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What did it mean to be Croatian in the 1990s? As the Republic of Croatia enters
its second decade as an independent state, with a new president and a new
government for the first time, this book asks whether sentiments of Croatian
national identity have changed and, if so, how and why. General theories of
nations and nationalism are unhelpful when it comes to addressing particular
cases, principally because very few cases adhere to the accounts they offer. I do
not intend to rehearse these arguments here or to explore the relative merits of
different theories with regards to Croatia. Instead, I propose a multi-layered
approach to studying contemporary Croatian national identity. Adopting Paul
James’ theory of ‘abstract communities’, I argue that national identity is con-
stituted by the interaction of three levels of social abstraction. The first level is
an abstract level of ‘big stories’ that distinguish the nation from other nations.
In and of themselves, such stories have little meaning in contemporary contexts.
Therefore the second level looks at the political and intellectual elites who
attempt to make sense of these ‘big stories’ in order to legitimise particular
political programmes in the contemporary context. However, national identity
derives its power from being embedded in individual subjectivity. Thus the
narratives of national identity articulated by political and intellectual elites are
manifested and constantly reinterpreted in social practice. None of the three
levels can be prioritized because they are mutually constitutive. That is, social
practices within nations make no sense outside the narratives of the first and
second levels. The first, most abstract, level is politically meaningless without
contemporary interpretation. The power of national identity derives from its
existence at the nexus of all three levels. It is constituted by the first,
contextualised and mobilised by the second, and embedded by the third. This is
a constant process of contestation, without an end point, in which social
practices in the everyday inform revisions at the levels of abstraction above.

With regards to Croatia, I argue that at the most abstract level Croatian
national identity is constituted by the narrative of historical statehood (see
Chapter 3). During the 1990s competing political parties and intellectuals (the
second level) mobilised and reinterpreted narratives of historical statehood (the
first level) in order legitimise their political programmes. The ruling party (the
HDZ, Hrvatska Demokratska Zajednica – Croatian Democratic Union) made
use of the bureaucratic power of the state to enforce its particular under-
standing of Croatian national identity. Although such ideas enjoyed salience
during the wars of 1991–95 there were always sites of resistance to this
dominant account of national identity. As the 1990s passed, disjunctures

MUP_Bellamy_01_Intro 9/3/03, 9:181

Alex J. Bellamy - 9781526137739
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:10:00AM

via free access



T   C  2

developed between what the government said being Croatian meant and many
people’s experiences of actually being Croatian. This prompted the construc-
tion of sites of resistence where alternative conceptions of national identity were
articulated and practised. By the end of the 1990s, there were so many
disjuntures and contradictions that the HDZ’s perspective became untenable,
even though it was backed by the bureaucratic power of the state. This
provoked something of a paradigm shift in the 1999–2000 elections in which
new, more Western and European, conceptions of Croatian national identity
came to the fore.

My approach to understanding the formation of Croatian national identity
in the 1990s is therefore broken into three parts. At the first and most abstract
level are the ‘big stories’ of national identity that permeate the longue durée.
These are the narratives and events that distinguish the Croatian nation from all
other nations, ethnic groups and other types of social formation. I argue that in
the case of Croatia these ‘big stories’ derived from the Croatian historical
narrative and in particular from the claim to historic statehood. This is the
claim that Croatia was formed as a nation by centuries of continuous statehood.
Such a claim was made frequently in the past as well as in contemporary
Croatia. These claims are explored in Chapter 3, which outlines the historical
statehood narrative. Chapter 3 does not attempt to provide a ‘history’ of Croatia,
its national identity,1 or a discussion of its national historiography.2 Instead, it
attempts only to identify a narrative of Croatian historical statehood and briefly
to demonstrate how it influenced earlier conceptions of Croatian national
identity. The primary purpose of Chapter 3, therefore, is to identify abstract
conceptions of national identity that were interpreted and articulated by actors
in the 1990s to legitimise their political programmes.

The second level draws on Radcliffe and Westwood’s investigation of the
‘internalisation’ of national narratives, which is discussed in Chapter 2. It
contends that in order to become salient in the present, the abstract claims and
ideas that constitute the first level have to be made intelligible and relevant to
the community that comprises the nation. National identities are not simply
sets of abstract ideas but are also embedded in the material day-to-day lived
experience of people. Thus the second level of analysis focuses on the explana-
tions of national identity that were articulated by politicians, intellectuals and
others in the 1990s. These explanations attempted either to mobilise the
community around a particular political programme (be it a nationalist pro-
gramme or not) or, as in the case of the dissident intellectuals attempted to
challenge those programmes or deconstruct the ‘big stories’ of national identity.
To that end, Chapter 4 focuses on competing ideas of national identity
articulated in 1990s Croatia by the government and its supporters, opposition
parties and dissident intellectuals.

