
5
The nation in social practice I
Economy, football and Istria

The following two chapters assess the way that the disputes about the meaning
of Croatian national identity in the 1990s (discussed in the previous chapter)
were manifested in a variety of social practices. This third level of abstraction is
concerned with how competing conceptions of national identity (Chapter 4)
that make use of abstract frames (Chapter 3) are manifested and embedded in
social practice and in identifying sites of resistance to the national ‘common
sense’. The six brief studies contained here reveal the nation to be a terrain of
political competition in which the state is but one, albeit powerful and well
resourced, protagonist. Such disputes take place not only among political and
intellectual elites but also within a diverse range of social practices. The focus
here then is on how interpretations of the historical statehood narrative are
manifested in the identities that inform social practices. These chapters ask how
competing ideas about Croatian national identity are manifested in different
areas of social activity by considering the resonance and reinterpretation of
abstract ideas in six areas of social activity.

In each of these areas the ‘nationalising state’ attempted to enforce the
Franjoist conception of national identity articulated in the previous chapter.
However, there were also radical reformulations of nation identity manifested
in social practice. Although the government was successful in enforcing its own
account of national identity in some areas, such as the education system,
alternative accounts flourished in others, such as sections of the economy and
the senior hierarchy of the Catholic Church. The contest can be understood as a
series of attempts by the ruling elite to embed Franjoism in the everyday
activities of Croats and practical resistance to such attempts. Sometimes this
resistance drew on the ideas discussed in the previous chapter, sometimes they
reinterpreted Franjoism, and sometimes they drew upon other influences.
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The national economy

Most Croatian papers on the economy in the 1990s begin with a caveat: all the
problems that the economy faced were exacerbated by the 1991–95 war. This
caveat was important to the government because one of the central claims made
by Croatian dissidents during the Yugoslav period was that Croatia’s natural
economic strength was stifled by so-called ‘Yugo-communism’. Marko Veselica,
imprisoned after the 1971 purges, argued that the Croatian economy was held
back by Yugoslavia because ‘political instead of economic priorities determine
the allocation of development capital’, a wasteful exercise since ‘[e]ven though
Montenegro has invested twice as much into the means of production per
worker as compared to Croatia, its accumulation per worker is less than one
third that in Croatia’.1 He argued that the Yugoslav economic system had a
particularly negative effect on Croatia because of Croatia’s Western-oriented
economy.2 Other problems included the bureaucratic manner in which
infrastructure projects were decided upon. A more oft-repeated argument was
that Yugoslavia ‘stole’ the foreign currency income earned by Croatian tourism
and Croatian gasterbeiter (guest workers) in Germany.3

Because economic claims played a significant role in legitimising Croatian
independence, an external reason had to be found to explain why Croatia did
not become a ‘Balkan tiger’ after independence. This is why virtually every
official Croatian tract on the economy in the 1990s began with a list of war
damages, apportioning blame for the failure of the economy upon external
enemies. This is not to say that the economy was not badly damaged by the
1991–95 war. It is estimated that direct war damages in Croatia amounted to
$43 billion, that industrial output decreased by around 39 per cent, and that
provision for more than a million refugees cost an additional $1.3 billion or
around one-fifth of the gross domestic product (GDP) in 1992. As a result of
war damage on industry, the GDP in 1992 was less than half the 1989 GDP.4 The
economic situation was made worse by the decision of the Croatian National
Bank (Hrvatska Narodna Bank – HNB) to finance the 1991 war by printing
Yugoslav banknotes, which inadvertently helped to fund the Serbian war effort
through the cross-border transfer of notes, which was still possible prior to the
1991 ceasefire.5 In 1992 inflation reached 765.5 per cent and in 1993 it rose to
1,617.5 per cent, before the implementation of the stabilisation policy.6

The revival of the national economy was a key aspect of the government’s
policy and fulfilled an important role in legitimising the government’s con-
ception of national identity. According to Dragomir Vojniç, a Zagreb economist,
‘the fundamental objectives of the economy and policy of transition consists in
re-establishing the ties with some essential historical and civilisational trends
that were broken by socialism’.7 Such trends, Vojniç argued, included plurality
of ownership and political pluralisation. Furthermore, ‘transition will encom-
pass all spheres of the human lives and human relations, including the most
subtle areas in the realm of the ideology, religious and other segments of the
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social conscience’.8 Similarly, the Ministry of Development and Reconstruction
argued that economic reform would lead to the ‘revitalisation of the Croatian
cultural and humanistic values, especially humane and educational values’.9

The transition to a market economy was therefore perceived as part of a wider
social transition and a return to the ‘roots’ of traditional Croatian commercial
practices, which bore greater resemblance to those of Western Europe than
those of Balkan communism. Failures within the economy were explained away
as the handiwork of Croatia’s enemies. As Marko ‡kreb, Governor of the HNB
warned, ‘one should never forget the vested interests in the economy
[communists and Serbs] and their resistance to change’.10

The first major attempt to redirect the new national economy was the
stabilisation programme in 1993.11 It attempted to curb inflation by abandoning
the former currency and introducing the Croatian Kuna currency. This was
accompanied by an austerity programme that limited government spending
and directed it almost totally towards funding the war. This meant that other
areas of the public sector, such as education and infrastructure, were starved of
cash for long periods and public sector workers went without pay for long
durations. In monetary terms, the stabilisation programme was a success.
Inflation was lowered to 0.6 per cent and remained low for the rest of the
decade, providing a source of national pride. Economists often pointed to the
favourable comparison of Croatian inflation with that of other transition
economies.12 This linking of neo-liberal and nationalist objectives (low inflation
is a neo-liberal aim and demonstrates that Croatia is different from other
Balkan states) won the approval of foreign economists.13

Two cases were frequently cited as instances of economic success and
justification for the stabilisation programme: the success of the Ericsson Nikola
Tesla telecommunications company and the partially privatised Croatian Post
and Telecommunications Corporation (HPT). Not only did Ericsson Nikola
Tesla achieve large profits (despite laying off many workers), it also helped to
create and develop the Zagreb stock exchange. At the end of the 1990s, a decline
in its fortunes was ascribed solely to the Russian economic crisis.14 HPT was
split into its postal and communication functions for full privatisation, but
remained the only profitable state business. In 1998 it achieved profits of $79.4
million, a unique achievement among state industries throughout the former
communist world. According to the government, HPT owed its success to a
massive investment programme (the government estimated that 80 per cent of
HPT’s equipment was new), economic stability, and a Western-oriented busi-
ness ethos. However, other factors in the success may have included its virtual
monopoly position, its access to investment funds appropriated from its
banking activities, and large reserves accumulated during the Yugoslav era.15

The single most important aspect of the stabilisation programme was the
introduction of the Kuna currency. Many nationalist-minded Croatian historians
and economists argued that ‘Croatia’s currency has an old and distinguished
history’.16 They pointed out that the Kuna had been a symbol of the Croatian
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people since its first known usage in 1256. Contrary to those who argued that
the currency had a fascist heritage, they argued that during the Second World
War the Kuna was the currency of both the Usta°a and the Croatia Partisans,
who issued bonds in a denomination called Dinar-Kuna. This dual role made
the Kuna an important symbol of Tuœman’s national unification campaign.
The Kuna was used to portray many things about contemporary Croatia. The
currency became a symbol of stability and continuity.17 This stability was
attributed to the international credibility it gained from the fact that each Kuna
was backed by equivalent HNB holdings of foreign currency.18 According to the
Governor of the HNB, ‘the introduction of the Kuna was a political event that
led to economic stability’ and ‘added credibility to reform and national pride’.19

This national pride was heightened by the fact that the HNB produced Kuna
coins rather than just paper currency, symbolising the stability of the economy
and the finality of the transition from the inflationary Yugoslav economy.

However, these currency reforms were closely linked to flawed banking
reforms through which Croatia tried to establish a Central European banking
system but instead established a network of unprofitable and corrupt banks
with close links to the HDZ. Prior to the transition, Croatia had two main state
banks: Privredna Banka, which was linked closely to the League of Communists
and JNA, and Zagrebaïka Banka.20 Banks in socialist Yugoslavia had a peculiar
and distinctive role. Generally funded by local political elites and enterprises,
the bank’s primary role was to support the local economy. The bank’s founder,
who was often also the head of a local enterprise and the local party, distributed
profits and loans.21 As such, when banks were privatised at the beginning of the
1990s, the main shareholders were the enterprises that were also the main
customers. Therefore, as Kraft and George argued, ‘banks have been privatised
to the extent that their shareholders have been privatized’.22 After the liberal-
isation of banking there was an explosion in the number of banks so that by the
end of the 1990s there were around forty. Although the majority of these banks
were privately owned, the five banks that remained in state ownership con-
trolled around three-quarters of the total market share.

