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1.

Croatian historical revisionism and anti-fascism
Hrvoje Klasić, Ph.D.

Thirty years after the declaration of
independence and the introduction of
democracy, Croatian society has not yet been
able to face up to its own past. Similar situations
can be found in the societies of the other states
that emerged from the break-up of Yugoslavia.
In addition to poor interstate relations, one
consequence of this has been that after various
historical experiences with “others”, now
members of their own nation have become
the biggest problem for Croats today. The
reasons for this glaringly obvious division, which
according to some, has already grown into a
“verbal civil war” lie precisely in the past.
Disagreements over the best way to preserve
Croatian statehood, and therefore the
possibility of progress for the Croatian nation,
were already evident during the 19th century
and culminated in Croats entering a community
with other South Slavic peoples in 1918. The
attitude of Croats, especially their political
and social elites, towards Yugoslavia over the
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next seven decades will range from viewing it
as the optimal framework for economic and
social development on the one side to the
“dungeon of the people” on the other. Taking
into consideration everything that happened
before and after it, the Second World War
can be seen as the key to understanding the
divisions in Croatian society today. The dream
of establishing an independent Croatian
nation-state came true on April 10, 1941.
However, after waking up the next day, most
citizens of Croatia, especially those who were
not ethnically Croats, realized what this new
reality would look like. The Independent State
of Croatia (NDH) became a puppet state
under the influence and control of Hitler’s
Germany and Mussolini’s Italy. The fascist
regime established by the Ustasha movement
submissively followed its role models in Rome
and Berlin. In some areas, such as terrorizing
the citizenry, it even managed to surpass
them. While one segment of the Croatian
people actively sided with fascism and another
passively accepted the new reality, many ethnic
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Croats and other Croatian citizens (of other
ethnicities) actively joined the anti-fascist
Partisan movement. It is this latter group
which wins the war in 1945 as part of the
international Allied coalition and decides that
Croatia’s future once again lies in the Yugoslav
experiment, only this time not as a monarchist
but a communist and republican experiment.
The divisions between Croats who were
radicalized during the war did not disappear
with the establishment of peace. On the
contrary, in May 1945 some members of the
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Ustasha movement as well as other Croats
who for various reasons did not want to live
in Yugoslavia (again) or under communist
rule, emigrated and continued very lively
political lives from abroad, with the goal of
re-establishing the Independent State of
Croatia (NDH). Some members of the Ustasha
movement and other defeated formations, as
well as numerous civilians who decided to flee
from the Partisans were not so lucky. Those
who sought to flee the country were stopped at
the Austrian border and returned to Yugoslavia
where they experienced the vengeful rage of
the victors. The tens of thousands killed and
kilometer-long columns of captured will become
a strong argument not only for the hatred of
everything that is Yugoslavian and communist
but will also sow a new seed of discord within
the Croatian people. While even the mention
of this topic was forbidden in Yugoslavia; in
exile, the “Bleiburg tragedy” becomes the single,
defining memory of the war. In other words,
those in Yugoslavia ignored the post-war crimes
committed after WWII, while those Croats
in exile ignored the crimes committed during
the four years of war. Instead of engaging
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in dialogue and facing up to the past, which
requires a minimum level of empathy for the
other side, everyone exclusively nurtured their
own historical truths. The main characteristics
of both “truths” were ideologization,
tendentiousness and selectivity.
The disappearance of the communist system,
but also of the Yugoslavian Federation in the
early 1990s on the one hand, and the creation
of an independent Croatian state under the
auspices of a parliamentary democracy on the
other, ushered in great expectations. Among
them was the hope for a completely new
approach to the study and teaching of Croatian
history, especially those historical topics
that had been neglected or suppressed until
then. However, in this case, as in many other
situations, the process of democratization was
fraught with numerous obstacles. The first and
foremost obstacle was the war. Although the
transfer of power was painless and civilized
in Croatia, the process of leaving Yugoslavia
did not go smoothly. Not of its own volition,
Croatia had to fight for state independence
with arms. Unfortunately, the radical, nationalist
and inflammatory slogans with which Slobodan
Milosevic’s propaganda machine had been
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gathering and mobilizing nationalist Serbs from
all over Yugoslavia for years soon received its
counterpart on the Croatian side. Expressions
of freedom of speech and Croatian national
interests increasingly took on a nationalist
character. The fact that the path to Croatian
independence was (once again) blocked by
Belgrade only served to further inflame longstanding Croatian-Serbian animosity. Moreover,
the situation that unfolded in the 1990s with
Serbs, the state of Yugoslavia, communism and
the Yugoslav National Army all pitted against
Croats seeking independence perfectly suited
the (re)positioning of the Ustasha who had a
tradition of both resistance and victory over
these same enemies. Increasingly unabashed
pro-Ustasha sentiment in Croatian society was
encouraged by returnees from emigration,

