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Our Beautiful Homeland: Ideology, Propaganda and Mass Culture in the
Independent State of Croatia, 1941-1945

This thesis examines the ideology of the Ustasha Movement which ruled the Independent
State of Croatia between 1941 and 1945, considering the way in which it used popular culture
to consolidate its rule and legitimise its policies. It begins with a survey of historiographical
and literary treatments of the Ustashas as a starting point to explore the main themes of the
Ustasha ideology (ustastvo). These were ideas it had in common with other fascist and ultra-
nationalist movements in Europe. However, this thesis argues that while the Ustasha
Movement drew its ideology from a number of different sources including Yugoslavism,
fascism and National Socialism, its main source of ideological inspiration came from ideas
deeply rooted in traditional Croatian nationalism. The fact that Ustasha ideology was at least
partly grounded in popular prejudices and national myths means that the extent of support
the Ustashas enjoyed from the masses and their relationship with them needs to be
reconsidered. Often the Ustashas have been portrayed as an extreme political phenomenon
with little following. This thesis contends that the Ustasha Movement had not only more
support among the population than has hitherto been suggested, but that the Ustashas, far
from being a marginal group of outsiders, represented simply the most extreme expression of
a mainstream nationalist consensus. To be successful, propaganda needs to reflect existing
social values. In the Ustashas’ case, their ideology also reflected prevailing aesthetic values.
Although the Ustashas’ propaganda was grounded in a utilitarian appropriation of national
myths, ceremonies and traditions, their radical, modernising ideas and apocalypﬁc rhetoric
gained them the support of leading artists in Croatia too. The desire to create an exclusivist
Croatian culture was not, therefore, restricted to the Ustashas, but was a widely-held national
goal.
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Preface and Acknowledgements

It is now sixty years since American and British soldiers landed on the beaches
of Normandy and began a process which would lead to the liberation of
mainland Europe from Nazi rule. In Britain, which between 1939 and 1941
stood alone againét the Third Reich as the rest of Europe fell under the control
or spell (or sometimes both) of fascism and Nazism, the Second World War
continues to exude a grim fascination on the media and politicians. This
fascination is usually inextricably bound up with images of the Holocaust.
War museums hold exhibitions detailing the horrific reality of life in Dachau
and Auschwitz; politicians use the imagery of the Final Solution and Nazism
to call for military intervention in faraway countries; tabloid newspapers raise
the spectre of the brutal German soldier as a means of rousing the nation on
the eve of international soccer clashes and no television schedule would be
complete without at least one mini-series dramatising the British war
experience. Despite this obsession, understanding of the origins, causes and
ideology of fascism and Nazism and hence the roots of the Second World War
and the Holocaust remains at best superficial among the general population.
As regards the course of the Second World War in eastern Europe, one of the
principle battlegrounds between 1939 and 1945, even less seems to be publicly
known.

This thesis is a study of a fascist movement in eastern Europe between 1941
and 1945 and the way in which it used mass culture as a propaganda tool to
justify its rule and genocidal policies. The Croatian Ustasha Revolutionary
Movement, like the Nazi regime, was notorious in post-war Yugoslavia for the
orchestrated campaign of extermination and terror it instigated against what
it considered to be alien and dangerous populations, primarily Serbs, Jews
and gypsies. It aimed to create a Greater Croatia cleansed of all non-Croats. By
the time Croatia was liberated from its rule in 1945, its élite shock troops had
unsystematically murdered hundreds of thousands of civilians, including large
numbers of children. Excepting the Nazi camps of eastern Europe, it erected



the largest concentration camp on the Continent and indeed the sadism and
cruelty of the Movement shocked even hardened Nazi commanders who wrote
of the members of the Ustasha Movement increasingly with disgust. Months
before the Wannsee Conference was even convened, the regime in Croatia had
alreadybinaugurated its own self-willed Holocaust. Despite its notoreity, the
Ustasha Movement only entered public consciousness in the West during the
early stages of the war of secession in Yugoslavia in the 1990s as a means of
explaining the bloodshed in Bosnia and Croatia. Henceforth, as ethnic Serbs
in Bosnia and Croatia were evermore identified by the Western media, rightly
or wrongly, as the aggressors in the Yﬁgoslav war, the legacy of the Ustashas
disappeared from the discussion.

Very little has been written about the Ustashas in the English language,
despite their infamy. In Communist Yugoslavia, the Ustashas were portrayed
as a fringe movement of fanatics and fascist war criminals with no popular
support. In post-communist Croatia, by contrast, nationalist historians and
intellectuals argued that the crimes of the Ustashas were exagerrated and used
as a weapon of propaganda by the Communist authorities to discredit the
Croatian nationalist movement. Moreover, they argued, the Ustashas might
have been fascists but they also brought Croatia its independence. Such
arguments were extremely offensive to many Serb historians (as well as, it
must be said, Holocaust scholars). Yet their reply — to focus almost solely on
the genocidal aspects of Ustasha rule in Croatia between 1941 and 1945 to the
exclusion of almost everything else — told us nothing new.

The relationship between regimes of the far-right and mass culture in the
period between 1919-1945 is a subject which is now very popular. In recent
years, the fixation with Nazi and fascist culture has been open to criticism:
some historians and scholars have argued that concentrating on culture avoids
dealing with the essence of fascism - its destructive violence and, especially,
the Holocaust of millions of Jews, gypsies, Slavs and others. What, scholars
have asked, can novels, films and paintings tell us about this? Cultural

- historians would no doubt answer that looking at the way in fascist regimes
represented their ideology to the masses allows us to understand how fascists
saw themselves and the world around them. This thesis aims to show not only

how the Ustashas saw the world around them, but also how they used that



vision to legitimise to the Croatian public their campaign of genocide. In post-
1945 western European states such as France and Italy, as much as in
Communist states, national mythologies were created in which fascism was
portrayed as a freakish aberration, unique to its time and place, rejected by
the vast majority of citizens. This interpretation, deemed necessary in the
attempt to achieve national reconciliation and build new cohesive societies,
was no more true in Vichy France or fascist Italy than it was for the
Independent State of Croatia. This thesis’ examination of the manner in which
the Ustasha Movement used mass culture, drawing on popular prejudices and
national traditions, shows that the ideology of the Ustashas, as with European
fascist movements generally, had more popular support than is usually
supposed. By the time the Ustashas came to power in 1941, they were at the
radical edge of a mainstream national consensus and many of their ideas
about the nation and the state owed as much to the writings of nineteenth-
century Croatian nationalist writers as they did to Benito Mussolini or Adolf
Hitler.

As I began to write the final substantive draft of this thesis, the Yugoslav
province of Kosovo was engulfed by a wave of ethnically-motivated pogroms.
Albanian nationalist extremists attacked Serb villages, burning churches and
monasteries to the ground, killing civilians and causing whole populations to
flee. The cause of the outbreak of violence — a sensational, and, as it turned
out, completely false story about the brutal murder of three young Albanian
boys by a Serb man, nonetheless seized on by Kosovo Albanian media eager to
enflame public opinion against the Serb minority and to legitimise a campaign
of ethnic hatred - is a depressingly familiar one. Such an episode would have
seemed familiar to Jews living in nineteenth-century Tsarist Russia or 1930s
Germany. It would also have seemed familiar to Serbs, Jews and Gypsies
living in the Croatia of the early 1940s. The events in Kosovo demonstrated yet
again the enduring and dangerous power of propaganda as a weapon of war
and even terror if unleashed in a receptive atmosphere. Although this thesis is
a study of a period in the past, as recent events in the Balkans have shown,
where history was deliberately evoked as a weapon of war, it has

contemporary resonance.



The conception, research, writing and completion of this thesis would not
have been possible without the assistance, advice, and in many cases |
friendship, of a number of individuals. In the course of writing a book, most
historians accumulate so many favours that it is a wonder that they have any
friends left at the end of the process. I hope I will be forgiven if I have
inadvertently omitted to thank any individuals by name. First and foremost,
Peter Siani-Davies of the School of Slavonic and East European Studies,
University College London has made an invaluable contribution to my thesis.
Not only has he been extremely supportive towards me in every step of my
thesis and made many important suggestions which have aided the clarity of
my central argument, but he has also been unfailingly kind, considerate and
tolerant. At numerous points in the evolution of my thesis, when I despaired
of ever completing it, he never lost faith. My sincere thanks are also due to
Rebecca Haynes and Martyn Rady for their early interest in my work and their
encouraging remarks, above and beyond the call of duty. Rebecca Haynes, in
particular, not only read drafts of my manuscript, making many judicious
observations, but also arranged for me to present research papers in both the
initial and late stages of my research, which helped me clarify and develop my
ideas profoundly. Wendy Bracewell of the School of Slavonic and East
European Studies was enormously encouraging of my thesis in its early stages.
A debt of gratitude is also due to my colleagues at the Office for Criminal
Justice Reform at the Home Office and, latterly, at the Neighbourhood
Renewal Unit in the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister for their interest in
my work as well as their good humour. I am particularly grateful to Tim
Cheeseman, Mike Marriott and Julian Owen for allowing me to take extended
periods of study leave to research and write up my thesis.

In Croatia, which I visited for research purposes in the winter of 2003, I
would like to thank the staff of the Croatian State Archives and the National
University Library for their kindness and helpful attitude. Not only did they
locate many rare journals and documents, but they also heroically dealt with
my requests for books and journals concerning a movement still deeply
controversial in their country. I would especially like to thank Boris Suljagic of
the Croatian State Archives for his unfailing good cheer and friendship
throughout the months I spent in Zagreb. I should also like to thank the many
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I am grateful to them all. Finally, I would like to thank my family and friends
for their understanding and support during the researching and writing of my
thesis. I only hope they will think that the thesis I have produced was worth
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Introduction

On 10 April 1944, the Independent State of Croatia celebrated the third
anniversary of its founding. Speeches were given; poems and songs were written
in honour of the great event; processions and ceremonies were performed.
According to one programme of evenfs'to mark the great day, “10 April is a great
day of celebration and freedom. On this day, the beauty and greatness of priceless
freedom passes before the eyes of every Croat, something which merits every
sacrifice and calls for the unquestioning endurance of all suffering.” The
highlight of the programme was an operetta about the life of King Tomislav,
whose medieval kingdom the rulers of the Independent State of Croatia believed
they had recreated. Yet by the time baritones were singing about the ecstasy of
independence, the rulers of the State in the name of the State had murdered more
than half a million of its inhabitants. Such were the ambiguities of the rule of the
Ustasha Movement.

The political ideology of the Revolutionary Croatian Ustasha Organisation
~ which founded and ruled the Independent State of Croatia (Nezavisna DrZava
Hrvatska — NDH) from 1941 to 1945 was Janus-faced. On the one» hand, the
Ustashas saw themselves as an élite body of patriotic fighting men struggling for
an independent Croatian state. To achieve this aim, they were prepared to employ
the most uncompromising methods necessary, including genocide.2 This is the
familiar image of the Movement.3 Yet there was another side to the Ustashas
which was been little discussed: the importance their ideology placed on cultural
concerns. In fact, Ustasha ideology was permeated by notions of culture as a
civilising mission. In the years before they came to power, Ustasha leaders often
stressed that their movement was one of culture which sought to liberate the
Croatian people from the barbarism and backwardness of their Serbian
oppressors.4 Once in power, this idea of culture as civilisation became an integral
state ideology. Ustasha activists demanded a cultural revolution to create a “new
Croatian national consciousness and feeling.” After the liberation of the Croatian

nation in 1941, they argued, culture should be used to create a New Croatian
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Person. For such writers, the first revolution of the Ustasha seizure of power was
to be followed by a cultural war, the “second revolution.”s

Conventional wisdom might suggest that fascism and culture as civilisation do
not belong together. The novelist Thomas Mann wrote of the Nazis as “heralds of
a world-rejuvenating barbarism” and the Hitler regime as a “dictatorship of the
scum of the earth.”¢ The definitive statement on the relationship between the two
was summed up by the Nazi who exclaimed: “When I hear the word culture I
reach for'my revolver!”” Yet faéci'st'pértriesr in E\irdpe were above all national
parties with national ideologies. Therefore, it is hardly surprising that they gave
primacy to notions of culture. As Anthony Smith and Ernest Gellner have argued,
nationalist regimes institute a “cultural and educational revolution” in which
ecclesiastical authority and tradition are replaced by the new deity of the state.
Culture thus becomes “the necessary shared medium, the lifeblood or, perhaps,
rather the minimal shared atmosphere with which alone the members of the
society can breathe and survive and produce.”®

This thesis considers how the Ustasha Movement used the idea of culture as a
civilising tool in the Independent State of Croatia to légitimate their rule, their
policies and their cult of the Croatian nation and state. It examines the way in
which mass culture - novels, poems, paintings, plays — were utilised to support
their vision of a new society in which the nation would be remade, relations
between the sexes and classes reinvented and ageing democratic notions replaced
by the energy of youth. It also examines the extent to which the Ustasha
Movement’s ideology and ideas about culture were influenced by its predecessor,
the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. To a lesser extent, it also considers to what extent the
cultural notions of the Ustashas were appropriated by the Communist post-war
Yugoslav state. When the Ustashas talked about culture, they did not just mean
the rituals, and festivals, art and literature, symbols and monuments through
which societies and individuals represent the world about them.® For the
Ustashas, culture also signified a code of conduct by'which the nation lived. For
intellectuals like Julije Makanec, minister of education in the Independent State

of Croatia, Croatia through virtue of its traditions and history, its Catholicism as
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well as its geo-political position and alliances, belonged to the culture of the West
and of Europe. Croatia, he wrote, had been developing for one thousand years in
the heart of Europe; only by retaining its western European culture and resisting
the Asian culture of the East could it survive. The Ustashas, he wrote, were
fighting for the Europe of Sophocles, Plato, Dante, Ruder-Boskovié, Pascal and
Goethe.10 '

A key problem in studying the Ustashas is the availability of archival sources.
Partly this reflects the fact that the State the Ustashas created in 1941 opei'ated
more through oral commands than Written ones. Unlike other totalitarian
regimes of the 1930s and 1940s, the Ustasha Movement was not a particularly
theoretical movement; as men of action not words, the Ustashas viewed verbosity
with scorn and suspicion. Practical considerations also played a role: throughout
the exis;cence of the State, there was a shortage of paper and its use strictly
rationed. Moreover, many of the archival records which did exist were destroyed
during the liberation of Croatia 1945, either accidentally as a result of the general
upheaval and the Allied bombing or deliberately as part of the Communists’
process of national reconciliation. Since this thesis examines mass culture and
propaganda, it tells the story of the public face of the Ustasha regime not the
private decisions made among its leaders behind closed doors; it is not interested
so much in how or what decisions were arrived at but how they were justified to
the masses. For any thesis dealing with public communication, propaganda and
mass culture, cultural journals, literature and visual art can often tell us far more
than archival sources. This is especially true in the case of the Ustasha Movement
which communicated to the masses through language steeped in Ma.nichean
opposites. Archival sources have been used mainly for the purposes of putting
this public face into context.