The main problem with the banking system was that there were too many
banks that lacked a solid financial base. This meant that they frequently
collapsed. Many Croats lost their savings because there was only a weak system
of checks and safety nets.23 Critics argued that Croatian banks were responsible
for a ‘grand theft’ and for maintaining a communist-style economy in which
some people became very rich while the majority remained impoverished. One
famous case was that of the collapse of Dubrovaïka Banka. As with most banks
in Croatia, this bank was run by people close to the HDZ who handed out
millions of Kuna in so-called ‘sweetheart loans’. These loans were often unsup-
ported loans awarded to HDZ colleagues to allow them to buy businesses
through the privatisation programme. As Ivo Biïaniç explains, ‘[Sweetheart
loans] are part of a completely untransparent system by which top managers
receive large loans from banks (whose managers are their established business
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partners and often friends). Sometimes the banks accept as collateral the shares
themselves, overvalued real estate, or frozen ‘foreign currency savings’.24

As more often than not the borrowers were unable to repay the loans,
Dubrovaïka Banka was unable to meet its savers demands and had to be bailed
out by the HNB.25 The general distrust of the banking system that this produced
was exacerbated by the national bank’s failure to regulate such corrupt practices.
As Bruno Schonfelder pointed out, ‘any attempts to enforce some standards of
sound banking would be bound to run up against the powerful interests repre-
sented by the major publicly owned banks, some of which clearly engage in shady
business’.26 Veïernji List reported that in response to claims of corruption in
Croatian banks, the Finance Minister Borislav ‡kegro launched an investigation
into four banks that resulted in criminal charges being brought against 109
people.27 It is not surprising therefore that many Croats did not consider the
economic system to be the source of national pride intimated by Marko ‡kreb.

A core element of the economic transition, and a key part of the stabilisa-
tion programme, was the privatisation process. The Croatian privatisation law,
which was passed in July 1992, built on reforms embarked upon two years
earlier by the then Yugoslav President, Ante Markoviç. By doing this, the
Croatian government gained the advantages of a progressive programme and
culture of reform but also adopted the peculiarities of the Yugoslav privatisa-
tion initiative that strengthened the iniquities inherent within it.28 In particular,
the Yugoslav legacy gave the government the opportunity to build an extensive
state-owned sector and passed on an ‘imperfect’ privatisation concept that
retained a substantial degree of so-called ‘social ownership’.29 The legacy of
social ownership, coupled with the widespread phenomenon of ‘sweetheart
loans’ mentioned above, meant that many companies were privatised without
any investment capital and were sold to individuals who had no intention (or
means) of providing such capital.30 Nevertheless, the government often pro-
claimed the success of privatisation, claiming that with each successful
privatisation ‘Croatia comes closer to Europe’.31

Another important aspect of the privatisation programme was the return
of, or compensation for, property confiscated by the communist authorities
after 15 May 1945. The compensation was theoretically available to all those
who were citizens of Croatia in August 1996. It was aimed at providing redress
for Croats who had left Croatia in 1945 (many with Usta°a connections) but
was extended to include Jews (but not Serbs) who had property confiscated by
the NDH during the Second World War.32 Although the state could not afford
to compensate every Croatian citizen who had property confiscated by the
communists, this legislation demonstrated that privatisation was viewed both
as a way of breaking down communist structures in Croatian society and as a
way of emphasising that communism had always been an alien concept for the
Croatian people. Importantly, it also aimed to reinforce the unification process
by insisting that all Croats had suffered through the confiscation of property at
one time or other.
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Far from uniting the nation in a great march to a privatised economy,
however, the government’s handling of the process alienated large sections of
society. According to the Liberal Party (LS) leader and former Yugoslav
dissident, Vlado Gotovac, the privatisation programme was a ‘grand theft from
the Croatian people’, because socially owned industries were sold cheaply to
friends of the government through the extensive use of ‘sweetheart loans’.33 As
early as 1992, the HSLS tabled a thirteen-point reform plan for privatization,
and a few months later the HSS also tabled a motion in the Sabor condemning
corruption.34 The SDP, meanwhile, insisted that upon election to government
its first priority would be to root out all the corrupt ‘cronies of the HDZ, who
have become rich while the rest of Croatia suffers’.35 In February 1993 the
generally government-friendly (and most widely read) daily newspaper,
Veïernji List, published an opinion poll on privatisation. Contrary to seeing
privatisation as a source of national pride, 43.6 per cent of respondents declared
that they were dissatisfied with the programme compared with 18.9 per cent
who declared satisfaction. Additionally, 57.3 per cent of respondents supported
demands for a parliamentary debate on the issue (only 9.8 per cent did not).

The HDZ secured a large part of the ‘private’ economy for its members
through privatisation. It was able to put itself in positions of economic power in
regions (such as Istria) where it lacked local political power. Moreover, because
of the problem of a general lack of solvency throughout the economy, ‘a good
portion of the economy [was] still owned by the government’.36 Thus, the state
retained control of the strategically vital Tisak newspaper kiosk group and the
Skolska Knij¥ara (school book) shops.

Despite the obvious flaws with its handling of the privatisation programme,
the government was keen to extol its virtues and make grandiose claims for it.
This included emphasising that transition meant a return to traditional
Croatian economic values embedded in the historic statehood narrative and
distanced Croatia from economic practices in the communist Balkans. To
support this claim, much was made of cases where the policy of national unity
produced economic dividends. One of the most often used cases was that of the
Karlovaïko Pivovara (Karlovac brewery), which was revived thanks to a large
injection of cash from Jaime Guerrero Devlahovich. Devlahovich, a Croatian
émigré from Chile, returned to Croatia to invest DM15.3 million in the brewery,
which expanded its operations as a result.37

The Croatian Investment Promotion Agency (CIPA) was formed explicitly
to promote the image of the economy as a dynamic ‘Western’ one. CIPA had
responsibility for attracting foreign investment by promoting Croatia’s econo-
mic virtues both abroad and domestically. To accomplish its task, the agency
deployed two tactics. First, it attempted to show that the Croatian economy was
similar to Western liberal economies and in particular the economies of Central
Europe (Austria and Hungary). It insisted that because of its ‘basis of low
inflation and conservative fiscal policy, the structure of the Croatian economy is
similar to that of other developed economies’.38 Furthermore, CIPA pointed out
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that for investment purposes Croatia was internationally classified in the same
group as Greece, Hungary and Poland.39 CIPA emphasised the fact that by the
end of the 1990s over half of Croatia’s foreign trade was carried out with
members of the European Union (mainly Austria, Germany, and Italy), and
that a further 20 per cent of trade was conducted with the members of the
Central European Free Trade Area (CEFTA).40

The second strategy was to stress the extent to which Croatian culture and
history created a natural Western tendency within the economy. CIPA listed
seven reasons why foreign investors should invest in Croatia, each of which was
designed to emphasise the Western (and decidedly un-Balkan) orientation of
the economy. These were: a stable and democratic political environment, a
stable economy with low inflation, a favourable legal framework for foreign
investors, a fast growing market, a skilled and well-educated workforce, a favour-
able geopolitical position, and a friendly environment for foreign investment.41

The Chamber of Economy added several other factors, including a Croatian
tradition of entrepreneurship, another tradition in conducting international
business, and a historical legacy of innovation.42 With all these facets and
traditions, the Croatian economy was thought to be successfully disengaging
itself from the alien economics of self-management socialism, re-engaging with
its ‘natural’ partners in Central and Western Europe and re-establishing Croatia’s
‘natural’ patterns of economic activity that were suppressed during the Yugoslav
period. Because of this, the President of the Croatian Chamber of Economy,
Nenad Vido°eviç, declared that ‘Croatia can say that it has met the precon-
ditions for economic prosperity’,43 while the Governor of the HNB observed
that ‘Croatia has been a remarkable success story among transition countries’.44

The idea that Croatia’s commercial tradition lay in trade with Central and
Western Europe drew upon the historic statehood narrative that emphasised
that Croatia’s historic links were with Austria and Hungary, not Serbia.

However, this view of the success of the national economy was not one that
was widely shared outside governmental and economic elites. Low wages, high
prices, high unemployment and a reduction in the standard of living from that
enjoyed in 1980s Yugoslavia led many people to question whether independent
statehood, coupled as it was with a presumed increase in the quality of life, had
actually made life better. As we saw earlier, the agencies of economic govern-
ance in Croatia insisted that any economic problems the country confronted in
the 1990s were caused by ‘vested interests’ (communists) and the Serbian attack
on Croatia. However, as official unemployment approached 20 per cent, GDP
stagnated and the economy actually shrank after the war, such arguments had
little resonance with large sections of the population.

The most pressing problem was that while wages remained at 1980s levels,
with an average gross wage in 1998 standing at 3,555 Kuna per month (around
$450) and GDP per capita at $4,227,45 prices increased sharply. This dramatically
reduced the standard of living. A prices index published by the Central Bureau
of Statistics demonstrates the dramatic nature of this change. Remembering that
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average wages were very similar in 1997 to what they were in the 1980s, the cost of
living index (taking 1993 as the base of 100) had reached 234 by 1997. Thus even
in the four years after the implementation of the stabilisation programme prices
more than doubled, while wages remained static and unemployment increased.46

The change in currency meant that this increase was hidden from the inflation
figures, which had become meaningless by 1993. Also, this came after the main
fighting in the Serb-Croat war, and two of the four years covered by this index
were after the Dayton Agreement had put an end to the war in Bosnia as well.
™eljko Rohatinski speculated that this disjuncture between prices and wages
explains why inflation in post-stabilisation programme Croatia remained so low.
High prices and low wages meant that demand for products did not grow and
this lack of economic activity prevented further inflation.47 This is a somewhat
different explanation from those offered by the HNB and CIPA discussed earlier.