5

Round table “Historical Revisionism in the Post-Yugoslav Region”

especially those related to members
of the “original” Ustasha movement.
Their truths about the Second
World War, the Independent State
of Croatia, the tragedy that occurred
after its collapse, as well as the
crimes of the victors, finally had the
opportunity to become the official
version of Croatian history in the
homeland as well as the diaspora.
Perhaps even more importantly:
their truths become powerful motivating
factors for the forthcoming war. After forty-five
years, the Ustasha commanders Rafael Boban
and Jure Francetić become heroes again, role
models with whom young Croatian ‘defenders’
can identify with. The official Ustasha salute
“For home - ready” becomes an unofficial but
increasingly utilized war salute and greeting,
while Ustasha songs help to raise morale
internally and enstill fear in the opponent. It is
not long before streets are named after Ustasha
officials, history textbooks are rewritten to
re-evaluate the Ustasha movement and the
Independent State of Croatia, minimizing and
even denying Ustasha crimes, and members
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of the Ustasha army are awarded
state pensions. The glorification of
the Ustasha movement morphed
from a legally prohibited act into
one that showed and even proved one’s
patriotism. The new „truth“ stated that in
1991, just as in 1941, the “Ustasha” fights
once again for Croatian national interests,
and against Greater Serbian hegemony and
godless communism. The historical revision or,
more precisely, the reaffirmation of the role
of the Ustasha movement in Croatian history
necessarily led to a revision or, to put it mildly,
condemnation of all those who ever and in
any way opposed the Ustasha movement.
Consequently, Yugoslavia, Serbs, Partisans
(YNA) and communists were highest on the
list of the Croatian people’s enemies. The
demonization of Ustasha opponents takes place
in almost the same manner as the glorification
of the Ustasha movement itself. The names of
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fallen Partisan fighters are removed from street
names, monuments dedicated to the National
Liberation War are taken down, books written
in Cyrillic are removed from the libraries, Serb
citizens are threatened and harassed, and
the socialist period begins to be portrayed
exclusively as a criminal and anti-Croatian
enterprise.
Over the next thirty years, the trend of
historical revisionism and negationism which
began in the early 1990s varies in intensity
but never completely ceases.
Political and social elites,
from both the right and the
left of the political spectrum
most often ignored and
relativized the revisionism,
thus contributing to its
normalization in the public
sphere. This approach has
had the most far-reaching
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consequences on those whom we expect
to continue to build Croatian society in a
democratic and civic spirit: the youth. Growing
up in an atmosphere in which politicians
call anti-fascism a platitude while calling the
Independent State of Croatia an expression of
historical aspirations; in which singers glorify
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Ustasha crimes and criminals, while athletes
give lectures on Ustasha iconography resulted
in young people having a positive attitude
towards this darkest period of Croatian history.
Their tolerance for a regime that divided people
into desirables and undesirables seventy
years ago partly explains their increasingly
pronounced intolerance towards those they
consider “other” and different, today.
Dealing with the past is not an easy or
enjoyable process. However, it is a necessary
process. Experience teaches us that neglecting
and denying events will not make them
disappear or be forgotten. On the contrary:
over time, subjective and selective memory will
give these events qualities they never really
had, both through downplaying failure and
exaggerating success. We must constantly be
re-examining and critically analyzing events
from the past, but not trying to change and
adapt them to our own interests, whether they

Croatian historical revisionism
and anti-fascism
Hrvoje Klasić, Ph.D.

be individual or collective. Given the above
stated, it is evident that historical revisionism
always conveys more about the moment in
which it is spoken than about the moment it
is speaking about. Taking into consideration
which values revisionists in Croatia have been
attacking and which ones they have been
defending over the last twenty-so years,
leaves Croatian society reasons for concern.
Because monologue in place of dialogue, and
exclusiveness in place of multiple perspectives
do not encourage dealing with, but instead
confrontation with the past. And as things
stand, with the present and the future as well.
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2.