Beginning with a study of ideology and the use of culture in the first Yugoslavia
and ending with some thoughts on ideology and culture in the last, this thesis
argues that there was a continuity of ideology reflected in the popular culture of
all three states. This was based on heroism, martyrdom, utopianism and, above

all, the glorification of youthful radicalism. It is no coincidence that many
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Ustashas began life as zealous Yugoslavs or ended it as committed Communists.
Like the Ustashas, Communist and Yugoslavist youth engaged in terrorist activity
against the state and would commit suicide to evade capture by the authorities.
Nor was this phenomenon unique to Yugoslavia since elsewhere in Europe,
politically-engaged youth alternated between seemingly contradictory political
extremes. Disaffection with the ideology of Yugoslavism, which rapidly
abandoned its revolutionary political aims and ideals, led youths to divert their
energies into the more dynamlc Communist and Ustasha movements. 1ndeéd,
running through the anti-Serb and anti-Yugoslav rhetoric of the Ustashas there is
a discourse of disillusion and disappointment and a palpable sense that they had
been betrayed by Yugoslavism. This started with the leader of the Ustashas
himself, Ante Paveli¢, an early Yugoslavist, and went right down to the grassroots
members.12 Through an examination of the manner in which ideological aims
were represented in popular culture and propaganda, we can gain an insight into
the way in which the Ustashas saw the world and themselves. This thesis
contends that the ideology of the Ustashas drew on influences from Croatian
nationalism, contemporary political ideas such as Nazism and fascism, as well as
Yugoslavism to create something which the Ustashas considered to be uniquely
Croatian. It aims to show that the Ustasha movement was revolutionary, insofar
as the national revolution it inaugurated, couched in anti-bourgeois rhetoric and
implemented through the medium of genocide, in fact led to a social revolution.
To be successful, political propaganda needs two elements: a population which
has been psychologically prepared for its message and an ideology rooted in
existing ideas.®3 This thesis therefore argues that the growing popularity of the
Ustashas in the nationalist atmosphere of Croatia in the 1930s and the initial
popularity which greeted them when they came to power in 1941 reflected the fact
that neither they nor their ideology can be considered politically marginal. On the
contrary, they were simply the extremist expression of a mainstream national

consensus.

13



Variations on a Theme: the Ustashas as History in the Socialist State

Many historians argue that the Ustasha Movement was a classic example of an
East European native fascist movement — an ultra nationalistic and populist East
European political movement which was heavily influenced by the ideologies of
fascism and Nazism.4 As an émigré drg-aﬁisétiron‘ liﬁhg in Ifaly and Geﬁhahy in
the 1930s and financed by the fascist and Nazi regimes, they were exposed to the
ideologies of those two states at first hand.!s Like most native fascist movements
in inter-war Europe, the Ustashas consistently denied that they took all or any of
their ideology from fascism and National Socialism — explaining that in the same
way that fascism was a specifically Italian phenomena and Nazism a genetically
German philosophy, their Ustasha ideology (ustaStvo) was a uniquely national
belief structure rooted in traditional Croat nationalism.!6 Although this was partly
true, the influence of fascism and Nazism on the thinking of the Ustashas,
especially after they came to power, is clear.

Since the 1920s, scholars have been arguing about the nature of fascism, its
origins and sources of support, its core ideology — indeed, whether it actually had
an ideology — and its relationship to both nationalism and Nazism.!” In recent
decades, some historians, such as Ze’ev Sternhell, have come to see fascism as a
revolutionary cultural rebellion against rationalism, liberalism and parliamentary
democracy, arguing that its origins were to be found in syndicalist and anarchist
factions of the left, not the right, who were increasingly tired of the conservatism
of the labour and socialist movements as well as the working-class itself and
wanted revolution, no matter what its shape or form. To this “heroic and violent
culture” was added the aesthetics of Futurism which advocated iconoclasm and
the destruction of bourgeois values.!® The idea that fascism was a revolutionary
movement of the left and a cultural rebellion against conformist societal values
has been the Subject of an enormous number of studies.!? Already in the 1930s,

that astute critic of fascism and Nazism, Walter Benjamin, was observing that
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fascism used aesthetics and popular culture as a means of making the masses
believe that they were actively involved in the fascist revolution when they were
not. Its symbols, festivals and ceremonies served to mask its reactionary nature.
Fascism was, he wrote, famously, “the aestheticisation of politics.”2 Perhaps
George Mosse most eloqliently expressed the need to view fascism as an attempt
to create a cultural revolution. “Fascism considered as a cultural movement,” he
wrote, “means seeing fascism as it saw itself and as its followers saw it, to attempt
to understand the movement on its own terms. Only then, when we have grasped
fascism from the inside out, can we truly judge its appeal and its power.”2:

In 1958, Franz Roh commented of National Socialist art that little worthwhile
emerged from the period. “To a great extent, National Socialist art was a foreign
- element which does not deserve to be discussed.”22 Such a view of public culture
under fascism and Nazism persists until this day amongst some scholars:
provincial, mediocre, derivative and insignificant are four common adjectives
which have been used to describe it.23 Some scholars have also portrayed popular
culture in Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany as essentially an authoritarian
extension of political power. According to Igor Golumstock, art and culture in the
fascist states was totalitarian and totalitarian art by definition attempted to
eliminate all artistic expression which did not fit. Not only did fascist states see
art as an ideological and utilitarian weapon of the control of the masses, but they
invariably adopted the most conservative form of art as the official art movement
in order to appeal to as wide a spectrum of the population as possible.24

Other studies have adopted a diametrically opposed view of fascism’s attitude to
popular and mass culture. Far from promoting a mediocre type of mass culture,
fascists, it has been argued, were at the forefront of the making of a new
modernist and experimentalist culture; some have gone as far as to suggest that
fascist art paved the way for many of the great cultural movements, such as
Italian social realist cinema.2s They have disputed too the contention that fascist
ideas about culture were totalitarian and monolithic, arguing that in Italian
Fascism, popular culture was heterogeneous and pluralistic as were many of the

artists who contributed to the fascist vision. Far from being silenced, and acting
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as the timid mouthpieces of the regime, artists continued to produce work that
both explicitly and implicitly criticised those in power.26 Fascism, as a cultural
movement, has, in recent years, increasingly been interpreted as a vehicle of
modernisation and national unity. According to this line of reasoning, fascism'’s
ceremonies, rituals, its mass manifestations and public spectacles and rallies ' were
used as a means of creating a new unified classless identity for citizens in multi-
national states in which formal unification had only occurred relatively recently
and in which class divisions and régiohai identities were perceivéd as holding

back the social and economic progress of the nation.2?

The Insurgent—Croatian Revolutionary Organisation (Ustasa—Hrvatska
revolucionarna organizacija) was formed in 1928 by a group of nationalist
students at the University of Zagreb who had gathered under the leadership of
Ante Paveli¢ and Gustav Peréec. Paveli¢, a deputy for the Croatian Party of Right
(Hrvatska stranka prava—HSP) in the Yugoslav Skupstina, had earlier had a
reputation as a proponent of Yugoslavism. As a member of the Croatian National

Council at the founding of the Kingdom of the Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, he
~ advocated national oneness, opposed dual Croatian institutions and had claimed
Starcevi¢ as a prophet of Yugoslavism. In 1925, as a rising member of the HSP he
had led negotiations with Nikola Pasi¢’s Radical Party (Radikalna stranka—RS)
which would have seen the HSP become the Croatian branch of the Radical Party
in Zagreb and King Aleksandar accede to King Zvonimir’s throne. In return,
Croatia would be afforded cultural and political autonomy. Such policies, Paveli¢
contended, were the only way to prevent the betrayal of the Croatian national
cause.28 However, negotiations broke down and the assassination of Stjepan
Radi¢, leader of the Croatian Peasant Party (Hrvatska seljacka stranka—HSS) in
June 1928, and the decision of King Aleksandar in the aftermath of the
assassination to declare a dictatorship, rendered a reconciliation between
nationalist Serbian and Croatian politicians impossible. The assassination and
bloody student protests which followed signalled to Croat nationalists that

peaceful methods would not achieve their aim of an independent state and the
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Ustasha Movement was formed to fight with violence for a free Croatia. The
Ustasha movement was not the first insurrectionary anti-Yugoslav movement to
be founded. In 1920, émigrés from the extreme Pure Party of Rights, led by Ivica
Frank and Captain Josip Metzger, had formed the paramilitary organisation, the
Croat Legion, in Budapest, Hungary. Claiming thousands of young members, they
vowed to fry Serbs in boiling oil. However, it was the first insurrectionary group
to be taken seriously by the Yugoslavs.29

VShbrtlyr after forming the grdui), rPdve»Iié, Perdec and their followers fled the
Kingdom of Yugoslavia and settled in a number of European countries, including
Italy and Hungary. Camps were established for the military training of Ustasha
recruits and a propaganda centre run by young intellectual nationalists such as
Branimir Jeli¢ and Mladen Lorkovi¢ was founded in Berlin. The focus of Ustasha
activity was the training camps, especially the camp in Italy, since it was there
that not only the Poglavnik settled but also where the seat of the future Ustasha
government—the Main Ustasha Headquarters—was situated. From these
Headquarters, commands were issued, propaganda leaflets and newspapers
printed, plans formulated and the tenets of the Movement (the Ustasha
Principles) transcribed. The camps themselves were run on strict military lines
and all recruits were obliged to take an oath of loyalty to both the movement and
the Poglavnik: the penalty for violating it was death and disputes, hunger, fights,
killings and even suicide among recruits were common.3° The social membership
of the Ustasha movement abroad (the so-called émigré Ustashas) reflected the
structure of other fascist movements in Eastern Europe. Although there were
students and intellectuals in the émigré movement, these tended to be found
amongst the leading cadres. In the rank and file of the movement, workers,
peasants and sailors predominated.3! Amongst activists of the Ustasha movement
who stayed in Yugoslavia to conduct political activities (the so-called home
Ustashas), however, there was a high number of intellectuals and students.
Generally, home Ustashas were relatively less ideologically extreme than their
émigré comrades and more cerebral; for their part, the émigré Ustasha faction

(the Ras) looked on the home Ustashas as overly-intellectualised and far from
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being “real” Ustasha men. Whilst the home Ustashas engaged in protests and
wrote furious leaflets against the Yugoslav state, only very rarely did their
methods become explicitly terrorist. This was in contrast to the émigré Ustashas
who embarked on a campaign of violent insurrection against the state. From the
early 1930s, a wave of terrorist attacks convulsed Yugoslavia, culminating in the
assassination of King Aleksandar in Marseilles in 1934 by a member of the
nationalist Macedonian organisation, (The Internal Macedonian Revolutionary
Orgériisation — IMRO) 'workirwlgw‘ith the Ustashas. Although the majority of
terrorist attacks targeted prominent regime supporters, the Ustashas did not
shrink from killing innocent civilians. Ustashas were also prepared to sacrifice
their own lives in the pursuit of an independent state of Croatia. In a failed
uprising in the Lika region in 1932, one Ustasha insurgent, Stipe Devéié, blew
himself up with his hand grenade rather than face the ignominy of capture by
Yugoslav gendarmes.32 In the late 1930s, due to the harsh conditions in the
Ustasha training camps and disillusionment with the Movement itself, dissident
Ustashas were allowed to return to Croatia after an agreement between the
Yugoslav authorities and Italy. This did not mean that on returning to Croatia
these Ustashas simply returned to their former lives. On the contrary, Ustashas
such as the novelist Mile Budak or the former law student Jure Franceti¢ took the
opportunity of being back in the homeland to propagandise for an independent
Croatia, especially amongst university and high school students, through front
workers’ and charitable organisations.33

‘The first post-war Yugoslav analyses to appear about the Ustashas were
explicitly political. Since the Partisan Communist authorities had condemned the
Ustasha Movement as an organisation of war criminals and had punished many
of its leading figures after the war, it is not surprising that many early studies
focused heavily on the cruelty and genocidal impulses: of the Ustashas. Such
studies also sought to emphasise the sufferings of Croatians in the Independent
State of Croatia, the marginality of the Ustasha ideology and its weak base of
support. In post-fascist Croatia, now part of a new Yugoslavia of brotherhood and

unity, any suggestion that ordinary Croatians bore any guilt for the crimes of the
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Ustashas was to be avoided since to suggest otherwise would have made the
consolidation of a Yugoslav state almost impossible. According to the report of
the Croat State Commission for the Investigation of the Crimes of the Occupiers
and their Helpers in Jasenovac, the Ustashas knew that they could only win
power by terroristic means and therefore instigated “the arrest and mass murder
of Serbs, Jews and progressive Croats.” As a movement responsible for the
extermination of the Serb peoples of Bosnia and Croatia, they were not just war
criminals but “sadists” and “maniacs” who had nothing in common with the
Croatian nation.34 Nikola Nikoli¢’s Jasenovacki logor smrti (Jasenovac Death
Camp, 1946) and Milko Riffer’s Grad mrtvih: Jasenovac 1943 (The City of the
Dead: Jasenovac 1943, 1946), both works written by death camp survivors, also
emphasised the sadism of Ustasha guards at the Jasenovac concentration camp,
especially Catholic theological students, at a time in which the Croatian Catholic
Church itself was itself under immense political pressure by the Communist
authorities. They also tended to stress the huge numbers of victims of the
Ustashas. Riffer called Jasenovac the 1argest underground city in Croatia,
claiming that 800,000 murdered were buried in its grounds. By contrast, Viktor
Novak’s Magnum Crimen (Major Crimes, 1948) claimed that the Catholic Church
in Croatia had not only collaborated with the Ustashas, but had provided them
with their genocidal ideology. In these early years when memories were still raw,
Pavelié, the Ustasha leader,.was understandably a hate figure. In Sime Balen’s
Pavelié (1951), the author described him and his wife, Mara as “perverted sadists
who could not live without blood, terror and horror.” His analysis of the crimes of
the Ustashas against the minority Serb population in Croatia was especially
coruscating. It had “no example in history, except perhaps that of Attila the Hun,
Genghis Khan or Abdul Hamid.”3s The memoirs of some survivors of Ustasha
death camps also emphasised that as well as ethnic enemies of the Ustashas -
Serbs, Jews and gypsies - Muslims and Croats had also been persecuted and
exterminated. In stressing the solidarity of the imhates, not only could the

Ustashas be portrayed as the nemesis of humanity generally but also as the
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apogee of Croatdom whose best interests lay in a multi-ethnic, multi-confessional
Yugoslav state.36

Another early theme centred on the Ustashas’ ideological and logistical reliance
on foreign revisionist powers. Like those early works which had stressed the
sadism of the Ustashas, these studies also served to separate the majority of
Croatians from the Ustashas by portraying the Independent State of Croatia as a
puppet state under foreign occupation. Theses studies often drew attention to
other collaborationist regimes in wartime Yugoslavia. In Ferdo Culinovié’s
Okupatorska podjelja Jugoslavije (The Occupiers’ Partition of Yugoslavia, 1970),
other reactionary forces such as the Nedié regime in Serbia, the Chetniks and the
Rozman regime in Slovenia were all portrayed as possessing the same essential
political and moral character, and collaborating together against the Partisans.37
Culinovi¢’s study, like many such studies in post-war Yugoslavia, was hampered
not just by ideological conformity but also by the vogue of Marxist historicism
which stressed empirical details and experience. This form of historical narrative,
which has been described as documentary history or Positivism, might have been
an attempt to write history as it really was, but it also resulted in fact dominating
at the expense of analysis, which made for very dense and sometimes unreadable
studies. Bogdan Krizman’s otherwise admirable learned studies of the rise and
fall of the Independent State of Croatia, the Ustashas’ connections with Italy and
Germany and the way in which this influenced their core ideology are excellent
examples of this historiographical paradigm. In his many massive studies like
Ante Pavelié¢ i UstaSe (Ante Paveli¢ and the Ustashas, 197'8), Paveli¢ izmedju
Hitlera i Musslonijia (Pavelié between Hitler and Mussolini, 1980) and Ustase i
treéi reich (The Ustashas and the Third Reich, 1983), the level of detail was, on
occasion, overwhelming. This served to obscure the real value of Krizman’s
studies — their objectivity and nuance, made all the more admirable in the case of
the author because he came from a Yugoslavist Croatian family which was
persecuted by the Ustashas.38