This disjuncture produced two economic practices that undermined the
official characterisation of the national economy. One the one hand, long standing
bills for services were paid only infrequently. It was estimated that in 1996 there
was about 8 billion Kuna of unpaid bills and that this figure was increasing at a
rate of 2 billion Kuna per year.48 A substantial amount of this debt (1.2 billion
Kuna) was owed in unpaid bills to the Croatian state electricity company, show-
ing the effect of the price–wage inconsistency on household economies.49 A
second common practice was engagement with the unofficial economy. A con-
servative estimate suggested that about one-quarter of all economic transactions
in late 1990s Croatia were unofficial.50 ‘Unofficial transactions’ meant people
working unofficially and transactions not being officially recorded. Around 54,000
people were believed to be engaged in unofficial employment.51 However, there
was also a significant number of people who did not work but who also did not
claim the meagre unemployment support offered by the state and hence did not
appear in unemployment statistics. Moreover, there were no official statistics to
show the number of people who were technically in employment but did not
receive regular wages or had not been paid for a considerable period of time.52

The significance of the unofficial economy increased in the last two years of the
1990s thanks to the introduction of a new value-added tax (PDV) of 22 per cent
on all products purchased or brought into Croatia. Ostensibly designed to bring
the Croatian taxation system into line with European tax systems, the
imposition of this tax increased black market participation.53 Interestingly, the
government did little to stem the tide of the unofficial economy, despite the
unoffical economy casting doubt on to the government’s claims about the
national economy. According to the Chamber of Economy, the government
recognised the fact that the unofficial economy alleviated the fall in the standard
of living caused by the disjuncture of wages and prices and thus ‘protected the
state from excess social unrest’.54 Although the government legislated against
the unofficial economy, it only employed 74 inspectors to enforce it.55

Thus one of the main legitimating claims put forward by Croatian
nationalists in support of independence was that the Croatian economy was
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adversely affected by Yugoslavia. They claimed not only that the practicalities of
self-management socialism were damaging to the economy but also that Yugo-
slavism itself was a drain on the economy. Any economic system imposed by
Belgrade was necessarily alien to the Western European economic traditions of
Croatia, they argued. Thus independence for Croatia would make Croats
wealthier. Programmes of privatisation, currency reform and the introduction
of a market economy would reunite Croats with their economic heritage.
However, despite numerous economic reforms, including the much-vaunted
stabilisation programme, most Croats became worse off. While the HDZ
insisted that this was the result of the war, many people believed that it was the
result of endemic corruption. That the HDZ chose to sell off state industries to
its own members is unsurprising if we recall that the HDZ believed that it was at
one with the Croatian nation. Viewed this way, only the HDZ could be the
custodian of the economy. The HDZ insisted that allowing a free process of
privatisation would threaten the economy by placing it at the mercy of foreigners
or, worse, Croats who were less committed to the national project.

There were therefore at least two national narratives about the Croatian
economy. On the one hand, the government and economic elite portrayed
Croatia as a new Central European economy that had successfully seceded from
Balkan self-management socialism. In the process of this disengagement, Croatia
rediscovered the economic system that most closely fitted its economic culture
and exposed the alien nature of the Yugoslav system. The new country was able
to establish its own currency and achieve levels of inflation comparable with
Western Europe. For some this was a source of great national pride. For others,
however, talk of low inflation and foreign investment did not correspond with
their view of a new economy characterized by ‘crony capitalism’. For them, the
new state meant unemployment and a fall in living standards. It meant that to
survive they had to retain the habits learned during the communist period.
Such habits, based on the belief that the state worked against the individual
rather than for it, included trading on the black market and not declaring
employment. The mood of trade unionists such as Davor Juriç was one of
resigned disenchantment and pessimism about the future. For them, privatisation
was a theft and the ‘centuries of national dreaming’ frequently referred to by
Tuœman remained a dream. For in 1990s Croatia, as Slavenka Drakuliç pointed
out, ‘no-one is getting rich by working’.56 As the 1990s developed there was
therefore widespread apathy towards the national rhetoric espoused by the
HDZ and Franjo Tuœman.

Football

In the summer of 1999 Zagreb hosted the second World Military Games.
According to the chief organiser, General Luïiç, the games were significant
because of the ‘organisational achievements and [the] transmission of positive

MUP_Bellamy_06_Ch5 9/3/03, 9:31112

Alex J. Bellamy - 9781526137739
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:10:08AM

via free access



113T     

influences from Croatia to the entire world’. He also stressed that the games
‘provided a new spirit to Croatian sports [and] its entire social life’.57 The nexus
of sport and nationalism is a growing area of interest to academics from several
disciplines.58 In a 1990 conference on ‘sporting nationalisms’ three central
themes were identified. These were: ‘sport as a mechanism of national solidarity
promoting a sense of identity, unity, status and esteem’, ‘sport as an instrument
of confrontation between nations stimulating aggression, stereotyping and
images of inferiority and superiority’ and ‘sport as a cultural bond linking nations
across national boundaries, providing common enthusiasm, shared empathetic
experiences, the transcendence of national allegiances, and opportunities for
association, understanding and goodwill’.59 Mangen argued that, ‘most contri-
butors [to the conference on sport and nationalism] point to the significant
contribution of sport in the making of modern European nations, both inten-
tionally and unintentionally, internally as an agent of consolidation stressing
similarity and externally as an agent of confrontation emphasizing difference’.60

These tendencies were at work in Croatian football in the 1990s. The
national team played a significant role in forging Croatian unity, promoting
Croatia internationally and creating a popular homogenising sense of national
pride that the disastrous economy or the Catholic Church failed to do. On the
other hand, club football in Croatia promoted anti-government activism. Such
movements included those defending the name of Dinamo Zagreb and the
regionalist anti-Zagreb sentiments that were promoted by the Torcida fans of
the Hajduk Split football club. Dinamo Zagreb acted as a catalyst for one of the
best-supported anti-Tuœman lobbies in Croatia. This was a particularly
interesting group because the ‘Bad Blue Boys’ (the self-designated name for
Dinamo Zagreb supporters) were precisely the national constituency to which
Tuœman first appealed in 1990. Furthermore, the Bad Blue Boys had eagerly
volunteered to join the new Croatian Army (HV) at the start of the war.

When the Croatian national team achieved third place in the 1998 football
World Cup in France, Franjo Tuœman opined that ‘football victories shape a
nation’s identity as much as wars’.61 One of the important products of Croatia’s
independence from Yugoslavia was thus its ability to field a national team in the
first place. As the Croatian defender Igor Stimac declared on the eve of his
appearance in the World Cup semi-final, ‘we were under Yugoslavia for 45
years and we couldn’t say we were Croats. Now we can. That is very important
for us’.62 Moreover, the fact that the Croatian football team could beat teams
from Western Europe gave the Croatian state equivalence with states such as
Germany and the Netherlands. The significance of football for Croatian national
identity was echoed by a close ally of Tuœman, Miroslav (Ciro) Blazeviç, the
national team coach. Prior to a European Championships qualifying match
against Milo°eviç’s Yugoslavia in Belgrade, Blazeviç told reporters, ‘we should
not hide it, this will be more than just sport … every victory of the Croatian team
is a victory for their people’.63 Blazeviç often made this link between the ‘people’
and the national football team. In an interview with Simon Kuper he argued
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that prior to each international match he invoked the memory of ‘the people’
for whom the players were playing. He told Kuper, ‘[o]n every occasion before a
match I speak to the players of Croatia’s problems, the suffering of all our patriots.
Because in football motivation is very important. Yugoslavia, an unmotivated
side, never won anything despite having some of the best players in Europe’.64

Blazeviç once commented that ‘I have two gods. One is in heaven and the
other one is Franjo Tuœman’.65 The President exerted considerable influence
over the national team. After the 1998 World Cup, the goalkeeper Dra¥en Ladiç
announced his retirement from international football and was reputedly
telephoned by Tuœman and persuaded to continue playing for the national
team. Similarly, it was widely believed that the frequent absence of Robert
Prosinecki from the national team and his club team, Dinamo, owed more to
his publicly stated views about politics and dislike for Blazeviç and Tuœman
than to his football skills or injuries. Prior to a match against Estonia, Tuœman
predicted that Croatia would win 6–1. With 15 minutes left to play the score
was indeed 6–1 to Croatia and Blazeviç shouted to the Croatian captain,
Zvonimir Boban, ‘Stop! Do not score any more’.66

Much of the literature on sport and nationalism discussed the importance
of national sporting heroes in promoting national unity. For Croatian football
in the 1990s, two such heroes were Zvonimir Boban and Davor ‡uker. Boban
established his hero status in May 1990, just days after the Croatian elections
that brought the HDZ to power, when he tackled a Serbian policeman who was
beating a member of the Bad Blue Boys during a clash between Dinamo Zagreb
and Crvena Zvezda Beograd (Red Star Belgrade). Davor ‡uker became a national
hero prior to being the top goal scorer in the 1998 World Cup. His oft-repeated
pride at being able to play for Croatia endeared him to the national audience
and his success as an overseas football player at Real Madrid served to ‘glorify
the Croatian state’.67

According to Slaven Lerotiç, there was a ‘cult of the state’ in Croatia, which
derived from the historical statehood narrative discussed in earlier chapters.68