The third level of analysis considers the ways that the ideas articulated in
the first two levels were manifested and reinterpreted in social activity. Focusing
on six case studies, the study at this level identifies contests about the meaning
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of national identity. It looks at how conceptions of national identity shape
social practices and emphasises the complex, overlapping and contradictory
nature of national identity. It shows how the ideas discussed in the first two
levels are often rejected when subjects perceive a disjuncture between ideas and
lived experience. This level focuses on attempts to enforce a narrow under-
standing of Croatian national identity and the many sites of opposition that it
produced. Chapters 5 and 6 therefore consider six areas of social practice in
order to provide a series of snapshots showing the way that competing concep-
tions of national identity were embedded in areas as diverse as regionalism,
religion and sport.

In Croatia’s first democratic elections, on 22 April 1990, the Communist
Party was defeated by the nationally oriented HDZ. Although the HDZ did not
campaign for independence, its main slogan ‘it is for us to decide’ left few in
much doubt about its orientation. Once it assumed power in Yugoslav Croatia,
the new government – while being overtly Croat-centric – did much to appease
the central authorities in Belgrade. The Croatian territorial defence forces that
had been created by Tito were partially disarmed at the bequest of the JNA
(Jugoslavenski Narodna Armija – Yugoslav People’s Army) and along with
Slovenia the new government proposed a revised constitution that envisaged a
confederal Yugoslavia. The President of the Republic of Serbia, Slobodan
Milo°eviç, rejected these plans. On 18 May 1991 Croatia held a referendum for
independence and the result was an overwhelming endorsement of secession,
though the country’s 600,000 Serbs boycotted the vote. Almost simultaneously,
on 25 June 1991, Slovenia and Croatia announced their disassociation from the
Socialist Federative Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY). However, both states had to
wait another six months for recognition by the European Community. Finally,
on 15 January 1992 they were recognised along with the Republic of Bosnia and
Hercegovina and the Republic of Macedonia.3 By this time, one third of the
territory of the Republic of Croatia had been captured by a combination of
rebel Croatian Serbs fearful of the nationalist overtones of the HDZ and the
JNA. The Croatian cities of Osijek, Vukovar and Borovo Selo had been flattened
and the historic cities of Zadar and Dubrovnik severely damaged.4

The war in Croatia abated somewhat in 1992 with the deployment of the
United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR) and the creation of a neutral
zone between Croatia and rebel Serb territories (United Nations Protected
Areas – UNPAS). The problems remained unresolved while world attention
turned to the horrors of the war in Bosnia and Hercegovina. Although the
agreement that allowed UNPROFOR to create the UNPAS in Croatia demanded
that the rebel Serbs disarm and that weaponry and men belonging to the JNA be
withdrawn to Serbia, neither happened. By 1995 the Croatian Army had signi-
ficantly improved its strength and capability and launched a series of offensives
to regain territories held by rebel Serbs. The largest of these offensives,
Operation Storm (Oluja), began on 4 August 1995 and finished a few days later
with the Croats having taken virtually all the territory previously occupied by

MUP_Bellamy_01_Intro 9/3/03, 9:183

Alex J. Bellamy - 9781526137739
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:10:00AM

via free access



T   C  4

rebel Serbs. A piece of territory along the Croatian-Serbian border remained in
Serbian hands, but Milo°eviç agreed to return this territory (Eastern Slavonia)
at the Dayton peace conference in November 1995. The United Nations
Transitional Authority in Eastern Slavonia (UNTAES) successfully managed
this transition in 1997.5

Having twice won re-election, President Franjo Tuœman died on 10
December 1999. Less than a month later, his party (HDZ) was resoundingly
defeated by an opposition coalition in parliamentary elections. A few weeks
later, Stipe Mesiç won the presidential elections. Mesiç had been the last titular
President of the SFRY and as a senior HDZ member had abandoned Tuœman’s
party in 1993 in protest against the Croatian government’s support for the
Bosnian Croat para-state of ‘Herceg-Bosna’ and the subsequent war between
the Bosnian Croats and the Bosnian government. After a decade of attempting
to answer the question of what it meant to be a Croat, the HDZ’s control of the
Croatian state unravelled in a matter of weeks.

To understand the formation of Croatian national identity in the 1990s we
need to locate the discussion within wider concerns about the nature and
origins of nationalism and national identity. This issue is addressed in Chapter
1 where I expose a number of problems with traditional approaches to the
subject that have been shaped by the so-called ‘great divide’. ‘Nationalism
studies’ have been dominated by the ‘Warwick debate’ between Ernest Gellner
and Anthony Smith, which was held at Warwick University on 24 October
1995. This debate formalised the ‘great divide’ between primordialists and
modernists. On the one hand there are so-called primordialists (or ‘ethno-
symbolists’ to use Smith’s self-description) such as Anthony Smith who contend
that nations can trace a lineage into antiquity. Different writers award different
qualities to these histories. Smith, for example, suggests that the lineage need
only be subjective, while others such as Clifford Geertz insist that it is physical
and genealogical. The other side of the ‘great divide’ is populated by writers
such as Ernest Gellner who insist that the nation was an entirely novel and
revolutionary form of political community, one that claims an ancient heritage
but which is actually a wholly modern construction. These approaches have
received labels such as modernism, constructionism and instrumentalism and
are as divergent as the labels suggest.