From the swastika to the pig’s head,
from equalization to the reversal of roles of perpetrator
and victim, and from revision to resistance
Oto Luthar, Ph.D.

For easier understanding, I have divided the
changes in the interpretation of Slovenian
history in the middle of the 20th century into
three sections.
In each section, using photographic materials, I
will try to point out the development of events
and changes in the installation and appearance
of monuments dedicated to World War II,
which in turn reflect the main changes in the
interpretation of resistance and collaboration
movements in World War II in Slovenia.
At the very beginning, I must forewarn that
my presentation is not about specific events
from the past, but about the politics of the
past. Among other reasons, because the
politics of the past have been shaping the
interpretation of events in Slovenia between
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1941 and 1945 for some time now. Of course,
this does not mean that my colleagues have
not been intensively researching this period,
on the contrary. However, for the past twenty
years now, their knowledge does not attract
as much public attention as revisionists whose
main goal is radical political interpretation.
Furthermore, the memories of fighters, camp
inmates, memories that were part of the public
consciousness four decades after WW II, have
largely been overshadowed by the memories of
collaborators and other “victims of communism”
over the last decade.
In the first past, referencing the title: “from
equalization to the reversal of roles of victim
and perpetrator,” I will talk about the emergence
of a parallel historical landscape which began to
emerge before Slovenian independence.
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Here, I am thinking of the monuments
commemorating the dead or those killed after
the war who were members of the Village
Guards, i.e. Anti-Communist Volunteer Militia,
and the Home Guard, which in the vast majority
of cases are called monuments to Victims of
Communist Violence.
Most of these monuments are in Dolenjska,
in central Slovenia, where the Home Guard
movement was strongest, and a few are in
Gorenjska where Gorenjska Home Guard units
operated. It should be noted that Slovenian
Wehrmacht soldiers stationed on the Eastern
Front often ended up in the Gorenjska Home
Guard, where they gladly exchanged the
difficult conditions of the Russian battlefield for
military service at home.
Unfortunately, in analyzing the mentioned
monuments it is impossible to assess the
extent to which they are intimate memories
of the families of those killed during and
after the war or the extent to which these
families may have been somewhat forced

to erect these monuments. To answer these
questions we would need to have the means
for serious research. However, the fact is
that the Archdiocese of Ljubljana has never
formally agreed with the practice of placing
so-called “Home Guard parish plaques”
(memorial plaques) in parish cemeteries. In the
event of placing such a plaque, the names of
other victims, that is Partisans and activists,
should also be on the plaques or next to them.
However, the current situation is evidence
that local priests have not been following the
instructions of the archdiocese.
The name “parish plaque” came into use in the
mid-1990s when the Slovene Covenant – an
association that tries to maintain the memory
of the Home Guard by presenting it as an
anti-communist movement and advocates the
thesis of “functional collaboration” - began
to plan their emergence and coordinate their
establishment.
In any case, at the end of the second decade
of this century, in central Slovenia, in Dolenjska
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and Gorenjska, there were already more than
220 such plaques and monuments in various
sizes. Among them, the monument in Grahovo
stands out, as it is this monument that warns
of a reversal of roles. Namely, it reads (among
other things) the following:
“At this place, in ’43 Slovenian Army Home Guard
soldiers…were shot by communists, brothers by
birth, foreigners by thought”.
The desecration of the Jewish section of the
Žale Cemetery in central Ljubljana was indeed
an announcement that some people in the new
state would be thinking quite a bit about the
restoration of monuments, along with the entire
culture of remembrance. Shortly after Slovenian
independence, “unknown perpetrators” drew
swastikas on most graves.
In response, certain public figures from the
social sciences offered the naive explanation
that this was a case of vandalism that had been
imported from abroad. That it was simply about
hooliganism and that there was no anti-Semitism
in Slovenia. This was a very naive interpretation,
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as proven later by research which revealed the
presence of the typical anti-Semitism without
Jews, which we also encounter in Austria.
Furthermore, the relativization of this initial
revisionism by the social sciences foreshadowed
the upcoming rehabilitation of war criminals,
i.e. “the abolition of [their] convictions”
which occurred after 2013. For instance, the
rehabilitation of Gregory Rožman who called
on Slovenes to enter MAVC and Home Guard
units, and that of Leon Rupnik, Commander of
the Slovenian Home Guard. For those of you
who are not familiar with the details of the
Slovenian war context, I must highlight that
the Home Guard units were an integral part of
the Wehrmacht police units and thus directly
subordinate to the German army. Their oath
to Hitler in the spring of 1944 conveyed as
much. The Home Guards received clothes and
weapons from the occupying authorities, but
also a salary and even child allowance, as well
as an appropriate number of vacation days
according to their position.
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The desecration of Jewish monuments was
followed by the renaming of streets and squares
in some provinces and cities. Tito’s Road in
Ljubljana became the Slovenian Road, but Tito’s
Square remained in Koper and Postojna. Tito’s
Street also remained in Maribor, Logatec, Ilirska
Bistrica, Novo mesto, Radeče, Tolmin, Velenje,
Celje, Lendava, Ormož, Hrastnik, Slovenj
Gradec, Kranj, Slovenska Bistrica and Jesenice.