The first Yugoslavian attempt to produce a complete history of the Ustasha

movement and the Independent State of Croatia was Mladen Coli¢’s Takozvana
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Nezavisna Drzava Hrbatska (The So-Called Independent State of Croatia, 1973).
Its central arguments concerning the marginality of the Ustasha ideology scarcely
differed from earlier accounts, yet the narrative was astonishing at the time for its
absence of polemics and its calm, lucid recitation of the cause and course of the
Independent State of Croatia. This followed Milan Basta’s Agonije i slom
Nezavisne DrZave Hrvatske (The Agony and Collapse of the Independent State of
Croatia, 1971), concerning the last months of the Independent State of Croatia,
was told from the point of view of a retired Partisan General. Like many observers
of the Ustashas, Basta had a low opinion of the Ustashas. For him, the archetypal
Ustasha was an ambitious loner or high-school dropout who could easily be
manipulated by more educated activists. The Ustashas were “déclassé and
deformed people for whom an Ustasha uniform and beliefs gave power over
people and their property and around whom was created an aura of greatness.”39

The psychologically-troubled and repressed nature of Ustashas was explored in
a number of Yugoslav novels too. In Branko Copié’s, Prolom (The Break, 1966),
one of the main protagonists, Skuro, joins the Ustasha movement precisely
because he feels an outsider. Described as a “pimply and pasty” student
“undernourished and even more badly dressed, frail-looking and ignored by
girls,” he moves easily from the high school of the Archbishop of Sarajevo, Ivan
Sarié, to the Ustashas, seeking solace from his “childhood misery and crushed
dreams” in his hatred of Serbs.4° In Ranko Petkovi¢’s Crna legija (The Black
Légion, 1963), the anti-hero, Ivo Bukié, an Ustasha emigrant, measures his iron
will and discipline in terms of his ability to resist his sexual impulses, channelling
his energy into his political activism.4! In cinema, this stereotype of the Ustashas
did not differ. Whether in Lordan Zafranovi¢’s Okupacija u 26 slika (An
Occupation in 26 Pictures, 1978), Frane Stigli¢’s Deveti krug (The Tenth Circle,
1967) or Dusan Vukoti¢’s Akcija stadion (Action Station, 1977), the Ustashas
were uniformly repulsive, stupid and vicious and their victims heroic, noble and
beautiful.42

In Communist Yugoslavia, the most common interpretation of the Ustasha

relationship towards ideology and mass culture could be summed up by the
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words of an Ustasha guard in a Slobodan Snajder play who exclaimed to one of
his prisoners, a renowned actor: “To tell you the truth, culture has always gone
over my head!”43 The Ustashas, historians argued, were destroyers, not creators.
Artists and writers who had supported the Ustashas during the existence of the
Independent State of Croatia had either been punished, eniigrated or had
assimilated themselves into the new Yugoslav cultural milieu so adroitly that
neither they nor the regime wished to be reminded of their murky past. In this
regérd, Fikreta Jelié-Buti¢’s Vstudry, Ustage i Nezavisna Dr¥ava Hrvatska (The
Ustashas and the Independent State of Croatia, 1977) should be considered as a
pioneering study. Its discourse did not differ from previous Yugoslav studies, yet
for the first time a chapter was devoted specifically to the Ustashas’ attempt to
appropriate Croatian culture for their own uses. Admittedly, Jeli¢-Buti¢ arrived at
fairly predictable conclusions—that the Ustasha attempt to appropriate popular
cultural was a failure, that most artists of renown refused to support the regime
and that those that did were little-talented writers of a clericalist or nationalist
orientation. However, in stressing the importance that the Ustashas placed on
culture, both as a part of their ideology and as a propaganda weapon, she opened
the door to other examinations on this theme.44

After the war, Ustasha functionaries also wrote about their experiences between
1941 and 1945. The reminiscences by Ivo Rojnica, Vjekoslav Vrandi¢ and Matija
Kovaéi¢ were potentially very interesting. Yet although all three books offered
some important insights into the organisation of the Movement in the 1930s, the -
period of Ustasha rule was dealt with very unsatisfactorily and their memoirs
amounted to little more than exercises in denial and self-justiﬁcation.45 Rather
more promising was Stanko La$i¢’s study, Miroslav Krleza i Nezavisna DrZava
Hrvatska (Miroslav Krleza and the ‘Independent State of Croatia, 1989), an
examination of artistic collaboration and resistance in the Ustasha state. It was
perhaps the first study to acknowledge that the ideology of the Ustashas had its
roots in a form of Croat nationalism that was not marginal or unrepresentative,
but uncomfortably mainstream. At a time when Croatian separatism was once

again in the ascendancy, he pointed out the dangers of unbridled nationalism,
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arguing that in order to lay the brutal Ustasha past to rest, Croats would have to
confront it with honesty. Until Croats asked themselves what national traditions
had created the Ustashas and what in the national culture they had been able to
draw on as sources of legitimacy, they would not be able to exorcise their legacy.

He wrote:

I do not say, “I am not Paveli¢.” Nor do I say, “I am Paveli¢.” Rather, I say, “I am not Pavelic,
but a part of me is.”...More than this, I have to accept that[...]this evil is a part of my essence

and I am also Pavelié¢ and Pavelié¢ is Croatdom.46

Historical Reassessment or Holocaust Revisionism? The Ustashas in Post-

Communist Yugoslavia

Lasi¢’s advice fell on deaf ears. In the late 1980s, as the collapse of the Yugoslav
state appeared imminent and nationalism gained ground, interpretations of the
Ustashas became a political tool in which nuance and scholarship disappeared. In
Serbia, a cult of victimhood reigned. Historians and writers, especially at the
Serbian Academy of Arts and Sciences, started to suggest that the Ustashas were a
true reflection of Croatian national thought and that the Croatians were a
genocidal nation sure to try and repeat the horror of the wartime State of Croatia
if they ever had independence again.4” There was also an attempt by some Serb
historians and scholars to suggest that many Croatian historical figures, such as
Ante Stardevi¢ and Stjepan Radi¢, were a part of the continuum of Ustasha
thought.48 The number of Serbian victims of the Ustashas was also exaggerated
beyond reason—claims that a million Serbs had died at Jasenovac death camp
alone were common—which given the enormous number of real Serbian victims
was unnecessary and counter-productive too. 4 The genocide of 1941-1945 also

became a preoccupation of Serbian writers and poets. Their poems, novels and
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plays about these years carried a deeply depressing message: the legacy of the
Ustashas was not resolved, the Partisans had not reunited the Yugoslav nations in
brotherhood and unity and the national communities were as divided by
historical experience as ever.5°

In Croatia, however, a far more malign phehomenon was developing which
involved an attempt to rewrite the history of Ustasha rule in Croatia between 1941
and 1945 and, ultimately, challenge not only the extent of their genocide, but to
deny that it had occurred at all. A campaign which was initially Spéafhéaded by
nationalist activists during the Croatian Spring (the Croatian nationalist mass
movement) of the later 1960s and early 1970s would, by the 1990s, be embraced
by a broad spectrum of prominent politicians and intellectuals, many of whom
now served the Croatian nation as they had earlier served the Communist Party.
Like some Serb historians, Croatian nationalists were fixated with the numbers of
victims of the Ustashas; they argued that the Partisans had exaggerated the
numbers of casualties for the purposes of political propaganda. As with many
nationalist arguments, there was some truth in this. In 1948, the Yugoslav regime
had produced inflated figures of their war dead — 1.7 million victims — for the
Allied Reparations Committee in Paris in order to gain the maximum amount of
war reparations from Germany. However, in 1964 a new survey was conducted in
secret which revealed fewer than 600,000 victims, although its findings were
never made public. In 1969, at the start of the Croatian Spring, Bruno Busi¢, a
young assistant to Professor Franjo Tudjman at the Institute of Labour History in
Zagreb, wrote an article based on the 1964 census about the number of wartime
victims in Croatia. In his article he claimed that not only had fewer than 60,000
people died between 1941 and 1945 in Ustasha camps, but that most of them had
been Croats.s* These claims were incredibly controversial. Not only did-they
challenge the official Yugoslav figures of 600,000 dead in Ustasha camps, but
also suggested that the Ustashas were not guilty of genocide. Busi¢ was a
nationalist and his findings were attacked on this basis. Yet, they were also
fundamentally flawed since they did not include Serbs killed outside Ustasha

concentration camps (where most victims of the Ustashas met their deaths) and
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nor did they include Bosnia, which was part of the Independent State of Croatia
during World War Two. Between 1961 and 1964, Partisan veterans in Gradina,
Bosnia found the mass graves of an estimated 400,000 victims of the Ustashas,
casting serious doubts on his claims. Ultimately, Bu$i¢ was gaoled as was his
mentor, Tudjman, after the crushing of the Croatian Spring in 1971, for making
the findings of the 1964 census public in the first place. Tudjman was arrested
and imprisoned for a second time in 1981 for claiming that the Ustasha genocide
was a “black legend” used for the purposes of demonising Croatia’s aspirations for
independence. In the same year, the discoveries of Bosnian veterans were made
public in a Serbian journal and Tudjman was accused of trying to hide the truth
“like the Ustashas.”52 Such criticism was justified since it was a small step from
minimising the crimes of the Ustashas to rehabilitating them as Croatian freedom
fighters. With the election in 1990 of Tudjman’s ultra-nationalistic Croatian
Democratic Community and Tudjman as President of the first independent Croat
state since 1945, this is precisely what happened.

The attempt to re-examine how many citizens had fallen victim to the Ustashas,
could have been an intellectually-valid exercise. However, it quickly degenerated
into a campaign of historical revisionism in which the Ustashas were re-
interpreted as flawed liberation fighters and the genocide committed by the
Ustashas as a myth.53 In an atmosphere in which veteran Ustashas were invited
back to sit in the newly-independent state Sabor and in which streets and
buildings were named in honour of convicted Ustasha war criminals such as Mile
Budak, even respected Croatian academics and scholarly journals were unable to
resist the nationalist rhetoric and they became obsessed by trying to prove that
the Partisans had exaggerated the extent of Ustasha crimes.54 Prestigious
Croatian academics from the Croatian Academy of Arts and Sciences also revived
many of the racial theories which the Ustashas had adhered to, such as the
Vlachian theory of Serbian origins and the belief that Serbs in Croatia were really
Orthodox Croats.55 Thus, the new Croatian historiography with its relaﬁvising
tendencies, its stated desire for objectivity and “balance” in the study of the

Holocaust in Croatia as well as its redefinition of the Ustashas as anti-communist
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martyrs came close to replicating in both form and content the process of
Holocaust revisionism prevalent in the West in recent decades.’6 Nor were
Croatian academics the only ones guilty of Holocaust minimisation. Western
apologists of the new nationalist regime in Croatia also produced books and
monographs which had two main aims: on the one hand, they sought to minimise
Ustasha crimes during World War Two and present the Ustashas as an aberration
in Croatian history and, on the other hand, to emphasise the crimes of Serbian
nationalists - even gbihg as far as to rsu'ggres't that the Serbian national idea
throughout history had been intrinsically fascist.5? The most notorious example of
this new history, Philip J. Cohen’s Serbia’s Secret War: Propaganda and the
Deceit of History (1996), argued that Serbians were predisposed to genocide.58
While some Holocaust scholars understandably condemned the bias and
- politicised nature of this study, other historians, sympathetic to the Croatian
nationalist cause, lavished it with praise.59 _

Ironically, the line of argument begun in the 1970s by nationalists such as Busi¢
and Tudjman can be seen as having opened the way to a more considered analysis
of the Ustashas. In addition to disputing the Ustasha massacre of Serbs between
1941 and 1945, BuSié was also among the first writers to consider the
revolutionary nature and populist roots of the Ustasha ideology; in other words,
to move away from the idea that the Ustashas were nothing other than the
puppets of Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy. He believed that on the basis of their
military strength at the very least, as well as the fact that they remained in control
of the major cities and towns in Croatia and Bosnia until the collapse of their
State in May 1945, they enjoyed more support than was previously assumed. For
him, Croatia was a legitimate and functioning state under the Ustashas.© In
recent years, as national passions have died down and with it the controversy
about the numbers killed in Croatia, historians in Croatia have begun to consider
a wider range of aspects of the regime, including its use of mass culture as
propaganda. One of the best recent examples of this is a study of the Ustasha
cultural journal, Spremnost (1998), by Trpimir Mac¢an. The aim of his book was

to explain how the Ustashas “wrote about themselves, their state and the things
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that happened in it.” One of the most important things we learn from this book is
that the Ustasha movement was not monolithic once in power and that the
politics of the journal changed, in a mirror image of the regime, as conditions in
the state itself changed: from militant to moderate and back again. Even in a
totalitarian state there was a level of cultural and political plurality.6* Recent
monographs and studies of specific localities in the Independent State of Croatia
have also shown that social life developed under the Ustashas, suggesting that not
evewahere in Croatia was in insurrection égéihsf their rule and that society
remained normal in some parts of the State against received Communist-era
scholarship.62 Studies of the cultural politics of the Ustashas have also shown the
way in which the regime opened a window of opportunity to a new generation of
artists. In the past decade, there have been considerations of the function of
literary prizes in Croatia under the Ustashas which have shown the complexity of
the relationship between the Ustashas and Croatian artists. This has led one
. Croat historian to claim that not only was cultural freedom greater under the
Ustashas than their Communist successors but that the “free spirit” of artists was
“enabled and even encouraged by the high level of freedom which existed in the
sphere of culture and literature in the Independent State of Croatia.”63

Other studies have sought to reassess the works of artists who supported the
Ustashas. In Drustvo Zrtovanih hrvatskih pjesnika (The Society of the Martyred
Croatian Poet, 1998), Branimir Donat has re-examined the literature and politics
of poets such as Branko Klari¢ and Zlatko Milkovi¢, comparing them to French
literary figures such as Robert Brasillach and Pierre Drieu La Rochelle with their
rightist politics and aesthetic values.64 Zdenka Turcinec has examined the politics
of censorship in the Ustasha state, showing the chaotic nature of what passed for
government control, the decisions which were taken and the arbitrary thinking
behind them. She has also shown the way in which censorship responded to
populist demands and the extent to which censorship developed independently of
the hierarchy of the State. Her article, by detailing the large numbers of decisions
which did not please the German occupation authorities, questions the extent to

which the State can be seen as a puppet state of the Nazis.65 Some studies have

27



examined the link between cultural politics and ethnic persecution. Marko
SamardZija’s books of the Ustashas’ campaign to transform the Croatian language
by cleansing it of all Serbian and foreign words, Hrvatski jezik u Nezavisnoj
DrZavi Hrvatskoj (The Croatian Language in the Independent State of Croatia,
1992) and JeZicni purizam u Nezavisne DrZave Hrvatske (Linguistic Purification
in the Independent State of Croatia, 1993) demonstrate how the rhetoric of
purification reflected a mentality in which the eradication of all Serbian and
foréigh cultural influence was seen as essential for the survival of the Croatian
nation. Utopian cultural projects like these which aimed at remaking the Croat
nation ran simultaneously with the campaign of ethnic extermination and
Samardzija shows how popular culture was used to create an intellectual climate
in which genocide could be portrayed to the masses as permissible and even
laudable.66

Despite the popular interest in Nazism and fascism, relatively few studies have
been produced outside Yugoslavia and even fewer in the English language
concerning the Ustashas. The first systematic account of the Ustasha Movement
outside Yugoslavia was Martin Broszat and Ladislaus Hory’s pioneering Der
kroatische Ustascha Staat, 1941-1945 (The Croatian Ustasha State, 1965) which
traced the Ustasha Movement from its origins amongst nationalist student clubs
at the University of Zagreb in the 1920s to its defeat in 1945. It covered an
impressive range of aspects of the Movement and its State — from its racial policy
to its foreign policy and its relationship with Germany and Italy. Like many books
on the Ustashas, it argued that their State was maintained largely due to the Axis
occupation system in the Balkans, labelling it a “hated system.”s” The weakness of
the book lay in the fact that it relied on secondary sources, especially German
diplomafic sources for its evidence. At around the same time, a French writer,
Edmond Paris wrote a visceral study of the terror of the Ustashas against Jews
and Serbs between 1941 and 1945. Entitled Genocide in Satellite Croatia, 1941-
1945 (1961), although recording in graphic detail the horror of life under the
Ustashas, it not only emphasised the role Catholic clergy had played in the