Aware of the problems with both positions in the aftermath of the Warwick
debate, Anthony Smith and John Breuilly attempted to merge these paradigms
into a synthesis. However, this ‘re-imagining’ of the nation ultimately failed
because both sides continued to cling on to their own axioms and truisms and
thereby continued to talk past each other. This led writers such as Partha
Chatterjee, Michael Billig and Paul James to bring new concerns to the field and
point the debate in new directions: Chatterjee exposed the conceptual collusion
between primordialism and modernism; Billig exposed the nation in everyday
social activities and James insisted that the nation has to be understood as being
located on several layers of social abstraction. This new thinking is incorporated
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here by developing Paul James’ notion of ‘abstract communities’ and adapting
three research questions outlined by Katherine Verdery. They are:

• How do people become national? (Adapted to be, how do people become
Croats?)

• How is the nation symbolised? (Adapted to be, how is Croatian national
identity expressed in contemporary symbolism and rhetoric?)

• How can we understand the intersection of the nation with other social
operators? (Adapted to be, how are competing ideas about Croatian
national identity manifested in different areas of social activity?)

The study of Croatian national identity begins by posing the question ‘how
do people become Croats?’ and considering the Croatian historical narrative.
Most contemporary Croatian politicians and intellectuals agree that Croatian
national identity was shaped by the history of the Croats and in particular the
tradition of statehood that Croatia ostensibly enjoyed, albeit in many guises.
Although most commentators do not go as far as Franjo Tuœman and suggest
that Croats shared a ‘centuries-old dream’ to have their own national state,
there is widespread agreement that people became Croats primarily through a
shared history and occupancy of a common state.

The book goes on to address the question of how Croatian national identity
was represented and reinterpreted by symbols and rhetoric in the 1990s. It
focuses on the ways in which politicians, intellectuals and others attempted to
render abstract ideas of Croatian national identity more intelligible in order to
win legitimacy for their political programmes. It begins by considering the
dominant approach, which was the explanation of the meaning of Croatian
national identity articulated by Franjo Tuœman and the HDZ. The concept of
‘Franjoism’ is introduced to explain the way in which abstract historical inter-
pretation and public policy were married in an attempt to produce ‘good
Croats’ in the mould of the President himself. However, Franjoism failed to
monopolise the national imagination and there were alternative visions of what
it meant to be Croatian. Other political parties understood national identity
differently, as did dissident Croatian intellectuals such as Ivo Banac and
Slavenka Drakuliç. Throughout the 1990s, different interpretations of the
Croatian historical narrative were articulated in order to mobilise ‘the nation’
behind one or other political programme or to challenge that mobilisation.

To address my third level of analysis, six case studies are then offered to
consider how the process of internalisation brought national identity into
contact with other social operators and forms of identity. Each study is of an
area of social practice in Croatia. Each is primarily interested in the way that
different ideas of national identity competed to be internalised in social practice
and how they were challenged and reinterpreted during that process. The six
case studies – of the national economy, football, the region of Istria, education,
the Roman Catholic Church and the Croatian language – reveal the ways in
which national identity has a material day-to-day quality as well as an abstract
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content. National identity becomes embedded in the lived experiences of
national subjects. Although ideas about the nation can be seen in each of these
areas, the meaning of what it was to be Croatian was constantly reinterpreted.
Thus Chapters 5 and 6 identify many accounts of national identity that are laced
with inconsistencies and discrepancies.

By considering national identity at different levels of abstraction it is
possible to see processes of perpetual contest and (re)interpretation at work. It
is also possible to identify ways in which ideas about identity have a practical
and material resonance. Franjo Tuœman and the HDZ attempted, and failed, to
resolve the meaning of Croatian national identity. Evidence for this is provided
by the numerous alternative accounts that permeate this study and the crushing
defeat of the HDZ in the 2000 parliamentary and presidential elections.

Notes

1 For a study of the socio-economic aspects of nation-building in Croatia see M. Gross,
Poïeci moderne Hrvatske. Neoapsolutizam u civilnoj Hrvatskoj i Slavoniji 1850–1860
(Zagreb: Globus, 1985).

2 Croatian national historiography has been characterised by swings between radical and
conservative polemics. See M. Gross, Suvremena Historiografija: Korijeni, Postignuaïa,
Traganja (Zagreb: Novi Liber, 1993).

3 Because the Greek government opposed the appropriation of the name Macedonia,
which they claim is Greek, Macedonia was recognised as the ‘Former Yugoslav Republic
of Macedonia’ or FYROM. Turkey recognises Macedonia by its constitutional name.

4 For an overview of these events see C. Cviiç, An Awful Warning: The War in Ex-
Yugoslavia (London: Centre for Policy Studies No. 139, 1994).

5 See J. Gow, Triumph of the Lack of Will: International Diplomacy and the Yugoslav War
(London: C. Hurst and Co., 1997), p. 283.
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