monuments have been destroyed in the last
five years than in the entire period from 1991
to 2015. According to my data, at most 10
monuments have been intentionally damaged
so far, including the monument to Boris Kidrič
in Kidričevo. The perpetrators replaced his bust
with a pig’s head. Until then, pig heads had
been placed only in front of the construction
site of the Ljubljana mosque.

On the one hand, the destruction of Partisan
monuments is rare in Slovenia, especially
when compared to Croatia. Still, more Partisan

On the other hand, the events just described
over the last ten years have met with surprising
and, above all, spontaneous resistance. The
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beginnings of this resistance can be traced to
the villages of the so-called Mother Karst, the
plateau that stretches from Sežana and Divača
in the south to the Vipava Valley in the north.
It is an area that was under Italian rule during
World War II, and consequently the ancestors
of the current inhabitants met the fascist power
early on. That is why their descendants find
it difficult to accept a radical interpretation of
what happened after 1941.
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The feeling of powerlessness, on the one hand,
and the view that there is no need to renew
the memory of the resistance movement in
an independent state, on the other hand,
lasted for about ten years in which traditional
commemorations were absent. Soon after
2000, at least over the last 10 or 15 years,
the deterrence and erasing of remembrance
have been replaced by spontaneous acts of
caretaking for monuments and the renewal of
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traditional celebrations. People did not only
restore the memory of the fallen fighters, but
also the memory of the massacre of the civilian
population. Since similar things happened in
Istria, some of you are probably familiar with the
burning of houses and farm buildings together
with their inhabitants ... in Karst, Brkini, Brda
and Vipava Valley, there are at least three such
places where commemorations have taken
place in recent years.
This type of resistance includes the restoration
of the TITO inscription on the south side of
Trstelj, the highest hill in the Goričko Karst,
which was renewed by different generations
of the local population, last year. This year,
they carefully trimmed the overgrown bushes,
indicating that this is not an example of shortterm activism.
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I probably do not need to mention that those of
us who speak out against the de-historicization
described above are called advocates of
totalitarianism, left-wing fascists or, at best,
Yugo-nostalgics. A special curiosity of such
branding is that we are portrayed in these roles
by those who were faithful companions of
that part of socialism which we might call the
communist regime. I am thinking of the current
Prime Minister Janez Jansa, and Vinko Gorenak,
one of the state secretaries in his cabinet. They
were joined in their ideological conversion by
several hundred other publicly recognizable
members of the Slovenian Democratic Party
who manage to support both hardcore antiSemitism and Israeli policy in the occupied
territories at the same time ... but that is
another story.
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3.