Following this logic, the sporting successes of individuals like Davor ‡uker did
not reflect upon the sportsperson alone but also upon the Croatian state. This
idea reflected the connection made between sporting success and national
success alluded to by Blazeviç and helps to explain Tuœman’s remarks about the
importance of football in shaping national identity. Football players also helped
galvanise national unity through their connections with the homeland. For
example, Davor ‡uker was born and brought up in the city of Osijek where his
parents remained during the worst of the fighting in 1991. When asked about
that period (he was in Spain during the war) ‡uker replied that ‘I think it was
the most difficult period of my life. When you are playing football in a country
that is peaceful … you feel a bit guilty when you remember that there were a lot
of people suffering back home. But I always hoped that my exploits would give a
little joy to the fans who followed my career with keen interest.’69 The Croatian-
Australian football player, Mark Viduka, expressed a similar view. Viduka,
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whose uncle and grandfather were killed by the JNA on the same night in 1991,
echoed ‡uker by arguing that ‘it’s not nice to say it, but those players [Croats
playing in foreign leagues] do more for Croatia than a soldier giving his life’.70

The 1998 football World Cup provided examples of the union between
football players and the ‘Croatian people’. According to one foreign observer,
‘there is a relationship between player and follower that puts other countries to
shame’.71 At the Croatian squad’s French World Cup base in the village of Vittel
it was reported that players and fans mingled in the bars and in some cases
players paid for the fans’ accommodation and tickets. Darko Tironi, a spokes-
man for the Croatian Football Federation (Hrvatska Nogomet Savez – HNS)
explained that ‘the players are very close to the fans’, and BBC Television
presenter Adrian Chiles, who has a Croatian mother, tried to explain this
phenomenon by calling on viewers to ‘imagine what it would be like if people
here [UK] weren’t allowed to call themselves English until seven years ago’.72

The Croatian team had an inauspicious start to its World Cup campaign,
narrowly beating the relatively weak Jamaican and Japanese teams and losing to
one of the favourites, Argentina. In the second round, Croatia scraped past a
Romanian side that had earlier defeated England, thanks to a retaken Davor
‡uker penalty. It was only in the quarter-final match that the Croatian side caught
the headlines and achieved a great ‘national victory’, by beating Germany 3–0.

The World Cup was not without its national controversies, however. The
first controversy occurred at the press conference following Croatia’s 1–0 victory
over Japan. It transpired that the translator hired by FIFA (the world football
federation) to translate for Ciro Blazeviç was a Serb. The Croats considered this
highly insensitive at best, not only because of the recent history but also because
the translator was expected to be able to translate the ‘pure Croatian’ language
being used by the national coach, a task that a non-Croatian speaker would not
be able to accomplish (see Chapter 6).73 The second incident occurred prior to
the Croatia–Germany match. According to Branko Tuœen, while German tele-
vision viewers were given the opportunity ‘to see the atmosphere of the official
box’ and to see Chancellor Kohl during the playing of the German national
anthem, such an opportunity did not extend to the Croats because the tele-
vision director chose not to show Tuœman, even though he was sitting less that
10 metres away from Kohl.74 Writing in Veïernji List, Tuœen argued that ‘this
approach is tasteless, not to mention insulting’ and showed that the French
‘underestimated the abilities of our players – hence, they underestimated the
presence of our President, whose political moves cannot be forgiven by many,
firstly pertaining to the toppling of the Versailles order’.75 Here again we see a
manifestation of Lerotiç’s notion of a cult of the state. The thrust of Tuœen’s
argument was that because Croatia should have been considered a serious
competitor at the World Cup, President Tuœman should have been accorded a
status identical to that of Chancellor Kohl.

Prior to the game against Germany, the Croatian defender Slaven Biliç
offered a somewhat different reading of its significance. Asked whether the
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match would be a revenge for Croatia’s defeat by Germany in the European
Championships two years earlier, Biliç responded, ‘I mean, what’s revenge?
There’s no revenge. They didn’t steal from us or kill someone. Football is only a
sport, it’s not like war … Germany was the country that helped Croatia most in
building up, politically and economically.’76

Blazeviç described the match itself in Tuœman-like terms as a ‘historic
victory’.77 Croatia secured a 3–0 victory and passage to the semi-final. Accord-
ing to Marcus Tanner, ‘Croats revelled in the attention their country received
after reaching the semi-finals of the World Cup and welcomed the coverage
which raised its profile abroad, finally convincing the world that Croatia was
separated from Yugoslavia – seven years after independence’.78 Following a
narrow defeat by the eventual world champions France, Croatia beat the Nether-
lands to claim third place in the tournament. This performance was received
with mass celebrations in Croatia. As Michael Walker wrote, ‘coming second
might suck to Tiger Woods or American advertising executives but to the
footballers of a small, emerging country like Croatia, coming third in France –
in their first World Cup finals – has been the greatest statement in their young
history’.79

There can be little doubting the importance of this success. Recognising
this, leaders of all the major opposition parties attempted to claim the victory as
their own. Even an American diplomat, Strobe Talbott, commented that
‘Croatia’s footballers have shown the world that Croatia is a small nation which
can show its high level of competition and perseverance’, adding that he
believed that ‘Croatia will do the same in the fields of economy, social services
and democracy’.80 An estimated 100,000 people greeted the team’s return to
Zagreb.81 Tuœman personally congratulated the players, telling them:

It is my honour, on behalf of the Croatian state leadership, to congratulate the
players of the Croatian soccer representation for their great results at the World Cup.
By reaching these heights, dear soccer players, you have contributed to Croatia
which stood behind you in Zagreb. During your matches, the entire Croatian people,
numbering some eight million, from the homeland and abroad stood behind you.
You have given a great contribution in raising Croatia’s reputation in the world.
Your magnificent success is a great contribution to the independent state of Croatia.82

In this statement alone we can see many of the features of Franjoism and the
role of sport in nationalism discussed earlier. First, the cult of the state is pro-
minent in Tuœman’s closing sentence. Moreover, earlier in the speech Tuœman
indicated that he believed football to be a force for national unity, not only
between Croats in Croatia, but among the ‘eight million’ Croats throughout the
world. Not all commentators held such positive views about Croatia’s foot-
balling success. The London Evening Standard described Croatia as the ‘most
disgusting small nation in Europe’ and writers in the Guardian took the rise to
prominence of the Croatian flag as another opportunity to claim that both it,
and the nation it represented, had fascist undertones.83 On the whole, however,
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international responses to the Croatian success were positive and within Croatia
the success promoted the state and homogenised the Croatian people behind
‘its’ footballers. It was widely rumoured at the time that the government planned
to capitalise on the success by holding early elections, though this did not
materialise.

Although the World Cup success did much to promote national solidarity,
it was a relatively short-lived phenomenon. Elsewhere, football provided a focus
for discontent with the government, manifested in the battle over the name of
the leading Zagreb team – Dinamo Zagreb or Croatia Zagreb. Football support
had provided an important means of resistance in Yugoslav Croatia. Andrej
Krickoviç, a Zagreb journalist, argued that the Bad Blue Boys (Dinamo Zagreb
supporters) were at the forefront of the national movement 1990 and that they
had offered their ‘wholehearted support’ to Franjo Tuœman and the HDZ in
Croatia’s first elections.84 This was particularly important at the time, Krickoviç
argued, because Croatian national identity was confronting a massive propa-
ganda assault that was launched by Milo°eviç’s Serbian regime. Referring to the
Bad Blue Boys and the Torcida fans of Hajduk Split, Sasa Podgorelec (a Zagreb
film director who produced a documentary on the Bad Blue Boys) argued that,
‘they were conscious enough of their own identity and brave enough to express
their wishes for Croatian independence … when others were too frightened to
say so’.85

In socialist Yugoslavia, football clubs were important channels for
exercising political, social and economic influence. Typically, a club was linked
to, and financially dependent on, a political group and was identified with that
group’s political views. This had an impact upon its football activities. Partisan
Belgrade, for example, was known as the team of the JNA. As all Yugoslav
footballers had to do national service they often ended up at Partisan and the
better players frequently had their national service extended to prevent them
returning to their original club. Crvena Zvezda (Red Star) was also attached to
the JNA, but was more strongly linked to the Republic of Serbia and was seen as
a club for Serbian nationalists. Hajduk Split was and is a focal point for
Dalmatian regional identity – from Rijeka to Dubrovnik – but also had an
interesting ambiguity at the heart of its identity. While being representative of
Dalmatia (particularly in contemporary Croatia) and Croatian nationalism (in
the early 1990s), Hajduk was originally a Partisan club supported by Tito
because the city of Split was renowned as a JNA garrison city and had been a
bastion of resistance to the fascists in the Second World War. All this ambiguity
was captured in Hajduk. For the residents of Split, the meaning of Hajduk had a
regional significance similar to that of Dinamo for Zagreb residents. On the
other hand, for northern Croats and Slavonians, Hajduk prompted questions
about the ‘true-Croatianness’ of the Dalmatians.86