Holocaust in Croatia, but also contained a pronounced anti-Catholic slant.
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Likewise, the American translation of Vladimir Dedijer’s The Yugoslav Auschwitz
and the Vatican: The Croatian Massacre of the Serbs During World War II
(1992) was another potentially interesting study let down by a perceived anti-
Catholic bias. By contrast, Lazar M. Kostich’s Holocaust in the Independent State
of Croatia (1981) combined lurid details of Ustasha atrocities with a very definite
anti-Croatian as well as anti-Catholic thesis.5® One of the most recent serious
studies of the Ustasha Movement in English is Srdja Trifkovié’s Ustasa: Croatian
Ustashas were a political phenomenon symptomatic of the nature of extreme
Croat nationalism, “small, insecure, undeveloped linguistically and ideologically.”
Save for its aim of an independent state and its visceral hatred of Serbs and Jews,
Trifkovié continues, it had no original ideas about how the society in the new
Croatian state would be formed.69 These arguments were not essentially different
from those outlined in Aleksa Djilas’s study of the inter-war Communist Party of
Yugoslavia, The Contested Country (1991). He argued that the anti-Serb ideology
of the Ustashas was rooted in traditional Croatian nationalism and believed that
the violence of the Movement could be attributed to the social background and
geographical location of Croat nationalists in the rocky Dinaric region.7° To these
two studies should probably be added Richard West’s extensive chapters on the
Ustashas and the Independent State of Croatia in his well-written Tito and the
Rise and Fall of Yugoslavia (1994). Published in the midst of the recent civil war
in Yugoslavia, it focused on the persecution of Serbs and the conduct of the
Catholic Church.” Jozo Tomasevich’s War and Revolutioh in Yugoslavia, 1941-
1945: Occupation and Collaboration (2001), epic in scope and extraordinarily
rich in detail though it was, did not necessarily reveal anything new or explore
different scholarly avenues. Its basic thesis — that the Ustashas were unpopular
and unrepresentative — would have seemed familiar to anyone who had read the
works of post-war Yugoslav scholars.72

Some of the best work on the Ustashas in the English language is to be found in
general studies of fascism and articles. Studies have explored the conduct of the

Catholic Church in Croatia and the role religious imagery played in the Ustasha
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ideology and the genocide of Serbs, Jews, and gypsies; others have explored the
fate of different nationalities and minorities in the Independent State of Croatia
or the short life of the Croatian State Sabor in 1942; others still have examined
social relationships and private lives in the Ustasha state, examining the
experience of women or youth in the State.73 Such studies, short as most of them
are, have increased our understanding of the Ustasha far more, in some cases,
than many much longer books have. However, until now there has been no
complété sfudy of the Ustasha Movement and the‘In'dépéndeht State of Croatia in
the English language and certainly none which has sought, like Mosse, to view the
movement from the inside out. In fact, perhaps the only comprehensive study of
the Ustashas to step outside the familiar interpretative frameworks is James J.
Sadkovich’s Italian Support for Croatian Terrorism (1987). In many respects a
fine study of the origins and ideology of the Movement, emphasising the role both
domestic support and exile in Italy played in its ideological outlook, and arguing
persuasively that the Ustashas were part of a broad-based national movement for
independence, this innovative study’s balanced examination of the Ustasha
Movement did not extend to its consideration of Yugoslav politics. The major
weakness of the book was to be found in its author’s demonisation of Serbian
political parties as hegemonistic and malign as well as his exaggeration of the
oppressive nature of the Yugoslav state in the inter-war period.7+ That this study
— the best single study of the Ustasha Movement in the English language - did not
explore the years of Ustasha rule in Croatia only serves to illustrate the still-taboo
nature of the harrowing events in Croatia between 1941 and 1945 in both Croatian
and Western historiography.

Culture as Power: The Aesthetics of Yugoslavism

In order to better comprehend the Ustashas’ understanding of culture, ideology

and the nation, it is necessary to consider the way in which the Kingdom of
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Yugoslavia, formed in 1918, used popular culture to try to build a new sense of
national belonging and consciousness. Not only did the national policies of
Yugoslavia gave rise to the creation of the Ustasha Movement, but as men for the
most part socialised and educated in Yugoslavia, many of their notions about
mass culture and ideology were inspired by Yugoslavism. For example, the
Ustasha poetry epics, with their tales of suffering and sacrifice, crucifixion and
resurrection were a replication of the monumental Kosovo cycle; the Ustashas
were also influenced by the Yﬁgosiav Dadis;ts; Zenithists and surrealists. Their
racial theories drew on similar racial and eugenicist theories as Yugoslav
ideologues. As Hapsburg and Ottoman rule had helped to make Yugoslavism, so
Yugoslavism helped to make the Ustashas.

Before Yugoslavia was a political reality, Yugoslavism had been a cultural
movement. The concept of Yugoslavism was first articulated in the Illyrian
movement of Ljudevit Gaj in the mid-nineteenth century, predicated on the
cultural and linguistic similarities of the peoples of the South Slav lands. Gaj had
compared the people of the South Slav region to strings on a lyre and pleaded for
them to “stop each strumming on his own string and tune the lyre to a single
harmony.”75s While some Yugoslav ideologues believed that autonomous national
cultures could be used to create a unified nation and others believed that the
culture of the most populous nation, the Serbs, should be the template for a new
Yugoslav culture, many others believed in the creation of a new Yugoslav culture
through the fusing of Slovene, Croatian and Serbian national cultures. Through
the creation of a new synthetic culture, a sense of unity and oneness would be
fostered and hence a Yugoslav nation made. Although many ideologues believed
that culture could be used to turn Croats, Serbs and Slovenes into Yugoslavs, they
often complained that political leaders were “completely deaf to culture” wanting
to achieve “freedom without unity.”7¢ Yugoslav ideologues also possessed a
universalist outlook and proclaimed that the values of South Slav unity were the
values of humanity. Qualities associated with Yugoslavism included a love of
democracy, racial and religious tolerance and liberal, progressive ideals, including

sex education in schools, the liberalisation of marriage laws and equality between
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men and women.”” Yet Yugoslavism was no amoral creed: on the contrary, it
heralded a new healthy morality and promised the banishment of “speculators,
profiteers and parasites.”78

In as far as Yugoslavism was a cultural idea, the main conflict in the new state
was between those who favoured a synthetic Yugoslav identity and those who did
not.”s The most celebrated vision of South Slav unity was expressed in the
sculptures of Ivan Mestrovié. His and other artists’ romantic vision of a Yugoslav -
nation constructed from a syhtheéis of the three national groups was embodied in
sculptures such as “Milo§ Obili¢” (1909) and “Kossovo Temple” (1913). This
romantic Yugoslavism was also eloquently expressed in the founding myths of the
state which included the Battle of Kosovo, Young Bosnia, the Yugoslav
volunteers, and epics such as the Mountain Wreath. In the synthetic vision, Croat
national heroes such as Petar Zrinski, Krsto Frankopan and King Tomislav were
appropriated as early Yugoslav ideologues as much as the Serbian heroes Tsar
Lazar, Marko Kraljevi¢ and Petar Njegos.8o

The utopian roots of Yugoslav unitarism help to explain its appeal both to later
Ustashas and Communists. The writer, August Cesarec, for one, declared that the
creation of the Yugoslav state was a “national revolution” and the “white
future.”®: Like romantic Yugoslavs, he argued that unitarism could create a
unified nation free from the tribal antagonism of the past. However, despite
sharing with romantic Yugoslav ideologues a vision of a society based on
brotherhood and the withering away of national distinctions, the cultural
radicalism of bourgeois politicians did not satisfy socially revolutionary Yugoslavs
since they believed that in order to create a harmonious Yugoslav society, social
justice, not just cultural union, was required. Increasingly, leftist Yugoslavs came
to criticise both the cultural and social conservatism of official Yugoslavism.82
Cesarec, for example, wrote that the symbols of the new state could be found not
in the person of the Mother of the Yugoviches or Marko Kraljevi¢ but “in the
invalid that lies on our streets and in the bohemian that sits in cafes, in the
devout pilgrim that totters before the crucifix and in the worker that starves and

in the bureaucrat.”83 Meanwhile, poets such as the surrealist Tin Ujevié or the
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Dadist, Dragan Aleksi¢, presented a chaotic and anarchic vision of Yugoslavism.
Aleksi¢ wrote in his Dadaist manifesto: “From its foundations, we destroy, we
destroy, let language explode into pieces and leave behind the great
Dada...culture and shameless civilisation will fall.”84 There was also aggression
and nihilism. The Zenithist Manifesto (1921) of Ljubomir Mi¢i¢ and Bosko Tokin,
lauded the “reawakened barbarism” of the Yugoslavs claiming Zenithism as “the
most rebellious act of the young barbaric race.”8s

If erlgdsl'av' idedlogués believed ihéy were cfeatihg a revolutidnary utopian state
then they believed even more fervently that they were creating a new Yugoslav
person, a synthesis of the best qualities of the various Yugoslav tribes.86 The new
Yugoslav person would be not only a new person but a person of physical power
and strength, healthy, with mental will, intelligence and education.8” To create
the new Yugoslav, Yugoslav races would have to be mixed. Racial biology and
eugenics, seen as progressive, were an important factor in this project. Vladimir
Dvornikovi¢, an ethnologist, who had sought to prove the existence of a Yugoslav
race, proclaimed the new Yugoslav “one of the most naturally gifted peoples of
Europe” leading “all other people in brain size.”88® As a synthesis of the three
Yugoslav tribes, he believed they had “dynamism, rhythm, strong temperament,
strong expressivity and the constructive ability of fantasy.”8 Taking the Dinaric
man as an ideal, Jovan Cviji¢ also saw the Yugoslav as a male warrior, “violent
and fiery.”9° The dynamism and aggression of the Yugoslav race rapidly became
part of the official iconography of the state: sculpture and painting presented
Yugoslav womanhood as athletic Amazons and Yugoslav males as a mythical
Prometheus unbound. Yugoslav architecture, preoccupied with modernism and
scale, strove to represent the giganticism of the Yugoslav imagination.s

Meanwhile, through culture, a nationalist consensus in Croatia was also being
forged. From the start of the 1930s, a genre of social novel began to appear
extolling the honest peasant way of life, expressing hostility to the landowning
and capitalist bourgeoisie and promoting a blood and soil view of Croatian
nationality.92 Highly nationalistic poetry anthologies also expressed the themes of
homeland, the suffering of Croatia, calling for a return, physically and
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psychologically, to Croatia.?3 These ideas likewise emerged in -Visual arts. An
insurgent movement of young Croatian artists were moving away from bourgeois
respectability and creating what they saw as a new Croatian art based on the cult
of pastoralism and peasant life.94 Croatian artists who had served the Yugoslav
regime increasingly found themselves subject to attack, labelled mediocrities
who, by making a Faustian pact, had unfairly won fortune and honours.s5 Writers
were also exploring the alienation of urban existence or the corruption of public
life in Yugoslavia;96 OVefaH, there was a>fe‘eli>ng. of both despair and anticipafion.
The move to social issues was part of an artistic trend of that period. However,
not only nationalist but also socialist artists in Croatia were endeavouring to give
a stronger social dimension to art through social realism and utilitarianism.9” As
one literary journal predicted in 1938, a young movement of male and female
writers was emerging from the cities and villages to create a new form of art
which would synthesise urban modernism and pastoral traditionalism as the

expression of “a new national spirit.”98

Ideology as Power: the Ustasha State

The creation of an Independent State of Croatia was made possible by the Nazi
invasion of Yugoslavia in March 1941 and its subsequent partition. On 10 April
1941, German soldiers marched into Zagreb and Slavko Kvaternik, a high-ranking
Ustasha, declared an independent Croatian state. Both during and after the
Second World War, Ustashas argued that their declaration of an independent
state preceded the arrival of the Wehrmacht into Zagreb; theirs was an
authentically national revolution. Despite this bold claim, the Independent State
of Croatia, though nominally independent, was divided into two zones: an Italian
and a German zone. On 18 May 1941, Paveli¢ went to Rome and signed the Rome

Agreements which not only gave the Italians a large slice of territory in Dalmatia
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but also Croatia a new king, King Tomislav II, Prince Aimone of Savoy. The
annexation of parts of Dalmatia, governed by Guiseppe Bastiani, provoked
- outrage and rebellion amongst the population and did much to discredit the
Ustasha regime amongst the masses. In addition to territorial occupation, Croatia
was also obliged to pay for the upkeep of foreign soldiers on its territory and to
make trade agreements with Italy and Germany which were lucrative for the
occupying powers only. Croatia’s foreign and economic policy was also hardly
indépéndent: the State followed the poliéieé d'ictvatéd‘by the Axis. In short, the fate
of the Independent State of Croatia was inextricably linked to the fortunes of Italy
and Germany.

The Ustashas’ national policies caused serious rifts between them and their
allies. Both Italian and German military commanders rapidly became appalled at
their genocidal conduct towards Serbs and, in the case of the Italians, Jews as
well. German and Italian high command in Croatia realised that the Ustashas’
campaign of terror was provoking massive rebellions in the State and increasing
support for resistance movements. Yet for Edmund Glaise von Horsteneau, the
military plenipotentiary in Zagreb, or the Italian governor Bastiani, as for
ordinary German and Italian soldiers, humanity also played a role. Horsteneau,
for example, referred to the Ustashas disparagingly as “these bands of murderers
and killers.”99 Very soon Italian and German commanders were intervening to
save Serbs from Ustasha depredations and even supporting Serb armed units,
such as the Chetniks. As early as June 1941, Serbian and Jewish refugees were
~ pouring into Split and by July Serbs from the Lika had sent a letter to the high
command of the Sassari Division asking them to occupy the whole of the province
as their friends and protectors.’o© Rapidly, as the Ustashas themselves
complained, Italian soldiers and officials became active enemies of the Movement
and on occasions executed Ustasha activists because of atrocities they had
committed or for not obeying Italian edicts. For their part the Germans tolerated
the Ustashas only because they were such reliable and loyal allies whilst viewing
with contempt their persecution of the Serbs and with amused disdain their

military abilities. This did not mean that the new state did not have popular
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support. In his memoirs, Vladko Macek, then leader of the Croatian Peasant
Party, recalled that “a wave of enthusiasm pervaded Zagreb at this time, not
unlike that which had swept through the town in 1918 when links with Hungary
were severed.”01 In a prize-winning essay published in 1942, Aleksandar Zibrat
wrote that with the proclamation of an independent Croatia “fear and worry had
disappeared. Croatia had become free and happy. Our house, which through
many years had been a place of silent family tragedy, experienced, on that day,
one could séy, a'hea\'fenly j()y;”1<52 Even Communists in Croatia welcomed the
creation of an independent Croatian state and newspaper reports of the time
evoked a mood of genuine elation amongst ordinary Croats.103

What sort of state were the masses cheering? The structure of the Independent
State of Croatia was both centralised and organic. The Poglavnik (the supreme
Ustasha leader), Paveli¢, enjoyed ultimate control over all decisions in the state.
Beyond him the real seat of power was the Main Ustasha Headquarters composed
of seven deputy chiefs of staff, five Corps of Adjutants and twenty-three
Commissars. On 16 April 1941, Paveli¢ appointed his first Ustasha government in
which he took the position of both Prime Minister and foreign minister. Others in
his eleven man strong cabinet included Slavko Kvaternik, Andrija Artukovi¢ and
Osman Kulenovi¢ (see Appendix A). Ustasha authority in the state was divided up
into three branches. The first branch, civilian, organised Ustashas in the state.
Adult males were organised in the Male Ustashas, females in the Female Ustashas
and youths up to the age of twenty-one in the Ustasha Youth. A central syndicate,
the Main Alliance of Corporations, led by Aleksandar Seitz, systematised the
relationship between workers and the state. A corporate state was erected, based
on the theory of Croatian socialism, although it was never properly developed and
its major theorists frequently disagreed over its nature. The second branch of the
State was the military which comprised the Ustasha army, the Poglavnik’s
personal bodyguard, various élite paramilitary units such as the Black Legion of
Colonel Jure Francetié and the Home Guard commanded by Colonel Slavko
Kvaternik. The third branch of the Ustasha state, the security service, was

overseen by the Ustasha Supervisory Service and a parallel institution, the
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Commissariat of Security, both headed by Eugen Dido Kvaternik. It contained
four main bureaus: one for minorities, another for political enemies, a secret
police force and an office for overseeing concentration camps.?o4 The Ustashas
also established a series of emergency people’s courts which implemented
arbitrary justice, including the death penalty. In addition to the new people’s
courts, the propaganda and censorship departments founded by the Ustashas in
1941 could also impose the death penalty. The State Bureau for Propaganda (later
Chief Commissariat for Propagénda — Glavno révhafeljstvvo‘ za pfomiEbu); headed
by Mijo Tolj and run by a group of nationalist academics and writers decided on
the censorship of books, journals and literature, often also imposing articles on
newspaper editors. Yet, its system of decision making was profoundly
unsystematic and frequently chaotic; despite Tolj’s hardline views, some of its
members were generally well-intentioned and far from dogmatic. In stark
contrast, the propaganda division of the Chief Prosecutor’s Office had the power
to impose the death penalty for seditious political works or for works advocating
a violent seizure of power or, ironically, terrorism. However, it is not clear how
often these powers were enacted.