Emerging forms of revisionism in the historiography
and public discourse of Bosnia and Hercegovina
Dino Dupanović, M.Sc.

Although the process of re-interpreting the
events of the Second World War began, in
part, during the time of the Socialist Federal
Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY), it took on a
much more pronounced form during the war
of 1992-1995 and continued after the war.
Historical revisionism was initiated for the
purpose of national homogenization of ethnic
groups in what is now the former SFRY. The
new versions of history offered a more recent
and uncorrupted version of the past - mostly
interpreting the earlier achievements of
Yugoslavia as based solely on indoctrination.
In Bosnian historiography, the aim was to
emancipate Muslim military formations from
the Second World War and reshape them

Emerging forms of revisionism
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of Bosnia and Hercegovina
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into a new form, as fighters for national souls.
Moments of crisis, caused by growing interethnic tensions in Bosnia and Herzegovina,
demanded what Ernst Cassirer defined as: new
political myths or myths according to plan. Such
myths did not grow freely, that is, they were
not wild uncontrolled fruits. New myths have
become artificial things, invented by very skilled
and cunning masters. The role of the skilled
and cunning masters has often been taken on
by historians with leanings towards various
nationalist groups. In these moments, historians
often became tools for fulfilling goals set by the
nationalist groups to which they belonged.
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Given that the national
divisions of ethnic groups
in the SFRY at the
beginning of the war in
1992 were largely based
on divisions from World
War II, this historical
event found a special
place among historians
who worked to destroy
earlier achievements of
historical science. Truth
be told, certain events
from the past demanded
that new points of view
be offered, which, after
all, is the ultimate goal of
science and the basis of
its progression - doubt
in earlier conclusions. However, some of
these new views were based on selective
historical sources and lacked multidimensional
interpretations. Researchers also fell into
the methodological trap of subjective
interpretation of the past, with subjectivity
becoming basically the main reason for postYugoslav historiography. In the late 1980s
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and early 1990s, the heroes and criminals of
the Second World War served as beacons for
the future of the nation, and for the purpose
of national homogenization. Statism in the
socio-cultural domain, often reproached by
Yugoslav historiography, was largely replicated
by historians who had to write history anew.
Reminiscing about the memories of the Second
World War in Bosnia and Herzegovina was,
and still is, socially desirable in some circles, but
with a different outcome from this culture of
remembrance.
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However, in order to better understand the
conditions, or rather the social chaos in which
such titles arose, it would be best to refer to an
excellent description of the perception of the
war period in Bosnian society. It is generally
claimed that Croats do not have a positive
attitude towards the Partisan victory, and that
they overemphasize the repression of the
Croatian population during the Second World
War. Serbs in Bosnia and Herzegovina and in
Serbia also have opposing views. Some support
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the Partisan movement, while others prefer
Chetnik organizations. The division depends on
the relative dominance of these movements on
the ground during World War II. The same is
the case with Bosniaks, some of whom believe
that the Partisan movement was a salvation
from Chetnik and Ustasha massacres, while
others see the Partisans as nothing more than
Chetniks who replaced the cockades on their
hats with the communist star before the end of
the war.
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It appears that since 1995, Bosnia and
Herzegovina’s World War II history has not
captured the attention of Bosnian historians
as much. The reasons for this (non) approach
are multiple, but the challenges presented by
the social complexity of Bosnian society are
certainly in the forefront.
Thus, for example, Professor Husnija
Kamberović, author of the book Historiography
in Bosnia and Herzegovina published in 2012,
found that only two papers on the Second
World War had been published in the most
serious Bosnian historical journal Prilozi over
the five years prior.