Dinamo Zagreb was known as the team of the rulers of the Socialist Republic
of Croatia and was widely seen as representing not only Croatian national
identity in the Yugoslav leagues, but also Zagreb’s particular identity within
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Croatia and Yugoslavia. Dinamo Zagreb also acted as a focal point of interest for
the recently departed members of the Croatian diaspora. Diaspora groups
formed clubs called Dinamo and referred to themselves as Bad Blue Boys.87 The
infamous match against Crvena Zvezda came soon after the 1990 elections. On
13 May 1990 about 1,500 Crvena Zvezda supporters (Delije) arrived in Zagreb.
Zeljko Raznatoviç, better known as the war criminal ‘Arkan’ whose Serbian
Volunteer Guard (‘Tigers’) became renowned as one of the worst groups of
militia responsible for many war crimes in the wars in Croatia and Bosnia and
Hercegovina, was the leader of the Delije fan club. The Delije began destroying
the south stands before the Bad Blue Boys tried to get across the pitch and the
police responded in a heavy-handed and biased fashion.88 One of the most
significant events of 13 May was the intervention of the future Croatian national
team captain, Zvonimir Boban, mentioned earlier. This event achieved a
mythical status as the first violence of the war.89

Once the war started, the Bad Blue Boys volunteered for the Croatian Army
(HV) en masse. Before the army had its own badges, soldiers attached Dinamo
badges to their military fatigues.90 Many were killed in the earliest fighting and
the Bad Blue Boys erected a monument to their fallen friends outside the
stadium at Maksimir. The epitaph read, ‘to all Dinamo fans for whom the war
started on 13 May 1990 and ended by them laying their lives on the altar of the
Croatian homeland’. In 1994 Tuœman wrote that he was ‘a Dinamo supporter
like most Zagreb and Croatian … patriots, because it was the most Croatian
club in the Yugoslav federation’.91 Not many in Zagreb believed him, least of all
because during his time as a major-general in the JNA in the 1960s he had been
Chairman of Partisan Belgrade.92 Dinamo supporters claimed that not a single
government or club official paid their respects at the monument.

Tuœman first changed the name of Dinamo Zagreb in 1991, arguing that it
was a communist and Serbian name. The first name he chose was Hrvatski
Akademski Sporski Klub Graœanski – 1903 Zagreb. This name consisted of two
elements, which to anyone old enough to remember were the names of two
rival pre-Second World War Zagreb clubs, HASK and Graœanski. Given that not
many among the Bad Blue Boys recognised or remembered the ancient heritage
of Croatian football, of which the new club name was supposed to remind
them, Tuœman changed the name again in 1993 to Croatia Zagreb, although
‘Croatia’ is not even the Croatian word for Croatia (Hrvatska).

As Dinamo Zagreb had been the symbol of Croatian resistance to Yugo-
slavia and as the Bad Blue Boys had been the vanguard of active Croatian
nationalism, the supporters were confused and disheartened by the decision to
change its name. To them, the name change suggested that the change of regime
had not equated to a change in political practices. Many Bad Blue Boys began to
question why they had volunteered to fight and why so many had sacrificed
their lives. While still attending matches at Maksimir, the Bad Blue Boys vented
their anger at the VIP box, waving Dinamo flags and chanting ‘Dinamo’, in a
clear sign of protest against the regime. At an election rally in 1995, Tuœman
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began berating the Dinamo fans, calling them foreign agents, to which his
audience responded by chanting, ‘Dinamo not Croatia’. Tuœman reacted by
declaring, ‘if you want Dinamo go to Serbia’. Unsurprisingly this did not endear
him either to the people of Zagreb or to the war veterans whose ‘Croatianness’
he was questioning.93 Subsequently, the Bad Blue Boys decided to boycott home
matches, watching Dinamo only when it played in European matches. Whereas
the average attendance at Maksimir had been around 20,000 at the beginning of
the 1990s, that figure fell to below 3,000 towards the end of the decade.94

The Bad Blue Boys took no pleasure from the success of Croatia Zagreb.
Croatia was seen as the state team and they believed that the Croatian league
was fixed to enable Croatia to win every year.95 The closing stages of the 1998–99
season seemed to confirm this belief. It was widely thought that the club NK
Rijeka would win the championship as it led the league by a considerable
margin. However, towards the end of the season a series of questionable referee-
ing decisions meant that NK Rijeka finished runners-up to Croatia Zagreb. Ivo
Pukaniç, editor of the weekly tabloid Nacional, obtained documents showing
that referees had been pressurised by people close to the President to ensure
Croatia Zagreb’s triumph. Special police units attempted to recover the
documents by raiding Pukaniç’s house and office. They failed and throughout
July and August 1999 Nacional published one document every week showing
how the ruling party helped to fix the results of football matches.96

Tuœman initially adopted a conciliatory response to Bad Blue Boys’ agita-
tion because this group had originally been part of his core constituency. In an
open letter in 1994, he wrote:

Dear singing and always loyal ‘Bad Blue Boys’. After the establishment of the free
and independent, sovereign and democratic Croatian state, we embarked on
decisive elimination of all those unhealthy things that the former Yugoslav and
communist regime imposed on Croatian sports. Some petty politicians promote
the demand to restore the name Dinamo because they are against the policy that –
under my leadership – brought into being the free and democratic, independent
and internationally recognized Croatia. If we give in on this they would go further,
and we will not allow the destabilisation of our independent Croatia.97

Needless to say, for people who believed themselves to be ardent Croatian
patriots who had seen their friends killed on the battlefields, being told that they
were being manipulated by ‘petty politicians’ who wanted to ‘destabilise
Croatia’ did little to persuade them of the merits of the name change. One such
‘petty politician’, Zdravko Tomac – Deputy Prime-Minister in 1991–92 and
presidential candidate in 1995 – had earlier noted that:

At that time [in the Yugoslav period] it was enough to be a Dinamo fan to be
accused of nationalism. In 1972, after the Dinamo management had been purged of
people with ‘bad’ political tastes [so-called nationalists] I became President of the
Dinamo club and offered them a safe haven there. That is why I and many other
people who have supported Dinamo through thick and thin find it insulting when
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we are accused of anti-Croatian stands and conservatism, only because we do not
accept the change to the name of the club.98

What was worse, Tomac argued, was that the man responsible for the change in
name and for the accusations was formerly chairman of Partisan Belgrade.
Other typical accusations, aired after a violent demonstration in 1998, were that
the Bad Blue Boys were agents of Yugoslav communists, and the international
financier, George Soros, was paying them to destabilise Croatia.99

The struggle over the name of Zagreb’s football team was also a struggle
about the meaning of Zagreb’s identity. In the previous chapter we saw that in
1995 the people of Zagreb had elected the opposition to power in the city
assembly, a move that was blocked by the President. This prompted a fear
among Zagreb’s intellectual elite that the capital was being ‘ruralised’. In parti-
cular, Krickoviç noted that there was a large influx of Hercegovinian Croats into
Zagreb during the war.100 We noted earlier that the President praised the
extreme nationalism of this group and held it up as an example to other Croats.
A second influx of rural Croats were the Kosovar Croats, who set up home in a
residential area near Dubrava (an eastern suburb of Zagreb), which became
popularly known as Kosovarska.101 Therefore, the Dinamo campaign developed
into a campaign to protect Zagreb’s cosmopolitan identity against the perceived
extremism of the rural Croats migrating to Zagreb.102

One of the less often cited legacies left to Croatia by Tito’s Yugoslavia was
institutionalised sport. In Tito’s Yugoslavia, social elites gathered around
football clubs. Tuœman’s attitude towards football teams appears to have been
very similar to Tito’s. He tried to associate himself with the national football
team. His close friend, ‘Ciro’ Blazeviç was appointed coach of the national
team, despite his questionable past and his links with corruption at Marseille’s
football club. While the national team united the Croatian people around a
common cause there was little evidence that the Croatia represented by the
national team was a Franjoist Croatia, particularly as most of the national team
did not play their club football in Croatia. However, throughout the World Cup
in 1998 the government attempted to situate itself alongside the team, arguing
that the national football team was successful because the Croatian state under
the HDZ was successful. This reflected the ‘cult of the state’ identified by Slaven
Lerotiç and resonated strongly with the Franjoist understanding of the
historical statehood narrative. This led Tuœman to conclude that the name
Dinamo was an aberration because of its communist overtones. As a historian
conscious of the historical statehood narrative, Tuœman thought that the name
of the main Zagreb football team should be reverted to the 1945 name of two
long-since defunct Zagreb clubs.

Changing Dinamo’s name sparked fierce resistance from a section of
Croatian society that had earlier been steadfast HDZ supporters. This resistance
was heightened by Tuœman’s response to the criticism, which was inspired by
his own belief that an attack on him was an attack on Croatia. As so many of
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their number had been killed in the war, the Bad Blue Boys did not take kindly
to being called ‘Yugo-nostalgics’. Thus resistance in Zagreb both to the Presi-
dent and the renamed Croatia Zagreb increased exponentially to the extent that
the capital became an opposition party stronghold whose inhabitants were
strongly opposed to what they saw as the ‘ruralising’ tendencies of the HDZ.
Therefore, prior to the 2000 elections the government ensured that Zagreb
would be divided into four different electoral districts. Parts of Zagreb shared
an electoral district with coastal areas. This move was designed to weaken
Zagreb’s political identity. Interestingly, the opposition won majorities in all
four electoral districts.