The organisation of the state mirrored the organisation of the Movement itself,
which was based on a system of revolutionary cells: the largest administrative
unit was the Headquarter (Stozer), followed by the Camp (Logor), the
Encampment (Tabor); the most basic unit was the Cell (Roj, Zbir). In the
Independent State of Croatia, this organisational unit was reproduced in the
province (Zupa), the district (Kotar) and the Commune or Neighbourhood
(Op¢ina). There were Ustasha Héadquarters (or Stations as the Ustashas called
them) at the different layers of the State so that even in the most basic unit, the
commune—which could be as small as an apartment or as big as a village—there
was an Ustasha presence and citizens were constantly under their gaze. There
were also a large number of civilian informers. The division of the State into large
provinces gave provincial governors extensive powers outside central control and
some such as Victor Gutic in eastern Bosnia were a law unto themselves and went

as far as to flagrantly disobey commands from Zagreb.105 In a reflection of the

37



general wave of enthusiasm which initially swept the State, the Ustasha
Movement was deluged by an influx of new members, and by the end of 1941, the
Movement had more than 100,000 new registered members. In August 1941 the
most nationalist elements of the Croatian Peasant Party, led by Janko Tortié¢ and
Lovro Susié, also formally joined the Ustasha government, an event which did not
please radical émigré Ustashas who feared that the entry of non-Ustashas into the
movement would weaken its ideological purity. The widow, daughter and son of
Stjepén Radié also gave their unqualified éuppoft to the Ustashas and fired off
furious broadsides against those members of the Peasant Party who refused to
support the Ustashas.’06 Throughout the summer of 1941, local branches of the
Peasant Party and workers’ unions also pledged their loyalty to the Movement.107
Sometimes allied and sometimes antagonistic to the Ustashas was the Croatian
Nazi Party led by Slavko Govedié¢ which, though small, was popular with the
radical nationalist youths who wrote for Stjepan Bué’s newspaper, Nezavisnost,
as well as with some workers.108

The facade of a sovereign state in which the opinion of the masses would be
respected was also aided by the creation of a Croat parliament, with its mystical
connection to Croat medieval state independence.©9 However, the Independent
State of Croatia was not simply totalitarian. At times when the regime displeased
its citizens (for example, when Dalmatia was ceded to Italian control), citizens
were unafraid about protesting. Therefore, the Ustashas’ system of governance
can be most accurately described as a system of collaborative terror—that is, as a
totalitarian system which nonetheless left a private sphere to the citizen and
relied on the passive acceptance, if not support, of a large section of the
population in order to accomplish its ambitions. This poses the question: if it was
not fear which prevented ordinary people from resisting more actively the policies
of the Ustashas, then something else must have been the reason for this passivity.
The Croatian masses had continued to support the Peasant Party even as it
turned to extreme nationalism; by the late 1930s, support for the Ustashas was
growing throughout Croatian society. Although there were various factors which

contributed to the partial success of the Ustashas—poverty, the repressive nature

38



.of Yugoslavia, economic stasis—something else led to the acceptance of and
acquiescence with Ustasha rule amongst sections of the masses and intelligentsia:

that something else was the Ustashas’ appropriation and use of popular culture.
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One

National Revolution as Fi'nal Solution: Serbs, Jews and
Muslims in the Ustasha State

For Eugen Dido Kvaternik, the first and most notorious commissar of the feared
Ustasha Supervisory Service, ethnicity and race was integral to the Ustasha
ideology. “Anti-Serbianism was the heart of the Ustasha ideology,” he recalled,
“its raison d’etre and ceterum censeo. This was the consequence of twenty years
of the rule of Belgrade in Croatia and the perception that the ruling part of
Serbdom wanted to destroy the Croatian nation. Aleksandar Karadjordjevic¢
created Ante Paveli¢, the Chetniks - the Ustashas. The consequences are
known...Anti-Serbdom was for Paveli¢ a valvula di sicurezza, through which he
channelled the militancy of Croatian youths, who would otherwise have rebelled
against his Italophile politics, his Italian protectorate and against him himself.”
Certainly, the ideology of the Ustashas addressed other concerns which were not
ostensibly connected to the national question: the education of youth; the place of
men and women in the new Ustasha society; the role of art and literature; the re-
ordering of the economy. However, all of these concerns were, in the Ustashas’
eyes, connected to the national question since they formed part of their campaign
to return the nation to “Croatian” values. Thus, all the ideological and cultural
initiatives of the Ustashas can be seen as subservient to and serving the national
question. The Ustashas believed that in the years of Yugoslav rule, Serbs and
Jews had attempted to destroy the Croatian identity. They argued that their
nation was under foreign occupation from which it could only be freed by a war of
liberation. In the new Croatia, a national revolution to eradicate destructive

tendencies would be launched. Only in this way could the Croatian identity and
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the Croatian nation be saved; without it, the Croatian nation was doomed to
extinction. When critics of the Ustasha regime accuse it of having failed to create
an independent state and being a satellite of the Germans and Italians, they are
missing the point. The Ustashas did not conceive independence in this way. The
Ustashas claimed that they were fighting a war in defence of what they saw as
civilised western values against the barbarous East and the immorality and
corruption which characterised it. For the Ustashas, liberation and independence
were not dependenf on actual independericé, but rather ihdependénce from the
value systems which they believed had destroyed Croatia: this meant
independence from. capitalism, Serb rule and the concept of Yugoslavism. Who

actually helped them achieve that independence was secondary.

Staréevié to Sufflay: Croatian Racial Theory Before the Ustashas

The Ustashas’ ideas about the Croatian nation were governered overwhelmingly
by their feelings towards the Serbs. Some historians trace the origin of the
Ustashas’ thinking about Serbs to the writings of Ante Starcevic, the nineteenth-
century father of Croatian nationalism.2 Starcevi¢ and his collaborator, Eugen
Kvaternik, who sought an independent Croatian state, negated the existence of -
Serbs in Croatia, viewing them at best as Orthodox Croats. Furthermore,
Starcevi¢ often denied the existence of Serbs completely. He argued that many
famous Serbian historical figures, including the Nemanji¢ dynasty, were, in fact,
Croatian.3 At the same time, he wrote that the Muslims of Bosnia and
Hercegovina were the purest of Croats, calling them the “flower of Croatianism.”4
For extreme Croatian nationalists Staréevi¢’s most important theory was his
concept of the Slavoserb. Arguing that the word “Slav” and “Serb” were names for
slaves, he used this label to polemicise against anyone who did not share his
political outlook. However, the term also had an ethnic meaning since it referred
to the Orthodox of Croatia who refused to identify themselves as Croats and saW

themselves, instead, as Serbs. Starcevi¢ labelled Slavoserbs “a trash people, the
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kind of people who sell themselves to everyone, whoever and however much they
want” and a race “fit for the slaughterhouse.”s Although such comments have
been interpreted as the intellectual origins of the Ustashas’ racial and national
ideology, Staréevi¢’s ideology was contradictory: at the same time as he attacked
Serbs in Croatia, he also included them as members of the Croat nation.
Moreover, at the time Star¢evi¢ made such comments they were hardly untypical:
Vuk KaradZié, the creator of the modern Serbian national language, had declared
all those who spdké the Serbian form of Serbo-Croat Serbs, regardless of their
national and cultural identity.6

Following Staréevi¢’s death, in 1894 the Croatian Party of Right split into
factions: the moderate faction renamed themselves the Stardevi¢ Party of Right,
adopting a cautiously pro-Yugoslav agenda; by contrast, the extremist faction, led
by Josip Frank, founded the Pure Party of Right which based its ideology on an
implacable hatred of Serbs and interpreted Starcevi¢’s writing on the Serbs in a
purely racial manner. The followers of this party, nicknamed the Frankists, like
Starevié, negated the presence of Serbs in Croatia but were no longer claiming
Serb legendary figures as their own.” Instead, they appealed to the prejudice and
resentment of ordinary Croat at their increasingly prosperous Serb neighbours
and they produced a long litany of racist insults to differentiate Croatian Serbs
from themselves: “illiterate scum of gallow birds,” “lice-ridden Balkan gypsies”
and “vlach pigs” were just three popular terms.8

The Vlach theory of Serbian origins in Croatia and especially Bosnia was a racial
(and racist) theory invented by Croatian anthropologists and ethnographers at
the turn of the century and subsequently enthusiastically embraced by Croatian
nationalists. It emerged in an intellectual atmosphere in which eugenicist and
racial biological notions were gaining prominence throughout Europe. In Bosnia,
ethnographers and historians such as Ciro Truhelka, Director of the Agronomical
Museum in Sarajevo, and Vjekoslav Klaié, argued that the Serbs, who now formed
the majority population in Bosnia, were not Serbs at all, but the descendants of
gypsy, Romanian and Vlach nomadic shepherds brought to Bosnia by the

invading Ottoman Empire as servants in the sixteenth century. Owing to the
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favourably tolerant attitude of the Ottomans to the Serbian Orthodox Church,
they had been converted to Orthodoxy, and thus became Serbs. Their Serb
consciousness was further raised in the nineteenth century with the agitation of
the Great Serbian Orthodox Patriarchy. Many nationalist ethnographers argued
that not only were the Vlachs (or Morlochs and white gypsies, as they were
sometimes called) a distinct racial group with alien physical characteristics, but
that they were also dlstmgulshed by a number of damaglng and destructive
personahty traits. Over time, amongst natlonahsts the term “Vlach” became a
synonym for a Bosnian Serb. In 1900s Bosnia, when this theory became most
popular, Serbs were not only the largest ethnic group in Bosnia but they were also
an increasingly assertive, coherent and politically aware community, amongsf
whom pan-Serb and Yugoslav ideals were evermore popular and influential. Such
racial stereotyping therefore aimed to demonise the Serbs and completely
dispossess them of their ethnic and cultural identity; its most extreme advocates,
such as Truhelka, denied them any right to even live in Bosnia. The fact that the
term “Vlach” possessed a double-meaning, connoting both a member of a specific
Balkan ethnicity and also a colloquial term for a foreigner, emphasised its
menacing potential.?

Likewise, in Croatia, the Frankists believed that the Croatian Serbs were a
foreign element who wished to destroy the Croats by attempting to create a
separatist state within a state which would render Croatia untenable and by
acting as a tool for the dissemination of anti-Croat and pro-Yugoslav ideas. Such
ideas were assiduously spread by nationalist newspapers and their propaganda
was heightened at moments of inter-ethnic tension. In 1902, there was’a serious
anti-Serb pogrom in Zagreb, led by Frankist followers. In the first few days of
September, Serb businesses were vandalised or burnt down, Serb citizens
physically attacked and murdered and Serb employees arbitrarily sacked. The
entire drama was played out in the pages of Croatia’s major nationalist
newspapers which hurled invective at the Serb population of Croatia and
encouraged its readership to do the same. It did not need much prompting:

readers vowed to boycott “Vlach” shops and confiscate their property and sack
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“Greek-Eastern” employees. Even this was not enough for some nationalists who
demanded that the Vlach problem be remedied “in the most drastic way.”°

The targeting of Serb businesses and social clubs reflected the fact that the
anger of nationalists towards the Serb population was rooted as much in social
and economic conditions as national concerns. By the turn of the century, the
Serb community in Croatia was becbming increasingly affluent, urbanised and
confident. As well as educational and cultural institutions, it had its own banks,
business éssoéiaﬁohs; mutual societies, rpﬁblrishin‘g ‘houses and journals.r Its
separate churches, religious ceremonies and traditions distinguished Serbs from
their Catholic Croatian brethren and were viewed with suspicion and downright
hostility by nationalists.!* In August 1902, a brochure produced by a Habsburg
agent, Djordje Nasti¢, alleged that Belgrade was paying secret agents to launch a
campaign of bombing against Croatia. While nationalist newspapers were
circumspect about Nasti¢’s reliability, they accepted his claims uncritically and
recounted lurid stories concerning plots to bomb Croatia into darkness with
nitro-glycerine and dynamite. They called for Serb Orthodox priests to be
arrested and for soldiers to be stationed at Serb schools to prevent Orthodox
priests and teachers spreading what they saw as anti-Croat propaganda. They also
demanded the creation of a Croat Orthodox Church and the arrest of Serb
politicians, especially those connected with the Serbo-Croat Coalition.™2 Shortly
afterwards, fifty-three prominent Serb politicians from the Independent Serbian
Party were arrested on the charge that they were planning a reyolution in Croatia.
Support for what became known as the Great Traitors’ Trial depended to a large
extent on one’s political allegiances and economic status: it was opposed by those
who believed in a common South Slav state, the intelligentsia and Stjepan and
Ante Radié of the Peasant Party (although maybe not its membership), but it won
the backing of priests, students and the petit-bourgeois traders of Zagreb who
accounted for the rank and file of extreme nationalists.!3 These socio-economic
tensions also came to a head during the Annexation Crisis of 1908. In October of
that year, Austria-Hungary formally annexed Bosnia-Hercegovina. Since Croat .

nationalists, like Stardevié¢, had long considered Bosnia to be a constituent part of
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Croatia, when Serb and Muslim peasants rose up against Austrian rule, the
Frankists created National Croat Legionaries comprised of young students and
workers to crush the rebellion and expel the Serbs from Bosnia, by force if
necessary.4

The upsurge in national tensions between Serbs and Croatians was only half the
story. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, Croat and Serb
politicians in Croatia were also beginning to co-operate together in a meaningful
way, united byl the pfos'péct' of a common South Slav state and the belief that
Serbs and Croats were linguistically and culturally alike. This was especially true
in Dalmatia where western European influences were starting to make
themselves felt. In October 1905, the Dalmatian politicians Ante Trumbié and
Frano Supilo and others met in the city of Rijeka, producing the so-called Rijeka
Resolution. The Rijeka Resolution not only demanded independence for Croatia
and Slavonia but it also called for free elections, press freedom and free assembly.
The Resolution was supported by both Croat and Serb parties; shortly after, Serb
leaders in Croatia released their own Resolution in support of Rijeka though they
also demanded that Serbs in Croatia be recognised as nation. By December 1905
Croat and Serb political parties had formed the Croat—Serb Coalition (Hrvatsko-
Srpska koalicija) and in the elections of 1906 it briefly won power.15

The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914 by
a Bosnian Serb student, Gavrilo Princip, emphasised, however, just how fragile
such reconciliation was. On the night after the assassination, there were serious
anti-Serb riots throughout Croatia and Bosnia. With the outbreak of the First -
World War, Serbs in Bosnia and Croatia became the subject of Austro-Hungarian
fury and they launched a campaign to destroy the Serb bourgeoisie in Bosnia,
aided by Croatian nationalists. The war of Austrian military forces against the
Serb population was especially brutal and unforgiving. The Habsburg authorities
created a special detachment eleven thousand strong, made up of native Croats
and Muslims. The formation of the Schutzkorps, as they were known, was
supposed to be a preventative measure against Serb “bandits.” However, they

soon earned a reputation as a brutal paramilitary unit, notorious for their
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persecution of Serbs. In towns such as Foéa and Goradzde, the Bosnian Serb
middle-class élite — students, teachers and professors — were executed. By 1915,
the Austro-Hungarian authorities had expelled over five thousand Serb citizens
from Bosnia and thousands more had been interned in concentration camps.6
Such actions were legitimated by the writing and publication of ethnographic
tracts which combined Darwinist theories about racial biology with traditional
historical grudges. The most infamous of these amateur wartime ethnographers
was a lawyer from Mostar, Ivo Pilar, who in a notorious study claimed Bosnia as a
Croat land on the basis that Serbs were a racially inferior, alien tribe of nomads
prone to avarice, hatred and moral decadence.?”

