates that the latter 

was the ‘battlefield’ of the conflicts. The divisions between the ‘left’ and 

the ‘right’ in the 1920s not only isolated the CPY, ruining at the same 

time the party’s reputation in the Comintern, but they were also the prel-

ude for what happened in the late 1930s. It is this struggle between sec-

tarian revolutionaries, who supported the Comintern’s ‘third period,’ and 

moderate popular front advocates that marked the internal discussion and 

not their attitude towards national issues. Besides, the external interven-

tion was also made on this basis, thus confirming a pattern evident in al-

most all communist parties at the time. 

Furthermore, the author wants to go beyond the focus on Josip Broz 

Tito, which has dominated the existing literature.3 Despite Tito’s ultimate 

 
2 Ivo Banac, With Stalin against Tito: Cominformist Splits in Yugoslav Communism 

(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1988), and Kosta Nikolić, Mit o partizanskom 

jugoslovenstvu (Beograd: Zavod za udžbenike, 2015). 
3 Bondarev Nikita, Misterija Tito: moskovske godine (Beograd: Čigoja, 2013), Geoff 

Swain, Tito: A Biography (London: I.B. Tauris, 2011); Ivo Goldstein and Slavko 

Goldstein, Tito (Zagreb: Profil, 2015); Jože Pirjevec, Tito i drugovi, vol. 1 (Belgrade: 

Laguna, 2013). 
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prevalence, Gužvica presents him as only one of the actors, whose suc-

cess was neither guaranteed nor inevitable. Challenging this ‘teleology of 

Tito’ (p. 15) allows him to focus on aspects not thoroughly examined 

while reassessing Tito’s candidacy and the reasons for his final success. 

In this way, the book offers a comprehensive and unique analysis of 

the fall of Milan Gorkić, the General Secretary of the CPY before Tito. 

Gužvica provides a deep and unique insight into the events that paved the 

road to Tito’s success, from the April Plenum of the CPY in 1936, in 

which the ‘left,’ led by Vladimir Ćopić and inspired by more radical prin-

ciples, tried to carry out an intra-party coup and replace Gorkić, to the 

latter’s shooting in late 1937, as part of the Great Purge. Comintern’s in-

volvement and support to Gorkić in 1936 against the ‘left,’ was crucial in 

the political career of Josip Broz, who as part of the new leadership and 

an ally to Gorkić attended important meetings in Moscow. There, he had 

the opportunity to understand better the expectations of the Comintern, 

something that in the long run proved extremely important. 

When it comes to the period of the purges, Gužvica’s approach leads 

to the presentation of a broad reassessment, rather than focusing only on 

Tito, who was just one option at the time. As Gorkić’s killing led to the 

renewal of factional struggles within the party, the book presents the four 

groups that fought for the party’s leadership. Describing in detail the 

composition and main political positions of each of the groups, as well as 

their struggles during 1938 and 1939, Guzvica reveals the reasons for Ti-

to’s victory, which came only after great uncertainties, while it becomes 

evident that national issues were a minor subject. This narration reveals 

previously unknown stories like the rise and the fall of Ivan Gržetić, as 

Moscow’s person of trust, or that of Kamilo Horvatin, whose agenda was 

similar to Tito’s. 

Gužvica’s research led to another significant result. With his panoramic 

approach and research in the Soviet archives, he provides a re-evaluation of 

the Comintern’s and Moscow’s policy towards the CPY and the factional 

struggles within it. He explains the intervention of foreign communists and 
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their relations with each group within the CPY, broadening (and perhaps 

globalizing) our perspective concerning the intra-party conflict. 

Against the existing historiographical perception that the Comintern 

may have wanted to manage, or even dissolve, the CPY,4 he demonstrates 

that from the beginning of 1938, such was certainly not its intention. Even 

though the interference reached excessive levels, Gužvica convincingly 

argues that the Soviets did not want to control the Yugoslav party com-

pletely, but their expectations were for the CPY to prove itself capable of 

independent action, following Moscow’s directives of course.  

Through his analysis, and without drawing straight lines from the 1948 

Tito-Stalin split (like much of the literature does when it comes to pre-

1948 events that involve both men), Gužvica moves a step forward. He 

shows that exactly these expectations were a crucial factor in Tito’s rise 

to power, as he seemed to fulfil them more than any of the other contend-

ers. Leading the ‘temporary leadership,’ Josip Broz promoted a coherent 

political program and strong activity within Yugoslavia. He distanced 

himself from Gorkić’s companions, while the re-examination of the ‘peo-

ple’s front’ policy within the Comintern, after the Molotov-Ribbentrop 

Pact, was in line with his more sceptical approach about cooperation with 

non-communists. Eventually, at the end of 1939, he succeeded in gaining 

Moscow’s support and became the formal leader of the CPY. 

Overall, Stefan Gužvica’s book is quite significant for the history of 

European interwar communism and the history of the Yugoslav labour 

movement in the longue durée. He successfully employs a different per-

spective, diverging from the national issues and Tito as the main actor. 

Thus, he provides a reassessment that both counters the existing under-

standing and fills a historiographical gap. Despite the complexity of the 

history and his thorough examination of the Soviet archives, his style of 

writing produces a fascinating narrative that allows the reader to follow it 

effortlessly. 

 
4 Petar Požar, Jugosloveni žrtve staljinskih čistki (Belgrade: Nova knjiga, 1989). 
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Gužvica’s analysis may lack sufficient integration with the political 

situation in Yugoslavia and use of the Yugoslav literature. However, as 

he adopts the Comintern’s point of view, it becomes clear that these are 

secondary issues, which do not determine Moscow’s decisions; the debate 

over the popular fronts is far more important than the Croatian question. 

However, this ostensible shortcoming reveals the potential for research 

that should follow this monograph, as this work challenges our certainties 

about Yugoslav communism and calls for a general reassessment of its 

history. Doing so is Gužvica’s greatest accomplishment. 
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