Football was a hotly contested subject in Croatia. The Croatian national
football team promoted national solidarity and unity, particularly during the
1998 World Cup. This was despite the overt control that the President exerted
over the team. However, this national unity was short-lived. Against this back-
drop, the Dinamo issue appears baffling at first. On the one hand it is startling
that Tuœman could so successfully alienate one of his core constituencies. On
the other hand, it seems bizarre that the nationalists in the Bad Blue Boys
should worry about the name of their team at precisely the time when they were
given the independent state for which they had agitated. On closer analysis,
however, the Dinamo conflict posed fundamental questions about Croatian
national identity. For the Bad Blue Boys in 1990, an independent Croatia ought
to have meant an end to authoritarianism and foreign rule. It was for this that
they went to war. However, by changing Dinamo’s name, Tuœman demon-
strated that the new regime would be just as authoritarian – and foreign – as the
old regime. Even though many of the Bad Blue Boys were violent skinheads,
they believed that Croatia ought to be liberal, democratic and European, a Croatia
in which the right to support their own football club would be protected.
However, by the mid-1990s they perceived that little had actually changed since
the change of regime. Their flags were still confiscated, their songs remained
banned and they were derided as foreign agents by the government, just as they
had been by the communists. The Dinamo issue was representative of wider
problems and helps to bring the competition over differing conceptions of
Croatian national identity into focus. Furthermore, it exposes the failure of the
government to impose its own interpretation upon the wider Croatian society
at this third level of analysis.

Istrian regionalism

In 1990s Croatia, regionalism was a powerful source form of political opposi-
tion. However, this form of political mobilisation was relatively weak because of
the centralised nature of the Croatian state and the concentration of political
power and economic wealth in Zagreb.103 The Croatian flag includes the emblems
of the so-called historic regions of Croatia. These are ‘civil’ Croatia, Slavonia,
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Istria, Dalmatia and Dubrovnik. The Croatian Triune Kingdom was known as
the Kingdom of Dalmatia, Croatia and Slavonia. The Dalmatian region was first
established during the Roman period and retained close links with Italy, thanks
to long periods of occupation by the Venetians.104 The Croatian region with the
longest history of independence, as a republic in its own right until the
beginning of the nineteenth century, was Dubrovnik. However, in the 1990s the
only region to successfully assert its political and regional identity was Istria.
Istria is a peninsula at the northern end of Croatia’s Adriatic coast. It is
separated from the rest of Croatia by Mount Uïka and is bounded on the other
sides by Slovenia and the Adriatic Sea. It has a close proximity to Italy, both
geographically and socially.

The existence of a strong and assertive Istrian regional identity was
problematic for the elite in Zagreb. According to some lawyers, ‘the Republic of
Croatia is defined as a unitary and indivisible democratic and social state’.105

Such a system ‘does not allow for any kind of complex state models such as
federation of confederation’.106 In the early 1990s there was a wide-ranging
public debate about the principles that should be used to determine the admini-
strative borders of the new state. According to Mladen Klemenïiç, a majority of
geographers, spatial planners and political scientists favoured a system of
between twelve and twenty counties based upon the old system of regional
governance known as ™upanja.107 Davor Brunïiç argued that this solution meant
‘the return to the traditions of Croatian local state organization’.108 However,
although ‘historical inheritance’ was taken into consideration when drawing
Croatia’s new internal boundaries, physical, demographic and economic indi-
cators were also used and evidence taken from working papers written for
decision makers suggests that the most important factor was the ‘the existing
network of central places’.109 Under this arrangement, only Istria and Dubrovnik
retained territory analogues with their historical boundaries, while Dalmatia
and Slavonia were divided into several counties. Minority rights were to be
supported at the district and individual level rather than at county level because
it was argued that no county had a distinctive ethnic composition deserving
special rights.110

A great deal of work was put into insisting that Istria was Croatian and
always had been.111 The core Franjoist argument was that despite the peninsula’s
many rulers (Venetians, Austrians and Italians) Istria has always been ‘ethnically
Croat’.112 For example, explaining why so many people in Istria called them-
selves ‘Istrian’ rather than ‘Croat’ in the 1991 census, Klemenïiç, Vesna Ku°ar
and ™eljka Richter concluded that the figures were distorted by the fact that
Croatian Istria was formerly part of a wider political unit encompassing lands
that were not part of Croatia. This, they argued, exacerbated regionalist
tendencies.113 Similarly, Crljenko insisted that the dialects peculiar to Istria have
Croatian origins and therefore pointed to the peninsula’s Croatian heritage.114

Furthermore, according to a researcher based in the largest Istrian city, Pula,
‘the most important topic of contemporary Istrian history is research of the

MUP_Bellamy_06_Ch5 9/3/03, 9:32122

Alex J. Bellamy - 9781526137739
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:10:08AM

via free access



123T     

emergence of the modern Croatian nation’, which, the author concluded,
‘represents a lasting and durable achievement of the Istrian Croats and Croats
in general’.115

What is particularly interesting is that these arguments were made in
explicitly ethnic terms in contrast to the other nationalist claims that were
framed by the historical statehood narrative. Because Istria was probably not
part of the medieval kingdom, certainly never entered into a union with
Hungary, spent most of its history under either Venetian or Austrian rule and
usually both simultaneously (Venice ruled over most of the coastline, while the
interior was mostly held by the Austrians), was not in the first Yugoslavia, and
was only incorporated into Croatia after the Second World War, at which time
only part of Istria was given to Croatia (a part of Istria is in the Republic of
Slovenia), the historical statehood narrative is not a tenable basis for a Croatian
claim to Istria. This posed a problem for a Zagreb government determined to
oppose any manifestation of regionalism in Istria. Thus the government and
many Croatian writers resorted to ethnic criteria to insist that Istria is Croatian.116

The selective application of criteria clearly presented problems. If, for instance,
Istria was Croatian because it was mostly Croats that lived there for centuries,
should not the Lika area of inland Dalmatia (so-called Krajina) be considered
Serbian because mostly Serbs have lived there for centuries? Importantly, the
historical statehood narrative was used to legitimise the state itself, not its parti-
cular boundaries. These ethnic arguments were deployed specifically against
Istrian regionalists in order to cast doubt on to their claim to separateness
rather than to justify the existence of the Croatian state per se. As we noted in
Chapter 3, Croatian politicians, leaders and intellectuals have always disagreed
on the precise extent and nature of the Croatian state.

At the beginning of the 1990s, journalist Mark Thompson visited Labin on
Istria’s southern coast. Labin contained the highest proportion of people (36
per cent) in the whole of former Yugoslavia who defined themselves as ‘regionals’
(in this case ‘Istrians’) in the 1991 census.117 According to Thompson, Istria was
unique among former Yugoslav regions in having its territory defined with
something approaching clarity because it is a peninsula bounded by mountains
on one side and sea on the other.118 However, perhaps the most striking and
commonly observed feature of Istrian identity was its heterogeneity. This may
be a product of Istria’s recent history, which is endowed with frequent popu-
lation movements. Most recently, following Yugoslavia’s annexation of Istria
after the Second World War, tens of thousands of Italians were forced to leave
and ‘return’ to Italy. They were replaced by Croats and Slovenes. This dramatic
exodus followed a similarly large exodus of Croats and Slovenes from Istria
prior to the Second World War when Mussolini’s fascist Italy ruled Istria.119 For
Fulvio Suran, a researcher in the Istrian town of Rovinj, Istrian identity ‘is
revealed in heterogeneity and pluriethnicity and can thus also be defined as
pluri-identity’.120

The day-to-day reality of this multi-layered identity had salience beyond
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bilingual road signs and regionalist political activism. Many Istrians perceived
national identity in purely instrumental terms. In 1994 three Istrian villages
were annexed by Slovenia. When a Croatian reporter went to interview inhabi-
tants of these villages he was confronted with a strange reaction. To this Croatian
reporter the inhabitants declared themselves to be Croats. However, later in the
day the reporter found that to Italian reporters the villagers had described
themselves as Italians and to Slovene reporters they had called themselves
Slovenes. Drakuliç explained that the reporters were only allowing the villagers
an ‘either-or’ choice in defining their identity, whereas for these villagers who
inhabited a perpetual borderland between Croatia, Slovenia and Italy there was
no incompatibility in being Croatian and Slovenian and Italian.121

The distinctive feature of Istrian identity in the 1990s was therefore its high
degree of multinationalism, a feature of which Istrian politicians were very
proud.122 This ambivalence towards national identity was reflected in attitudes
towards the break-up of Yugoslavia. Sabrina Ramet, for example, argues that
Istrians tended to feel uneasy about the dissolution because the multinationalism
that was central to Istrian identity was better protected by confederal Yugoslavia
than by a nationalist Croatia.123 This unease was expressed in a poll carried out
by Mladina in 1990. The poll showed that 5.3 per cent of Istrians favoured an
independent Istria, 22.2 per cent wanted to join Italy, 38.6 per cent preferred to
join Slovenia, and only 18.4 per cent wanted the region to remain in Croatia on
the condition that it was granted substantial autonomy.124 Later research, how-
ever, concluded that the ‘vast majority’ of Istrians favoured autonomy within a
Croatian state.125

Istrian identity is an ambiguous multinational identity based on an attach-
ment to the peninsula’s territory. Such ambiguity was clearly an anathema to
the Franjoist elite in Zagreb. While many in Zagreb saw Istrian identity as a
challenge to Croatian national identity, this zero-sum calculation was not
prevalent in Istria itself. Vjeran Katunariç explains that ‘a majority of Istrians do
not see their regional identity in exclusive terms: “Istrianness” and “Croatness”
are not held to be mutually exclusive’.126 There was much less social distance
between Istrians and members of other national communities than was the case
in the rest of Croatia. The space between Istrian Croats and Italians was
virtually non-existent, while the space between Istrian Croats and Serbs was
much less pronounced than in other parts of Croatia.127

One of the most interesting problems was the question of how the peninsula
developed such a strong regional identity and a politically resonant regionalism
while other regions did not. The separation of Dalmatia and Slavonia into
different counties inhibited the growth of regionalist parties there. The region
with the strongest tradition of independence and autonomy was Dubrovnik, yet
although Dubrovnik was given its own county the inhabitants did not establish
a strong regionalist movement. There are seven explanations as to why Istria
developed its own identity and politics in the 1990s while other regions did not.
These are: a distinctive history, an equally distinctive geography, the economy,
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the proximity of the ‘West’ and the importance of ‘Western’ ideas, the signifi-
cance of the Italian community, the activism of the IDS, and the effect of the
recent war.