Studies such as Pilar’s were far from simply reflecting the mindset of a few
isolated individuals. In fact, they relied for many of their ideas on popular
prejudices. Amongst Croatian intellectuals and politicians there was a consensus
that Bosnia should be seen as an integral part of Croatia and that it represented a
dividing line between the Catholic, civilised values of the West and the backward
Balkan ideas of the East.:® Stjepan Radi¢, for example, explained as early as 1920
to a French newspaper that Croatia’s geographical position “makes us federalists
in order not to be dependent upon the Balkans which are, whatever one might
say, an extension of Asia. Our duty is to Europeanise these Balkans, and not to
Balkanise the Croats and Slovenes.”9 The idea of Croatia (including Bosnia) as a
border between the civilised East and the Asiatic East was popularised in 1920s
Croatia by anthropologists such as Ciro Truhelka and Milan Sufflay: Sufflay
argued that due to the cultural and racial differences of Serbs and Croats they
could not co-exist in the same state. Croatians belonged to a civilised, Western
world incompatible with the Balkanness of the Serbs.20 By no means all Croatian
writers felt like this. In the early days of Yugoslavia even some nationalist writers
saw Croatia not as a wall against the savage Balkans but rather as a bridge
between East and West. Albert Haler believed that there was no intrinsic
difference between the east and west and no historical cleavage; Filip Lukas
argued that “We Croats, with one foot in the Balkans and with the other in the
West, are like a bridge between two worlds”;?! Dinko Simunovié actually rejected
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the rationalism of the west in favour of the “legends, poems and mysticism” of the
east.22 Other writers argued that Yugoslavs should simply rise above the
paradigms of East and West and create a new, Yugoslav culture “as the only
possible exit from the circle of opposites of East and West in whose shackles we
still languish.”23 |

The Kingdom of Yugoslavia saw itself as liberal and progressive where minority
rights were concerned. It had been a signatory of the Treaty on the Defence of
National Minorities of St Germain in >19>19A ahd ifs rpolitical ahd monai'chical
leaders often spoke with pride of its multi-national and multi-confessional
nature. However, its rhetoric did not always match the reality. While there was no
specific discrimination against the constituent nations of the state, the same
could not be said of national minorities, such as Germans and Hungarians, who
were barred from voting in elections initially and denied schooling in their own
language despite their protestations of loyalty to their Yugoslav homeland.24 On
the other hand, apart from some hostility shown towards Jews in the initial years
of the Yugoslav state, when they were associated with Frankist sentiment, anti-
Semitism was rare. The main Serb parties, the Radical party of Nikola Pasié and
the Democratic Party of Ljubomir Davidovi¢é were supportive of the Jewish
minority, had Jewish representatives and won most of the Jewish votes. Since
these parties were seen as advocating Great Serb policies, Jews earned the
hostility of other parties, especially the Yugoslav Muslim Organisation and the
Croatian Peasant Party.2s Until the rise of Nazism, Zionism was not a popular
cause amongst Yugoslav Jews and most Jews were, or at least, wanted to be fully
integrated into Yugoslav society. 26 During the mid-1930s, anti-Semitism began to
increase amongst both the Yugoslav public and Yugoslavist intelligentsia and
writers started to raise the suggestion that native Jews were inherently hostile to
the Yugoslav ideal and were not to be trusted.27 In reaction, the government felt
compelled to sponsor a number of books defending the Jews, pointing out their
patriotism and arguing that anti-Semitism was alien to the Yugoslav character.28
However, eventually, under pressure from the Third Reich and political currents

within the country, in 1940 the government introduced a number of repressive
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measures against Jews, including a numerus clauses, and a ban on Jews working
in the wholesale food business; opposition to such measures was simply
censored.29 At the same time, some of the Yugoslav media began to fall under the
influence of Nazi ideas, as did some institutions such as the formerly-liberal
Sokols. It banned Jews and Masons from its organisation and developed a cult of
physical exercise, militarism and racial biology close to the ideology of the Hitler
“Youth.30

The Muslim problem was recogniséd by Yugoslair ideologues as one of the most
pressing national questions.3! Since Yugoslavism was perceived as a modern
concept, debate about Muslims was often presented as a problem of reaction
versus progreés, with progress being identified with Yugoslavism. Muslim
Yugoslav ideologues identified the position of women as the key to the solving of
the Muslim question. They believed that woman’s liberation from the veil would
precipitate the defeat of reactionary conservativism and the liberalisation of
Muslim society, thus speeding the assimilation of Muslims into Yugoslav
society.32 Muslim religious leaders like the Reis-ul Ulema, DZemaludin Causevi¢,
welcomed the ostensible liberation of Muslim women who had begun to attend
university, work in factories and offices and wear western dress not least because
whilst women were becoming more independent and the Muslim community was
- becoming more secularised, the Islamic faith was accorded an equal place with
other religions according to the 1921 Constitution and was well protected.33 Since
Muslims in inter-war Yugoslavia were not recognised as a national group but as a
religious community, this was important. However, the major problem as far as
most Muslims in Bosnia were concerned was not religious but economic. In 1919,
the Government had launched a land reform programme, redistributing land
from Muslim landlords to the predominantly Serb peasants who often took
matters into their own hands with violence. Not only did the land reforms cause
economic hardship for Muslim communities since the compensation they
received for the appropriation of their land was minimal, but it did not solve the
agrarian crisis since it created a system of small unproductive plots of land.34 It

also precipitated a social crisis. Added to almost total illiteracy amongst the
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Muslim population, there were few jobs available so many Muslim families sank
into destitution and bitterness. Needless to say, the 1919 land reforms also led to
national conflict since at the same time Muslims had been ruined by the procéss,
Serb banks in Bosnia had profited. To make matters worse, following the end of
the First World War, many posts in institutions in Bosnia had been filled by Serbs
sent from Serbia as colonialists.35

During the inter-war period, the party representing most Muslims in Bosnia,
the Yﬁgbslav Muslim Ofganisation '(Jrug‘os‘loz-)errzkéa-muslirhaﬁska organizacija—
JMO) tended to support the government of the day, believing that co-operation
would bring its own rewards and in 1936, even joined the ruling coalition, the
Yugoslav Radical Union. Thus in 1921, it voted for the Yugoslav Constitution. In
return, it won rights for Muslim landlords, protection for Islam and a promise
that the geographical integrity of Bosnia would be respected. From the point of
view of the JMO as well as many Muslims, preserving the territorial integrity of
Bosnia was their main concern.3¢ However, with the creation of the dictatorship
in 1929, Bosnia was partitioned and the Muslims lost all the land redistribution
concessions they had won. Moreover, in 1939, as a result of the Sporazum, Bosnia
was split again and the Muslims, in effect, were excluded from the decision-
making process.37 _

However, it was with Croatians that relations were reaching the most severe
impasse. In inter-war Croatia, the most popular and successful party had been
Stjepan Radi¢’s Peasant Party. In the decade prior to his assassination in 1928,
Radi¢ had veered between supporting the idea of a federal Yugoslav state and
calling for an independent peasant Croatian republic. In those years, Radié’s
relationship with the Yugoslav state had been tempestuous: sometimes, he was
imprisoned and sometimes he was invited to join the Government. Radi¢ was
undoubtedly a nationalist; he demanded a Croatian peasant republic, yet he was
not a chauvinist since he remained deeply convinced of the need for South Slav
reciprococity.38 Radi¢’s views were important since by 1928, the Peasant Party
was the dominant political force in Croatia. Led by him, it had succeeded in

removing the divisions of city and village as well as bridging the gulf between
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peasants and intellectuals which had for so long marked national life. Always
suspicious of Yugoslav-orientated intellectuals, ordinary Croats rallied to Radié¢’s
vision of agrarian rights, anti-clericalism and nationalism, especially when he was
under attack by Belgrade. Drawing peasants away from the influences of
Communism, fascism and clericalism, Radié¢ can be seen as having built a truly
‘natioAnal party and as having completed the process of national integration begun
in the nineteenth century.39> With Radi¢’s death, and with it his inspirational
leadership, the Peasant Party; led by - Maéek, his successor as Party leader,
fragmented. While in electoral terms it was still powerful, it became increasingly
chauvinist and conservative.4© Throughout the 1930s, it became infiltrated by
supporters of the Frankists and Ustashas. It also created its own paramilitary
units, the Peasant Defence Force and the Citizen Defence Force, whose members
joined the Ustashas en masse in April 1941. Rank and file followers of the Peasant
Party too, for lack of strong leadership, embraced extreme alternatives on the left
and the right.

In 1939 an autonomous Croatian Banovina was carved out of Croatia and parts
of Bosnia as a response to increasing separatist feelings amongst Croats. In effect,
it created an independent nationalist Croatian state. By this time, Ustasha
sympathisers had not only infiltrated the Peasant Party, but they were also
gaining control over many public institutions. The creation of the Banovina did
not solve the national tensions in the Yugoslav state either: in fact, it exacerbated
them. With its creation, Serbs and Croats who declared themselves as Yugoslavs
became second-class citizens, subject to discrimination and even persecution.4
The leading newspaper in Croatia, for example, declared that the new state would
no longer be able to pay the wages of that “considerable number of individuals
whose behaviour has earned them the distrust of the Croatian nation.”4> Such
developments aggravated national feeling in Serbia. The Serbian Cultural Club
led by the historian, Slobodan Jovanovi¢, asked why, if Croatians were allowed
their own autonomous state, other national groups were not given the same
right?43 Moreover, although the Banovina was supported by the leadership of

Croatian and Bosnian Serb parties (such as the Independent Democratic Party),
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there was significant opposition at the small town and village level. The creation
of the Banovina prompted the formation of militant Serb organisations such as
“Serbs, Gather Together!” that opposed the concept of an autonomous Croatia in
principle. The Banovina did not even please Croat nationalist circles who wanted
an independent Greater Croatia and Ustashas and Frankists propagandised in
villages, towns and at universities against both the Croat Banovina and Madek as
a lackey of the Serbs.44 |

In the late 719365,7 the nationalist atmosphéré was also evident in the work of
Croatian intellectuals. Studies began to appear arguing that the Croat nation was
threatened with extinction due to its low population growth and the exponential
growth of the Serbian population in Bosnia and Croatia.45 Many books reserved a
special animus for the activities of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Bosnia and
Croatia which was alleged to have created a false consciousness, transforming
Orthodox Croats into Serbs, and reducing the percentage of the population which
was Croatian. For example, one furious treatise by a Croatian priest claimed that
Serbs had outbred Croats by forcing them to convert to Orthodoxy through a
“system of torture and persecution.” Priests arriving in Bosnia after the Ottoman
invasion, he explained, accompanied by Vlach shepherds and Morlochs, had
taken the Croats’ “living space.” Worse, perhaps, these new settlers were, he
alleged, citing Sufflay, a “dark nomadic Slav element of a very alien blood.”4¢ This
nationalist hostility to the Serbs was not just limited to their presence in Croatia
but also their behaviour and economic status. Serbs were perceived by
nationalists as a disloyal minority constantly betraying Croatia and siding with its
enemies; they were the representatives of the Great Serb Belgrade bourgeoisie
which wanted to destroy Croatia and Croatdom. The flourishing of Serb banks,
businesses and institutions were merely a new attempt to “enervate and weaken”
Croatia.47 The Serbs were also said to be in an alliance with Jewish Communists
to defend Yugoslavia. In other words, Serbs, like Jews in Nazi Germany, simply
became a metaphor for everything Croatian nationalists hated about the society
in which they lived.48
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The ideas of fascism and Nazism were also having a direct impact. In the run-up
to the fortieth anniversary of the death of Starlevié¢ nationalist Croat writers
marked the occasion by portraying him as a prophet of Nazism and an advocate
of racial purity.49 Fascist ideas regarding the economy, labour relationships and
race were growing in influence and becoming part of the official discourse of
intellectuals and organisations.5° Anti-Semitism was also growing. In the late
1930s, Frankist students demands for a numerus clausus against Jews at the
Urniversli'tyrofr Zégfeb were becomihg more numerous and violent.5 Other student
groups such as The Brothers of the Croatian Dragon posted leaflets around the
Zagfeb University campus proclaiming death to the Jews. Meanwhile, nationalist
student and workers’ journals called openly for the expulsion of Jews from
Croatian towns in the name of social justice.52 Working-class readers wrote letters
to these journals protesting their Aryan origins and their proud refusal to mix
with Jews. They vowed that when the time was right, the workers of Croatia
would settle accounts with Jewish leaders.s3 However, anti-Semitism was not
simply restricted to such groups but resonated in Croatian institutions such as
the Catholic Church and its laical bodies; in the mid-1930s, a series of books
emerged from Catholic publishing houses which linked Jews with Communism or

sought to justify the Nazi persecution of Jews.54

Ersatz Jews? The Croatian Serbs and Cultural Stereotypes as Genocide

Long before the creation of the Independent State of Croatia, the Ustashas had
decided to exterminate the Serbs of Croatia. During their twelve years in exile,
they had developed a methodical plan for the solving of the Serbian problem. The
Ustashas’ intentions were revealed in the first few days of the existence of the new
State when a former Yugoslav captain, Ivan Babi¢, an adjutant to Slavko
Kvaternik, informed two incredulous Croatian officials, Hrvoje Mezuli¢ and
Nikola Jasinsky, that the new rulers intended to slaughter all the Serbs. He |

explained, however, that the Ustashas thought it would be necessary to murder
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only about half of the Serbs — the educated classes and the social élite; the rest
could be converted to Catholicism or expelled to Serbia. The mass atrocities
committed against the Serbs between 1941 and 1945 were not the tragic but
inevitable consequence of war; nor were they the result of the actions of a few
deranged and irresponsible individuals. They represented a premeditated
campaign to create a nationally homogeneous state through the destruction of an
entire people.s5 Ustashas in Italy led by Mijo Bébié had also devised a plan for the
establishment of concentration cénips- for -pr-osi)eéti-ve- eneIMniesrof the state.s6 As
with the Jews in Nazi Germany, the Ustashas planned to lead a war of destruction
against their Serb population. In the absence of a large Jewish population,
Croatian and Bosnian Serbs became the target of a visceral nationalistic hatred
which in other east European satellite states would have been expressed through
anti-Semitism. The Serbs were the Ustashas’ ersatz Jews.