Emerging forms of revisionism
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Several significant works have been published
over the last few years that highlight the events
of the Second World War. However, one
minor complaint is that they were the work
of foreign historians, as opposed to domestic
historians from whom, honestly, much more
was expected. The books I am referring to are:
Bosnian Muslims in World War II, by Mark Attila
Hoare; Violence as a Generative Force: Identity,
Nationalism and Memory in a Balkan Community
by Max Bergholz; and Sarajevo 1941-1945 Muslims, Christians and Jews in Hitler’s Europe by
American historian Emily Greble. Two important
books by the local historian Ivica Šarc: The
Culture of Selective Memory and The Metastasis
of a Revolution, should also be included here.
The above-mentioned publications have in
common an inventive approach to perceiving
the past, predominantly through the prism of
the culture of remembrance and event analyses
at the micro level of the community. There
is no doubt that these books have opened
numerous discussions amongst the Bosnian
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public. Some of them have even been declared
revisionist books, with some claiming that the
documented events did not take place in such
a way. However, as Emily Greble pointed out
in an interview, touching on some gray areas
is necessary for Bosnian historiography, which
would like to move away from the established
forms of writing and observing the events of
the Second World War.
It is important to note that the historiography
on the events of the Second World War
does not develop as quickly in Bosnia and
Hercogivna as the valorization of these same
events and their interpretation in the public
sphere. It appears that evaluations of World
War II events and individuals are much more
lively in the public sphere. Thus, in 2004,
an initiative was launched to rename Tito’s
Street to Alija Izetbegović Street, but this did
not happen in the end. Numerous citizens of
Sarajevo then expressed their displeasure over
the attempt to name the main Sarajevo street
after the first President of the Republic of
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Bosnia and Hercegovina. Similar events ocurred
recently when the Sarajevo airport was to be
named after Alija Izetbegović, an idea which was
eventually suspended. It is important to note
that such events in Bosnia and Herzegovina
became active in parallel with similar events in
Croatia when the Zagreb airport was named
after Franjo Tudjman, the first President of the
Republic of Croatia. A few years ago, when
the Josip Broz Tito Square in Zagreb was
renamed, only a few days later an initiative was
launched by the SDA (a distinctly pro-Bosniak
national party) to also rename the main street in
Sarajevo named after Tito. In the end, that did
not happen.
The summoning and return to public life of
World War II figures who were remembered
as Nazi and fascist collaborators was also
recorded in several other cities in Bosnia and
Herzegovina. Unlike in Sarajevo, where a
critical mass existed to prevent such a return,
the same was not true in smaller towns. Thus,
Hussein Effendi Djozo, an SS officer with
fascist friends like Mile Budak, had the honor

Emerging forms of revisionism
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Dino Dupanović, M.Sc.

of having a school named after him in Gorazde.
Mile Budak was also commeorated, on the
streets of Mostar, together with Jura Francetić,
the commander of the Ustasha Black Legion.
In comparison, in Sarajevo, an initiative of a
group of historians and academics thwarted the
naming of a school after Mustafa Busuladzic, a
martyr and intellectual for the Bosniak radical
elite, killed after World War II without trial
for verbal offenses. In essence, he was an
associate of the fascist forces, who praised the
disappearance of Jews from Sarajevo in the
Second World War, but also looked retrogradely
at the emancipation of women.
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In other parts of Bosnia and Herzegovina, in
recent years there has been a phenomenon
of manipulating the number of World War
II victims and the valorization of certain
movements. This phenomenon can most
clearly be seen in the culture of remembrance
through the culture of monuments, which
is extremely widespread in this country.
Thus, it was noted that political elites from
the Bosnian entity of Republika Srpska use
such events from the past for the purpose
of national homogenization. During his last
visit to the Garavice Memorial Complex near
Bihac, where a large number of local Serbs
were killed, one of the entity’s political leaders
said: “Garavice was unfairly neglected in the
socialist system. At that time, everything that
was Serbian was neglected. Serb victims have
been minimized, forgotten, and graves that
spread across the countries where Serbs live
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still speak in silence. The communist regime
called these Serbian victims victims of fascism,
without defining the nation and religion, all
for the sake of false brotherhood and unity.
Orthodox Serbs were killed here just because
they are Orthodox Serbs. It is our duty to tell
the real truth. “ Although Garavice is one of
the largest memorials to Serbian victims in
Bosnia and Herzegovina, it appears that this
is still not enough to satisfy the new political
elites. Similar events are recorded in Mostar, a
multiethnic city, only in a slightly different form:
as desecration of the Partisan Cemetery, a
masterpiece by Bogdan Bogdanovic, which has
become almost commonplace. Furthermore, the
drawing of Ustasha symbols in public spaces is
an unsolvable problem for local authorities.
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