The distinctiveness of Istrian history was the first thing that many Istrians
pointed to when asked why their region should be granted autonomy.128 There
was considerable debate between Croatian and Italian historians about the
origins and fate of the Histre tribes who were the first known settlers on the
peninsula prior to the Roman conquest. According to some writers, the Histre
pre-dated the arrival of Slavs on the Adriatic coast.129 Istrians go on to point to
their close incorporation in the Roman Empire – evidenced today by the
amphitheatre at Pula – and their long association with Venice and Vienna.
Nenad Klapïiç argued that Western European political ideas were prevalent in
Istria because of this association and that this explained why ‘Istrian values’
were at one with the values of the present day European Union.130 The fortified
border between the Venetian Republic and the Habsburg Monarchy was
located in Istria, bringing many different nationalities to the peninsula and
fostering the multinationalism that is a cornerstone of contemporary Istrian
identity. In more recent times, Istrians point out that neither fascism nor
communism were strongly supported during the Second World War and that
instead most Istrians took a ‘pragmatic view’ of their relations with the Italian
fascists, the Usta°a and the Partisans, who each controlled the peninsula at some
point.131 Thus the first claim made by Istrians was the separateness of their
history. However, other regions of Croatia had a similarly separate history.
Dubrovnik, for instance, was an independent republic for around five centuries.

The second argument was that unlike most other regions in former
Yugoslavia, Istria is geographically well defined. Moreover, it is not well
connected to the rest of Croatia. The region has a longer border with Slovenia
than it does with Croatia and travel from Croatia into Istria is only possible
through a tunnel under Mount Uïka. As Mark Thompson observed, ‘nobody
passes through Istria; one goes into it. It has always been a region in the fullest
sense, with its own history, dialects and folklore’.132 According to a tourist road
map, the region is geographically unique and its entire history and identity has
been shaped by that geography.133 While no other Croatian region has such
geographic homogeneity, it should also be remembered that the northern part
of the peninsula is in Slovenia and, as Drakuliç noted earlier, this borderland is
far from well defined.

The third argument was that Istria had a distinct political economy. One of
the main goals of the IDS was to obtain a level of regional economic control
similar to that enjoyed by Istria in Tito’s Yugoslavia. According to Nenad
Klapïiç, under Yugoslav rule Istria had controlled 60 per cent of its finances
itself. He estimated that by the end of the 1990s about 10 per cent of public
finance was controlled by the region. Furthermore, Klapïiç believed that the
Zagreb elite had attempted to undermine the Istrian economy, parts of which
had a GNP per capita 50 per cent higher than the Croatian average.134 He argued
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that the government frequently criticised Istrians because of their attempts to
establish close economic ties with Italy and Slovenia. Conversely, the govern-
ment sold Istrian resources to foreign companies for considerably less than they
were worth in order to discredit and weaken the indigenous economy. One
example of this was the sale of Istrian Gas to the Italian firm, Agip, which
Klapïiç claimed cost Istria millions of dollars in lost potential earnings.135

Therefore, Istria can be understood as a distinctive economic region because it
is considerably wealthier than the rest of Croatia. The region is divided into
several districts and throughout the 1990s none of them had a GDP per capita
lower than the Croatian average, while in coastal areas it was considerably
higher. Furthermore, the Istrian economy was distinct because of its type. Based
on tourism, it had a level of services comparable with that of Western European
states and attracted large amounts of foreign currency.136 Towards the end of the
1990s, tourism began to regain the levels enjoyed in the 1980s, while other tourist
areas such as Makarska (south of Split) and Dubrovnik had not recovered
nearly as well.

The fourth argument was that Istria enjoyed a geographic and social
proximity to Western Europe that influenced the predominant ‘world view’ of
Istrian identity. According to the IDS, Istria was a region where people
supported the ideas of democracy and freedom of speech to a far greater extent
than in the rest of Croatia. It argued that because of Istria’s geographical
proximity to Italy and the shared history of the two, Western ideas were more
widely articulated in Istria than elsewhere. One example of this was the pro-
European stance of the IDS, which was not wholeheartedly shared by other
political parties, who were more eager to protect Croatia’s hard-earned sover-
eignty than sacrifice it to Brussels. Istria became a member of the Association of
European Regions and moved to its forefront by hosting its annual summer
school in 1999. Istria became a bastion of the idea of a ‘Europe of the regions’
because, as Drakuliç pointed out, ‘the Istrians of today … have learned to put
their region above nation or ideology’.137 This ‘European world view’ was also
present in public opinion and social attitudes. Attitudes towards sexuality and
marriage among educated Istrians were considerably more liberal than those in
other areas of Croatia, with the exception of Zagreb.138 It was claimed that
because of its attitudinal and geographic proximity to Italy, Istria was in a
position to become more closely integrated into the European matrix of
regions. Not only did the IDS support rapid entry into the EU, it also envisaged
a ‘Croatia of the regions’ whereby counties would be amalgamated into larger
regions and power devolved from Zagreb to centres such as Pula (Istria), Split
(Dalmatia) and Osijek (Slavonia).139 However, while this was certainly a feature
of Istrian identity it was by no means the only Croatian region to boast a
‘European world view’. Both Dubrovnik and coastal Dalmatia (particularly the
city of Zadar) had similar foreign connections and the small northern region of
Meœimurije had very close links with neighbouring Hungary and a large
Hungarian minority in the region. It was only through the political activism of
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the IDS that Istria became incorporated into the matrix of European regions.
Indeed, attitudinal surveys suggested that the ‘Western’ views held in Istria were
held to the same extent in Zagreb as well.

The argument that Istrian identity had a ‘European world view’ went hand
in hand with the view that Istria was a special region because of its Italian
minority. The most active minorities in taking up the considerable rights
bestowed upon them by the constitution were the Hungarian and Italian
communities. There were principally two reasons for this. On the one hand,
both minorities had the active support of their nation-name-bearing states. On
the other hand, the Croatian government was keen to foster good relations with
these minorities because of their links with mainstream European states and
because members of these minorities were perceived to be more ‘loyal’ than
other minorities. The relative number of volunteers for the Croatian Army
(HV) was not noticeably different in Istria than in other regions not directly
affected by the war. The siege of the JNA barracks in Pula by local defence forces
was one of the most effectively organised and well-supported siege operations
of the war.140 The Italian community developed an extended network known as
the ‘Italian Union’, which organised cultural events and promoted Italian
folklore in Istria.141 This was also used to promote the Italian dialect of Croatian
known as Ïakavica, which is peculiar to Istria. The newspaper Novi List, which
is produced in Rijeka (very near to Istria), frequently used this dialect and,
although not as radical as the Feral Tribune, often voiced its concerns about
Istrian regional issues.142 These cultural networks enabled the promotion of
Istrian culture and folklore, with the Italian community as the politically active
driving force.

The sixth argument was that Istria became a uniquely distinct region in the
1990s because of the political success of the IDS. At the end of the 1990s the IDS
held about 70 per cent of seats in the county assembly and had acquired over
half the Istrian vote in national elections. The IDS rapidly became a genuinely
regional party, winning majorities of votes from all the national communities of
Istria as well as from those who described themselves as ‘Istrian’. The core
principles of the IDS programme were outlined in the ‘Rovinj declarations’ of
1991 and 1994. They contained advocacy of individual human rights but also
insisted that ‘the differences and distinctions of the various parts of Croatia as
manifested and verified by its regions be considered as the wealth of Croatia’
and that ‘a more democratic system of 6–8 regions (which would hold a notable
portion of legal capabilities) be established to replace the current system’, and
finally that ‘regions be allowed to have their own legislation which would
guarantee rapid and commendable development’.143 As well as being electorally
successful, the IDS was also successful in putting the issue of regionalism on to
the political agenda. According to one analyst, despite its small size and the
often outright opposition of other parties to the very idea, regionalism was one
of the most frequently discussed topics in election campaigns.144 The success of
the IDS was in stark contrast to the fortunes of the other main regionalist party,
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Dalmatian Action, which lost its only Sabor seat in the 1995 elections.145 The
political activism of the IDS was crucial in publicising Istria’s unique identity
and challenging the vision of Croatian identity articulated by the HDZ (see
Chapter 4).