In common with other genocidal regimes, immediately the Ustashas assumed
power, leading officials and mass media launched a campaign of propaganda to
demonise the Serbs and portray them as dangerous enemies of Croatia.s”?
Simultaneously, harsh and arbitrary laws were introduced to legally isolate Serbs
from their Croatian friends and neighbours. These laws not only sent a warning
to Serbs that their lives in the new state were impossible and they were an
unwanted minority but they also showed to Croatian people that the Serbs in
their midst were a foreign element. A series of laws of the first month of the state
made the very Serbian identity illegal: the Cyrillic script was banned; the Serbian
Orthodox Church was outlawed; Serbian settlers from the period of the First
World War lost their land and property; Serb army officers and state employees
were sacked en masse; Serbian cultural and educational institutions were closed
and appropriated by the state and Ustasha activists. In fact, Serbs as such no
longer existed: they were now to be known as “Greek-Easterners.” 58 If this was
not enough, all traces of their history of existence in Croatia were also eradicated;
streets, villages and public buildings were assigned Croat names and monuments
erected to Serb kings and historical figures were torn down; imposing Orthodox

cathedrals were burnt to the ground. For example, in Mitrovica, streets
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previously named after Marko Kraljevi¢ and King Peter were renamed after
martyred Ustasha youth and deceased Ustasha warriors such as Antun Pogorelec
and Mijo Babi¢. In Banja Luka, the local football stadium was renamed after the
governor of the Bosanska Krajina region, Viktor Gutié.59 _

In cities such as Sarajevo and Zagreb almost immediately Serbs were expelled
from their homes and confined to ghettos. There they were subject to curfews
which severely restrlcted the hours in which they could be outside and they were
forced to wear 1n51gn1a 1dent1fy1ng their ethnic origin: in PoZega, for example,
Serbs were compelled to wear a blue armband with the letter P which stood for
“Pravoslavac” (Orthodox).6¢ Much of this was a prelude to the expulsion of
thousands of Serbs who were to be sent to Serbia. It was envisaged that the
remaining population would be converted to Roman Catholicism, the
complicated rules of which were changed overnight to make conversion easier; by
this process, ordinary Serbs would be transformed into Croatians. For educated
and middle-class Serbs, as well as Orthodox priests, this was not an option since
the Ustashas argued that their identity was too strong to be overcome. However,
since the Ustashas argued that their state was a legal and just one, they realised
that they needed to introduce some kind of constitutional measure which would
provide genocide with the cloak of legality. One such answer was to be found in
the “Law For the Defence of the Nation and the State” which gave the Ustashas
the right to punish with death anyone who had “offended the honour and vital
interests of the Croatian people or in any way the existence of the Independent -
State of Croatia or state powers, by deed or by attempt.”s! To deal with the large
numbers of people they wanted to murder, people’s courts were established,
administered by legal experts and judges sympathetic to the Ustasha cause. If a
guilty verdict had been reached by these courts — and invariably it was - the
defendant had to be sentenced to death. There could be no appeal and the
sentence had to be carried out by firing squad within two hours. Another statute
legalised the transferral to concentration camps of all “unworthy individuals®
considered “dangerous to public order and security or who could threaten the

peace and tranquillity of the Croatian people.”62
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In order to legitimise the summary arrest and execution of citizens of Croatia,
Ustasha propaganda played deliberately on the bitter memories and experiences
of the inter-war period. As early as April 1941, Bosnian and Croatian newspaper
reports announced the arrest, trials and, in many cases, execution of high-ranking
officials, some of whom were accused of the torture and mistreatment of Croatian
nationalists prior to 1941, or who were held to have violated the honour of
Croatia. The wave of orchestrated and publicised vendettas in the summer of 1941
were sometimes inténsely pérsohal to the Ustasha Movement: thus one Zagreb
newspaper announced the arrest of an official implicated in the attempted
assassination of Mile Budak in the 1930s and appealed for help in the capture of
the soldier involved in the (accidental) shooting of the poet, Ivo Kozarcanin in
early 1941.63 More usually, any prominent figure who could be seen as an enemy
of the nation was arrested: directors of Yugoslavian football clubs, regional
governors, alleged spies.64 Whether a hapless Serb soldier sentenced to death or
Rikard Vikert, the hated Zagreb police chief and “torturer of nationalist
students,” their crimes, real or imagined, were publicised in lurid detail.ts If this
was not enough to remind citizens of the misery and brutality of the Yugoslav era
and the inherent justness of the Ustasha cause, then a number of sensational
show trials surely did. In May 1941, the former head of the tax office in Jajce,
Djorde Radivojsi, was put on trial for the murder of Fuad Dervi¢ in the 1930s, an
“innocent and honourable Croat” who had beeﬁ selected to replace him because
of the former’s corruption. A subsequent report revealed that at his first trial no
less a figure than the Patriarch Gavrilo had defended him. How could any
honourable Croat oppose the Ustashas or their war against such corruption and
violence?66 At the same time as the trial of Radivojsi, the trial of Dusan Biberi¢,
director of the State Hypertek Bank, was under way. He was arrested with Dusan
Subotié, not only a tormentor of Croats in the former Yugoslavia but also
allegedly the ringleader of a Serb terrorist group and the organiser of Serb
peasant rebels in the new Croatian state. The case illustrated the way in which the
Ustashas used propaganda to suggest that prominent Serbs were intimately

involved in attempts to undermine Croatia. In the report, all the prominent Serbs

59



arrested were labelled Chetniks (a reference to a Serb nationalist movement
which had been active in suppressing Croatian and Muslim rebellions in inter-
war Yugoslavia with the use of force). Throughout the summer of 1941, Croatian
newspapers announced the capture of groups of Serb Chetniks, who were
invariably not Chetniks but local Serb politicians, captured plotting with priests
to destroy Croatia. These traitorous cliques would, newspapers assured their
readers, “receive the deserved punishment.”®7 The show trials of bank managers,
priests and the educated élite reflects the fact that the prdpaganda war agéihst the
Serbs was portrayed as much as a class and social war as an ethnic conflict; Serbs
were to be hated not just for what they were but also what they possessed.
Although the Ustashas were keen to stress their civilised European outlook as
opposed to the barbarism of the Serbs, they also emphasised that niany of those
same bestial captured Chetniks were “sons of the most respected Serbian families
in the region.”68

Popular opinion concerning the fate of the Serbs appears to have differed. Some
Croatians and Bosnian Muslims protected their Serbian co-nationals, whilst
others actively turned on them and, especially in Bosnia, Croatians and Muslims
participated in the slaughter of their Serbian neighbours. It seems most Croats
were willing to accept and support the draconian laws which had been
introduced, even when such laws affected their friends and employees, either
because they believed in the propaganda of the Ustasha regime that the
persecution of Serbs and Jews was necessary for the salvation of the Croatian
nation or else because they saw the terror of the Ustashas as an opportunity to
settle old scores or make a better life for themselves. Thus Drago Zubetié could
write a letter to the Main Commissariat for Propaganda requesting ownership of
a radio “confiscated from those Serbs and Jews” because he was an “honourable
Croat nationalist who was realiy persecuted in the Yugoslav era.”®9 Likewise, an
anonymous disgruntled cinema employee could contact the same Commissariat
to inform them that the cinema he worked at in Zagreb was not only still
employing Serbs but was run by a manager who was an integral Yugoslav, “who

always and still is in Serb societies and keeps company with former Serb
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officers.”7° Although there were complaints about the behaviour of Ustashas, it
often came with an element of self-interest. A secret Ustasha report of 1942 which
recorded the behaviour of a local Ustasha chieftain noted that locals were
terrified of him and looked unfavourably on the fact that he had confiscated the
land of Jews and Serbs. The reason for this dismay soon became apparent:
“People did not expect that the land would be given to him. No! They hoped to
buy the land for a little money and cultivate it themselves and not, as has
happerned, now work for a small wage for orrlerUrstarlsha instéad of the wage they
used to get under the former owner a J ew, Stern.” The report also recorded their
anger that a Jew, Sandoer, not a Croat, had been selected to supply foodstuffs for
Jasenovac. Was there not one Croat qualified to carry out this work, it asked?7:
The propaganda in any case was unforgiving enough. The statements of leading
Ustashas at a series of rallies in the summer of 1941 were designed to create an
atmosphere in which the persecution and mass murder of the Serb minority
would be legitimated. One propaganda method favoured by the Ustashas was to
suggest that the Serbs were the greatest enemies of the Croatian people and that
they were an inherent danger for the survival of the Croatian state. The
Poglavnik, Paveli¢, set the mood. In his speech at the huge Ustasha Zagreb rally
in May 1941, Paveli¢ had accused the Serbs of wanting to wipe Croatia from the
face of the earth. He pointed out that Croats were now the masters and others
would be their subjects. This idea of a Serb peril was seized on by his ministers.
According to Milovan Zanié, president of the Legislative Council, the time had
come for the Serbs to leave Croatia; in his opinion, as long as the question of the

Serbs was not resolved, this state would be unstable. He declared:

Ustashas! You know I speak openly: this state, this Homeland of ours, must be Croat and no one
else’s. And those who emigrated here must leave. The events of centuries and especially the last 20
years have shown that any compromise is precluded. This has to be a land of Croats and no one
else’s and there are no methods which we would not use to make this land truly Croat and cleanse
it of all Serbs who have imperilled us for centuries and who would imperil us again at the first
opportunity. We are not concealing the fact that this is the policy of our state and when it is
implemented we will only be implementing the ideas written in the Ustasha Principles.”
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In Banja Luka, Viktor Gutié, spoke even more explicitly about the Serbs. “I have
published drastic laws for their complete economic destruction and new ones will
follow for their complete extermination. Don’t be generous towards any of them.
Bear in mind that they were always our gravediggers and destroy them wherever
they may be found and the blessings of the Poglavnik and myself will be upon
you.” He gave all “foreign” Serbs five days to leave his province in Bosnia or else
be removed by force.73 Such statements were not merely the 1nﬂammatory
comments of a few officials since they were sentiments echoed in Ustasha
publications. An editorial in the third issue of the journal of the Ustasha
Movement, for example, declared that the time to settle accounts had arrived and
the “criminal nests” and “that unfortunate human essence” which had always
conspired against the prosperity of the Croat nation would be exterminated. In
short, Croatia would be “cleansed from all that crap. From all those criminals and
from everything which does not belong in the Croatian nation.”74

The Ustashas also emphasised the alien and foreign nature of Serbs in Croatia
and Bosnia. The novelist, Mile Budak, Minister for Religion and Cults, argued
that the Serbs of Croatia and Bosnia were not really Serbs at all “but people
brought here from the East by the Turks who used them as vassals and servants,
water carriers and beggars who fell on the destroyed hearths of Croats like
locusts.”7s For Budak, Serbs were racially inferior: they were Vlachs and gypsies,
devious and agile, the sworn enemies of the Croats. In his populist manner, he
compared Croatia to a house occupied by an enemy who refused to leave the
owner’s abode. “I would not ask a priest or nun for help,” he explained to his
audience, “but I would chase him out with an axe.”76 However, the Ustashas could
also make reference to Croat ethnographers, anthropologists and scholars and
thus demonstrate that their ideas about the racial alienness of the Serbs was
grounded not in prejudice or hatred but legitimate science. Ivo Pilar’s infamous
study of 1918 was translated into Croatian for a mass audience and he quickly
entered the pantheon of Ustasha racial theorists as did Ciro Truhelka, a renowned
Croatian ethnogapher. Both of them, as already mentioned, were extreme

nationalists and known advocates of the Vlach theory of Serb origins in Bosnia;
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both were also ideal intellectual resources for the Ustashas since in addition to
their ethnographical findings, they had, like Sufflay, suffered discrimination and
persecution at the hands of the pre-war Yugoslav regime. In 1942, Truhelka’s last
major theoretical works as well as his memoirs, restated his theory that the
problems of the region were caused by the fact that Serbs were “ethnically a
foreign racial element who, geopolitically speaking, belong to a different cultural
sphere Serbs 1n Bosma could be dlstlngmshed by their “dark and swarthy”
appearance Asan 1mm1grant populatlon they should be seen as guests of Croatia
who had no entitlement to property or rights.7

Young Croat intellectuals were keen to follow the path Truhelka and Pilar had
blazed. For Smail Bali¢, the supposedly Asiatic blood of the Vlachian Serbs made
them more dangerous even than the Jews, especially in a time of war and even
more so when they pretended to be friendly to their neighbours. Like Truhelka,
too, for Balié, the Vlachs were not only racially different, but they also displayed a
number of vices which were alien and damaging to the Croatian nation such as
corruption, disloyalty, avarice and sexual degeneracy.”8 Of course, the intellectual
whom the Ustashas worshipped and cherished above all others was Starcevi¢ who
they believed expressed the very spirit of their Movement. His writings and ideas
were easy for the Ustashas to manipulate for their own uses. For one thing, the
Ustashas could and did argue that the ideology of the Ustasha movement and
Staréevié emerged from the same Croatian source since there were veteran
Staréevi¢ activists in the Ustasha Movement such as the first speaker of the
Sabor, Marko Dosen, and Slavko Kvaternik (a direct descendant of StarCevi¢’s
collaborator, Eugen Kvaternik). It was only a small step from that to arguing that
the ideology of Staréevié and the ideology of the Ustashas were one and the same
and, furthermore, that the policies the Ustashas were pursuing were simply the
implementation of traditional Croatian principles of statehood. Moreover, for
nationalist academics, there was much material in the writing of the father of the
nation which seemed to echo Ustasha propaganda and they repeated his most
vituperative anti-Serb comments with glee. Starcevi¢, they argued, was a proto

Ustasha.?9 Like Staréevié who had sometimes accused Serbs of endeavouring to
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steal Croatian national figures and history, nationalist intellectuals also asserted
that Serbs had attempted to appropriate and claim as their own Croatian history
and culture.8c What was worse than this thievery, fumed the author of one such
study, was that the people who were attempting this were “a pack of racially
mongrel and unrefined people...the most barbaric, criminal element which ever
stepped on Europe’s soil.”8! The campaign of demonisation by some intellectuals
often went as far as to advocate their wholesale destruction. Vatroslav Murvar
wrote that the Serbs were a “rabble of immigraﬂt Vlachs” living in the heart of
Croatia who “constantly spat on the land and people who had accepted them, they
were always traitors.” The Croats had to be prepared for every solution. Whereas
Stardevi¢ had sometimes written that the assimilation of native Serbs would
liberate Croatia from foreign influence and help create a viable nation-state,
young acolytes like Murvar saw Croatia’s salvation and liberation in their physical
annihilation.82

In most genocidal and totalitarian regimes throughout history, mass murder of
national or religious groups has usually been preceded by official propaganda and
persecutory laws. This has served as a means of preparing public opinion for the
imposition of terror.83 The Ustasha Movement is perhaps unique in that its
campaign of genocide started immediately. The earliest recorded massacre of
Serbs took placé in Bjelovar on 27-28 April 1941 with the arrest and execution of
176 Serbs by members of the Peasant Defence Force. In fact, even as Ustashas
had arrived back in Croatia on 10 April, some convoys had made a point of
stopping at Serb villages on the journey to Zagreb, arresting the inhabitants and
warning them what was going to happen to them in the future. Throughout the
summer months, Ustasha militias such as the Poglavnik’s Bodyguard and the
Ustasha Defence Regiment of Mijo Babié swept through Serb villages and small
towns in a campaign of terror. Men and women, the old and the young, children
and adults were rounded up by the militias, driven into the countryside by truck,
tied together and shot or thrown over the edges of cliffs, ravines or into rivers. In

the most notorious cases, whole communities were buried alive.84
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Although the Ustashas aimed to simply massacre what they saw as the Serb
middle and educated classes — judges, teachers, lawyers, merchants and rich
farmers — and convert the mass of ordinary peasants to Catholicism and thus
make them Croats, in reality, Ustasha militias targeted Serbian peasants as much
as they attacked the community elite. The policy to convert the mass of Serbs to
Catholicism, officially announced on 5 May 1941 by the Poglavnik, was often used
as a pretext by Ustasha m111t1as to commit massacres. In the town of Glina in
June 1941, for example seven hundred Serbian men from surroundlng v111ages
were brought to the Orthodox church in Glina, believing that they were about to
be converted to Catholicism. Instead, they were forced td shout Ustasha slogans
such as “Long Live the Poglavnik!” and watch selected victims being tortured and
then murdered. That night, all but one of the men was murdered: their skulls
were crushed with rifle butts, they were stabbed to death and, in many cases, they
had their throats slit. There was so much blood that the Ustashas had to change
their uniforms numerous times. On other occasions, Serb villagers were locked
inside churches which were then set on fire.85

Many of those who have studied the nature of Ustasha genocide between 1941
and 1945 have pointed to its personal nature. Aleksa Djilas has pointed out that
the first massacres were directed against people the Ustasha militias knew — for
example, friends and neighbours. Unlike the Nazis, large-scale technology as a
means of extermination was not used. Instead, the Ustashas used knives, axes
and sickles. Although these implements were used partly because there was not
the access to advanced technology, such as gas chambers, the choice of weapons
also served a powerful symbolic purpose. The knife, for example, was a constant
image in Ustasha iconography and was eulogised by them. For the Ustashas, the
knife represented a noble Croatian weapon of war, used by warriors through
history, from the Uskoks of Senj to Ban Jela¢i¢; moreover, since it involved hand-
to-hand combat and looking the enemy straight in the eye, it seemed to be braver
and more valiant. However, from a certain anthropological viewpoint, the knife
also served to emphasise the personal and emotional nature of the Ustasha

slaughter of the Serbs. To kill with a knife, one must be physically close to the
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victim and one must hold them in order to murder them; there is no “distance”
between tormentor and victim as there is with a gun or bomb. Moreover, it was
quite common for the Ustashas to mutilate their victims after death, and
amputate body parts; on occasion, individual Ustashas practised cannibalism.
Undoubtedly, members of Ustasha militias were induced into committing grisly
crimes by a number of factors: political indoctrination, propaganda, threats,
drink and the general fanaticised ideology of the Movement. However, the
practice of mutilation had a lbhg tradition in the Balkans as writers such as Edith
Durham had discovered. The eating of an adversary signified receiving his soul
and his strength.86 Yet it also reduced the victim to the level of an animal and
signified an intense level of hate. In addition, it demonstrated that the members
of the Movement had liberated themselves from all of the former Yugoslav
society’s codes of conduct; it allowed the Ustashas to be “wholly free.” In Balkan
societies, the taking of blood of an enemy was often seen' as noble and a duty,
however painful or dangerous it might be; it had a religious ritualistic quality.
Therefore, the massacres are to be understood in terms of a “ritualisation of
slaughter” and “slaughter as sacrament” in which the victims represented a
sacrificial offering.87 That the method of killing conveyed a profound meaning is
borne out by the fact that, although the Ustashas exterminated Jews and gypsies
in large numbers, they were not usually killed in the same manner as Serbs
because the Ustashas did not feel as emotionally strongly about them.

It is not known how many Serbs fell victim to the Ustasha terror. Certainly, far
fewer than one million Serbs were murdered by the Ustashas between 1941 and
1945 as some Serbian historians have claimed. Serb nationalist groups, such as
the various Chetnik formations, also committed atrocities, especially against
Muslims in Bosnia.88 Whilst, studies in the 1980s and 1990s suggested that far
fewer Serbs had died in the Independent State of Croatia than originally believed,
they ignored an important fact. The percentages of ethnic groups killed between
1941 and 1945 in Bosnia and Croatia illustrate clearly that Serbs were targeted for
destruction. In Bosnia, more than seventy percent of all war victims were Serbs

and in Croatia more than fifty per cent. This means nearly as high a percentage of
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Serbs died in Bosnia where they represented an absolute minority as did in Serbia
itself where they constituted the overwhelming majority: in other words, for
Serbs, the Ustashas were worse than the Nazis (see Appendix B).89

Moreover, even if far fewer than one million Serbs died at the hands of the
Ustashas, hundreds of thousands were still murdered by them. Such statistics
suggest that large numbers of ordinary Croatians must have participated in the
massacres of Serbs, either as part of local militias or on their own initiative. As
Aleksa Djilaé h‘asrw‘ritfeh, the Ustashas liked to involve as many members of the
Movement in their genocidal acts as possible, in part to forge a bond between
ordinary soldiers and their commanders and also to bind them more closely to
the Movement. By making them complicit in war crimes, they were more likely to
fight fanatically for the Movement for fear of what would happen to them if they
were caught alive by the enemy. However, some Croat civilians also committed
massacres against their Serb brethren. According to the testimony of Serb
survivors in Rogatica, Bosnia, Croats, “our neighbours, to whom we did no harm,
changed overnight, displaying a readiness all at once to kill us. They spoke out in
public, in threatening tones, advocating that all Serbs be killed, even our small
children, so that there would not be a single Serb left in Bosnia.” In one notorious
case in Sargovac, Croat neighbours invited local Serbs to their home ina gesture
of supposed friendship and then massacred them with fork and axes. 9°

Although massacres were made public in the localities in which they took place,
in the national press they were reported in a completely different manner. An
excellent example of the way in which the Ustashas used their acts of genocide as
propaganda was the massacre of Serbs in the Kozara Mountains in the summer of
1942. In July 1942, an élite Ustasha unit, the Black Legion, led by Colonel Jure
Francetié¢, launched a bloody military raid on the Kozara Mountains, an area of
Bosnia where the Ustashas believed that Serbs were planning a rebellion. In the
event, there was no rebellion and nor is it likely there had ever been one. Despite
this, thousands of innocent and defenceless Serb civilians — men, women and
children, to the disgust of German officers - were hacked to death and their

mutilated bodies flung into the River Drina. When it was reported in the national
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newspapers, the events of Kozara were written about as an operation to “cleanse”
Croatia of its bandits and criminals. The orphans created by such massacres were
placed in orphanages to be brought up by nuns as good Ustashas and publicly
described as Croatian orphans victimised by Partisan atrocities.9! According to
newspaper reports of the time, Jewish and Serbian Partisans from Serbia had
indoctrinated the simple peasanfs of Kozara with Communism who had risen up
against the state on the instructions of Moscow and terrorised local Croats who
had ohly been saved by the Ustashas. Fufthefmoré, the fepoi'ts continued, the
Black Legion had liberated the inhabitants from the depredations of the Partisans
whose crimes had included forcing people to eat their own flesh.92 Since the
Ustashas saw Chetniks and Partisans as indistinguishable and simply different
manifestations of Great Serbian hegemony who aimed at the “destruction of the
Croatian nation,” they often emphasised the pro-Serb nature of the Partisans.s3
Ivan Softa, a writer of nationalist social novels, argued that the “current burning
of our villagés and the slaughter of our children is nothing other than the logical
natural development of the executions at Jeladié Square in 1918 and Aleksandar’s
prisons and gallows.” He noted sardonically: “The town of Grad was completely
destroyed, except the Orthodox Church. Surprising, isn’t it?”94

The events at Kozara of 1942 provide a graphic illustration of the way in which
Ustasha propaganda worked: the victims of the Ustashas were portrayed as
subhuman aggressors. To reinforce the image of virtuous Ustashas and bestial
Serb Partisans, young male prisoners captured at Kozara, most of whom were
later murdered or sent to their deaths at Jasenovac, were described in physically
unprepossessing terms. With their emaciated faces, black unkempt beards and
filthy rags still stained “with the blood of the innocent,” they fitted the racial
profile of the murderous Balkan savage. The press also told lurid tales of sadistic
female killers who had defied the natural role which providence had assigned to
them as wives and mothers. By emphasising that the captured bandits would be
treated humanely and sent to the collection camp at Jasenovac for re-education, a
further contrast was made between the Ustashas and their vanquished foes.9 As
for Colonel Franceti¢, who had instigated the bloodshed, the Bosnian press
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eulogised him. It waxed lyrical about his slim, tall appearance and his intellectual
expression, portraying him as the liberator of Croatian peasants from Chetnik-
Communist terror.96

The Jasenovac “collection” camp mentioned in the newspaper report on Kozara
was the largest and most brutal of the many concentration camps the Ustashas
established during the existence of their State.97 Its construction was begun in
August 1941 with a newspaper article announcing irrigation improvements on the
fields of Lon$ka.98 In faét, the ii‘rigaﬁdn work was carried out by Serb and Jewish
prisoners who helped to build the foundations of their own prison. The camp was
run by the notorious Bureau 3 of the Ustasha Supervisory Service, the Ustasha
Defence Force. It was originally led by Mijo Babi¢, and then by Colonel Vjekoslav
(Maks) Luburié following Babi¢’s death in battle. Conditions in the camp were
appalling: rations were almost non-existent and the prisoners were further
weakened by the arduous manual work the inmates were forced to carry out. The
tough nature of the work was deliberate since it was reasoned this would help to
kill off inmates more quickly. If this did not have the desired effect, then the
behaviour of the Ustasha guards usually did. Led by the sadistic Luburié¢, whom
even high-ranking German officers viewed with nothing but disdain, the Ustasha
guards, many of whom were young and fanatical nationalists, found themselves
in charge of an enemy population they had complete control over. Jasenovac was
marked by arbitrary savagery and murder with axes, knives, clubs and guns and
by April 1945 more than 100,000 inmates had been murdered.99

Naturally, the Ustashas never portrayed Jasenovac Camp in this way.1°° For
them it was a work camp where politically-suspect prisoners were to be re-
educated. Nevertheless, news about the reality of the camp must have been
widespread since the Ustashas were very nervous about any mention in the press
of the Ustasha Defence Force. In 1942, the State Investigative and Propaganda
Bureau issued a missive banning any mention of the work of this unit or its
commander in the media, even though some activists within the Movement had
sent such details to newspapers with the “best of intentions” to show the Force in

a positive light to the general public. The very fact that some activists felt the
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need to send such information suggested that this unit did not have a good
reputation with the public.2ot By 1942, popular rumours regarding the treatment
of inmates, not all of whom were Serbs and Jews, were sufficiently serious for the
Ustasha hierarchy to embark on a propaganda campaign to improve Jasenovac’s
reputation. On 6 January 1942, a so-called international committee comprised of
German officials, representatives of the Vatican, and Romanian, Hungarian,
German and Italian journalists visited the camp. They were shown around by the
head of the Supervisorryr Sérﬁcé, Eﬁgén Dido Kvaternik; Ofﬁciélly, at leasf, fhey
were impressed with the treatment of inmates at the camp. One of the German
journalists, Hermann Proebst, wrote that inmates were producing all kinds of
goods including “riding boots, saddles, various leather and blacksmith goods,
bricks and tiles.” He also reported that some inmates who worked in the ceramic
factory had decorated pottery with “various scenes depicting the struggle between
the Ustashas and the Chetniks,” surely a sign of the success of their political re-
education in the camp. Proebst also emphasised the kindness of the guards
whom, he claimed, emphatically did not mistreat prisoners because they were
chosen from the élite of young student and high school Ustashas and were
replaced frequently so bad habits could not become ingrained.1°z In September of
that year, Luburi¢’s men organised an exhibition of the work of inmates enﬁtled
“One year of the work of the collection camp of the Ustasha Defence Unit.” The
exhibition, held in a hall in central Zagreb, purported to show the reality of life in
Jasenovac. In addition to photographs of smiling inmates, the exhibition
portrayed Jasenovac’s market-garden and showed the products made by the
prisoners under the guidance of Ustasha experts. They included models,
paintings, handicrafts, preserves and vegetables.03

At the beginning of 1945, the Ustasha high command, led by Luburié and his
cousin, Ljubo Milo§, a commander at the camp, decided that with the advance of
the Partisans and the imminent collapse of the State, the camp would have to be
closed and personnel transferred to Zagreb. The prisoners were not to be
transferred, however; they were to be killed. Yet the Ustashas persisted with their

propaganda until the end. In February 1945, at the invitation of the commander
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of the Ustasha Defence Force, Luburié, the vice-Poglavnik, Mate Frkovié¢ and a
delegation, toured the villages around Jasenovac to celebrate three years of the
existence of the Force. At one point, the delegation participated in a celebratory
kolo dance with peasants and members of the Ustasha Defence Force.194 One
journalist present at this macabre celebration, Alozije Lutz, gave his own
impression of Jasenovac. For Lutz, Jasenovac was like a hospital where patients
could be “cured” so that they could return to healthy society, thus it was hardly
surprisihg-thrat‘ the -camp administrators received “piieé of letters” from former
inmates thanking them for introducing them to the concept of “valuable and
honourable” work and that others still did not want to leave at all: “Until now, in
the whole world, there has been talk only of convicts and the condemned in |
prisons and gaols. But we are' convinced that the form of punishment here
transforms unworthy members of human society so that these same members
who were until yesterday dangerous and harmful are now valuable to the entire
community in which they work.”05

Not all enemies of the Ustashas could be re-educated, however and one of the
most effective kinds of propaganda as far as the Ustashas was concerned involved
publicising the alleged crimes of Serb nationalists. From the moment that the
Independent State of Croatia was declared, horror stories began to circulate in
the Zagreb and regional press concerning the atrocities of Chetniks and retreating
Serb soldiers furious at the defeat of the Yugoslav army. At a time when Ustasha
death squads comprised of fanatical (and fanaticised) young men were roaming
the villages of Bosnia and Croatia and rounding up whole Serb village to be
murdered, the Ustashas aimed to turn reality upside down. As early as April 1941,
newspapers were reporting the bestial crimes of Chetniks: women and children
were being slaughtered without mercy; the property of ordinary hard-working
Croats was being burned down; village guards were being murdered in cold
blood; workers were being mutilated and tortured. Worst perhaps of all, brave
young Ustashas were being cut down in the prime of their youth by the scythe of
Greater Serbdom.16 At the funeral of one of the first émigré Ustashas to fall in

battle, Antun Pogorelec, Viktor Gutié¢, exalted him as a sincere idealistic Ustasha
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martyr who had gone to his death to liberate others. He used his death as well as
that of his comrade Mijo Babi¢, as a rallying cry for revenge and called for the
intensification of the persecution of the Serbs; they were, he said, “rabid Chetnik
mobs” torturing the Hercegovinan Croats. His death proved that the Ustashas in
particular and the Croatian people generally should continue “carrying death and
destruction” to the Serbs.107

In early 1942, to great fanfare, the Ministry of the Interior published a book
entitled the Crey Bobk, argx;islry Vch'ronicler of the Worét crimes of Serb Chetniks
which had provoked “great outrage” among citizens and a “firm desire to deal
with these dregs of society once and for all.”8 The themes of the book were
familiar. They portrayed the Partisans and Chetniks as intellectualised Jews and
bloodthirsty Serbs intent on crushing the independence-minded aspirations of
the honest Croatian people.1?9 A book written by Mile Staréevié, the Minister for
Education, to commemorate the publication of the Grey Book alleged that the
roots of the conflict in Croatia could be found in the “furious hatred” of élite Serbs
for the Independent State of Croatia who with priests, criminal Serbs and Jews
had mislead ordinary Serbs into committing atrocities. According to Starcevié, “If
any revolution was peaceful, then it was surely the Croatian revolution of April
1941!” For him, the first violence was instigated by Serb nationalists who
committed a slaughter at Capljina as early as the 13 April 1941.1° Such claims
were untrue, but this was scarcely important since many ordinary Croatians were
perfectly prepared to accept the dramatic claims of the publication. Following the
official launch of the book, demand was high amongst both Ustashas
organisations and members of the general public and Ustasha officials and
members of the public wrote to the Commissariat for Propaganda with requests
for copies. Vladimir Presedki, an Ustasha leader from the Zagreb station, asked
for two thousand copies owing to “overwhelming demand.” Likewise, Franjo
Druzak, another Ustasha functionary from the capital, reported that the book was
in great demand amongst peasants and workers and “the interest from the
general public is quite extraordinary.”* Why Croatians were so eager to embrace

Ustasha propaganda is a question which cannot be definitively answered.
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