The final explanation as to why Istria was able to establish its particular
identity within the Croatian polity goes further towards explaining why other
regions did not. According to Ivan Rimac, proximity to the war assisted the ruling
party’s quest for a homogenous Croatian nation. Those regions most exposed
to the ravages of war, such as Slavonia, Lika, parts of Dalmatia (particularly
Zadar) and Dubrovnik, did not develop political identities that deviated from
the Franjoist view of ‘Croatness’. These regions also tended to support the HDZ,
though by 1999 this tendency had almost entirely evaporated. They supported
the HDZ because its programme focused solely on the protection of Croatian
sovereignty and territorial integrity. To those who had first-hand experience of
the violence that accompanied that threat to sovereignty, this issue
overwhelmed all others. Because Dubrovnik and its surrounding area was the
target of a sustained assault in 1991 (which continued sporadically until 1995)
and because the integrity of the city and the lives of its inhabitants were
constantly and genuinely threatened, the majority of people in Dubrovnik
perceived that their physical security depended upon a defence mobilised by
Croatia as a whole. As such, the HDZ became popular and regionalist ideas
were considered to be dangerous and fractious notions that Dubrovnik could ill
afford.146 Other than the crisis at the JNA barracks in Pula in 1991, Istria was not
directly affected by the war. To keep the tourist industry operating as much as
possible, refugees from other parts of Croatia and Bosnia and Hercegovina were
mostly housed on the Dalmatian coast where the tourist industry had been
decimated by the war; they were kept away from areas where the tourist
industry was still functioning – such as Istria. Because of this distance from
violence, Istria escaped the homogenising effect of the war that made multi-
nationalism more problematic. Hence, Istria was able to retain its multinational
identity and specific regional identity to a greater extent than other regions.147

For the proponents of Franjoism, Istrian regionalism represented a
challenge to ‘true’ Croatian identity rather than a positive exercise in Western-
style pluralism. Vesna Pusiç, a sociologist and leading member of the HNS,
argued that the government constructed ‘internal enemies’ to legitimise repress-
ive measures. According to the government, she argued, the internal enemy
wanted to bring down the state. Given that the state was democratic, this meant
that the internal enemy wanted to bring down democracy itself.148 Therefore,
‘the conclusion is that we must suspend democracy in order to prevent the
internal enemy from destroying it’.149 One group of internal enemies was the
Bad Blue Boys discussed earlier and another were the Istrians who were branded
as enemies.

Tuœman spearheaded the attack on the Istrians. He insisted that ‘some
bought an idea that the people, the nation, are not so important as the region.
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That idea is directed against Croatian independence and sovereignty’.150 For
Tuœman, regionalist tendencies in Istria were best described as ‘irredentism’
organised by ‘disintegrative elements’.151 Such elements were organised by the
Italian community in Istria, enabling Tuœman to tell ‘his’ people that ‘we are
facing the continuous presence of Italian imperialism and irredentism’.152 These
imperialists engaged in violent acts against the Croatian state. He claimed that
‘some Italian generals advised Serbs how to conquer Zadar’.153 Tuœman also
railed against the cultural autonomy and language rights of the Italian com-
munity that were guaranteed by the Croatian constitution. For him, a policy of
bilingualism in Istria constituted a direct threat to Croatian sovereignty.154 It is
interesting to note, however, that in his vilification of Italian imperialism
Tuœman ignored the fact that by the mid-1990s a majority of Croats in Istria
also supported the IDS.

Tuœman was not alone among Croatian politicians in condemning
manifestations of Istrian regionalism. Responding to the IDS’ ‘declaration of
the multiethnic and multilingual Istria county’, which described both Italians
and Croats as ‘national communities’, Dra¥en Budi°a (leader of the HSLS)
condemned what he saw as the attempt to transfer the special rights enjoyed by
the Italians prior to the Second World War on to the contemporary Croatian
statute. In a speech in the Sabor, Budi°a complained that the Italian community
was deliberately trying to increase its numbers in Istria at the expense of Croats
in the region. Budi°a highlighted Article 4 of the ‘Rovinj Declaration’ that
announced a determination to ‘promote and encourage minority languages and
cultures in its territory in order to preserve the identity of a unique and unified
Istrian culture’. He claimed that the promotion of this culture would negate
Croatian culture in Istria. Therefore, he argued, the IDS declaration represented
an assault on Istrian Croats.155

Opposition to Istrian regionalism manifested itself in practical policy. In
the 1990 elections, HDZ candidates were defeated throughout the region and
the adjoining Kvarner region (Rijeka). In retaliation, the new government used
its control of ministries to shut down alternative sources of information in the
region. In one early instance in August 1990, the Ministry of Information
dismissed the director of the radio and television station at Pula and suspended
the station’s operating license.156 In other instances, agents close to the HDZ
attempted to ensure that if they were to be denied political power in Istria they
should at least secure economic power in the region. Thus the party faithful
replaced enterprise managers throughout the region and the privatisation
programme was manipulated to ensure that enterprises were not sold to
employees and thus remained in the hands of the privatisation funds (CDNS),
in other words the state and the HDZ. This tactic was used most frequently in
the regulation of the media in Istria, although the most popular newspaper,
Novi List, was able to maintain a relatively high degree of editorial independence.157

Another way that the government sought to disrupt the strength of the
Istrian movement was by locating the regional administrative centre in the
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relatively remote town of Pazin. Rather than situating the administrative centre
in the region’s largest city and central focal point, Pula, the government decided
that local government should be based in Pazin, which is located in central
Istria. Because Istria’s large settlements are mostly on the coast, Pazin is a rather
remote town surrounded by farmland and small villages and is poorly con-
nected to the rest of Istria. The semi-official view was that it would stimulate the
local agricultural economy, which was not as developed and received far fewer
tourists than the rest of the region. Moreover, according to Mladen Klemenïiç,
Pula is a ‘marginally located’ town while Pazin is more centrally located.158

However, although Pazin does have railway connections with Zagreb, the
travelling time by road from Zagreb to Pula and Pazin is not very different.
Furthermore, Pula is connected to the other major Istrian centres (Umag,
Poreï, Rovinj and also Rijeka) by relatively fast new ‘highways’ and has its own
international airport. Add to this the fact the Pula is the largest city in Istria, has
the largest port in Istria, and houses most offices of governmental institutions
and non-governmental organisations, it becomes clear that Klemenïiç’s instru-
mental arguments need to be brought into question.

Other writers, and the IDS itself, believed that political rather than instru-
mental motives were at the fore in the decision to locate the administrative
centre in Pazin. Ivan Rimac pointed out that the ethnic composition of Istria is
such that interior areas contain larger majorities of people describing them-
selves as ‘Croats’ than coastal areas. The largest majority of Croats is to be found
in the town of Pazin. Thus, the argument goes, the location of the centre was
prompted by a desire on the part of the HDZ for local bureaucracies to be
controlled by ‘Croats’. Furthermore, because Pazin is isolated from the coastal
towns this location created a distance between local government and the coastal
areas, which are more heavily populated by Italians and IDS supporters.159

Finally, Pazin was historically the centre of Croatian resistance and political
organisation in Istria, so it is thought that the historian president valued the
history of Pazin more than the history of the more Romanised and Italianised
Pula. Moreover, locating the administrative centre in Pazin pointed to a degree
of historical continuity in Croatian statehood and political activism in Istria.

The Istrians articulated the most coherent counter-narrative to Franjoism
in the 1990s. They made seven key arguments to emphasise their distinct regional
identity. The first Istrian claim, that the peninsula had a distinct history,
constituted a direct attack on the historical statehood narrative. Simply put, it
was claimed that Istria did not figure in the historical narrative outlined earlier.
The six other arguments included the geographical separateness of the
peninsula, its distinct political economy, its proximity to Western Europe, its
European ‘world view’, and the successful political mobilisation driven by the
Italian community. These factors, Istrians argued, produced a heterogeneous
society in which national identities were intermingled and subsumed in regional
identity. Many Istrians saw no incompatibility between being Croatian and
Slovenian and Italian all at once. This heterogeneous view was clearly at odds
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with the vision of national identity articulated by the HDZ. In response,
throughout the 1990s the government attempted to undermine Istrian identity
by a combination of subtle administrative manoeuvres and open attacks that
questioned whether the Istrians were loyal citizens.

Istrian regional identity posed a serious threat to Tuœman’s view of a
homogenous Croatian national identity. Not only was ‘Istrianness’ a multi-
national and multicultural identity that was tied to a region rather than the
nation, its ambivalence towards the national question was clearly a threat to
Franjoism. The Istrians were also particularly irritating because they could point
to a separate history, one in which Istrians as referents were much maligned by
Italians, Yugoslavs and Croatian centralisers. Rather than seeing Istrian identity
as a model of Europeanisation to be adopted throughout Croatia, the govern-
ment saw it as a challenge and attempted to control it by branding the Istrians as
‘internal enemies’ of the state and behaving accordingly. This had the
predictable effect of hardening the Istrian stance and increasing support for the
IDS and other opposition parties in Istria.
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