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Intellectuals and the “National Question”
in Post-1918 Central and Eastern Europe
(An Introduction)

Barbora Buzassyova - Laszl6 Voros

Abstract

BUZASSYOVA, Barbora - VOROS, Laszlé. Intellectuals and the “National Ques-
tion”in Post-1918 Central and Eastern Europe (An Introduction).

This article provides introduction and context for the papers published in the
current issue. Seven case studies examine the conceptions of “nation,” national
existence, national history and national art in the writings of influential intellec-
tuals active in a variety of fields—historians, literary critics, artists and art critics,
and a philosopher—in Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, and their successor states
throughout the 20" century. Individual cases are analysed within the context of
period nationalist discourse and policies of nation-building with special atten-
tion devoted to various aspects of the intellectuals’ strategies in adapting con-
cepts and theories from foreign sources and appropriating them to domestic
national(ist) ideological contexts and doctrinal needs via assimilation, bending
existing doctrines or deconstruction. The articles presented here provide read-
ers an opportunity to learn about the intellectual’s relationship to the ruling
powers, and about their efforts to legitimise or delegitimise regimes, national
ideologies and policies, construction of narratives about nation-states’ deeply
historical origins and the nature of national art and literature.

he rise of ethno-centric nationalism in post-communist Central and

Eastern Europe' sparked another intense debate on the role of national
imagination in the legitimization of sovereign states and the appropria-
tion of a subjectively felt right to self-rule. An underlying tension began
to grow between the nationalists, which saw many prominent intellectu-
als arguing for the long-term essentialist, inherently ethnic and cultur-
al-linguistic view of “their” nations, and social scientists who, drawing on
methodological innovations from mostly western sources, reconceptual-
ized the “nation” as a socially constructed community. Within the regions
of Central and Eastern Europe, the debate unfolded in different forms
and with differing intensity, producing a range of political and public out-
comes. In some countries, such as Slovakia, this debate did not develop
properly at all and all cautious attempts to draw attention to constructivist
approaches to the study of nationalisms were marginalized or openly ig-
nored. However, in other countries, methodological nationalism still rep-
resented a dominant interpretative framework through which “the past”
was approached and understood. Given this almost incontestable position
of a national imagination in social and political practices of the region, an
examination of the intellectual roots of this state of affairs must be sought.

1 CORDELL, Karl - JAJECZNIK, Konrad (eds.) The Transformation of Nationalism
in Central and Eastern Europe. Ideas and Structures. Warsaw : University of Warsaw,
Faculty of Journalism and Political Science, 2015.
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Throughout the larger part of the 20" century, the “nation” in Central and
Eastern Europe functioned primarily as a fundamental political and cultural
category that was understood by most as referring to a substantial reality of
deeply historical and natural collective social entities. Historians and scholars
had asked questions regarding the ontological and epistemic status of a “na-
tion” only to a limited extent—questions concerning the mode of existence
and knowability of “nations” had had appeared marginally and almost exclu-
sively within the context of controversies concerning different notions of the
national existence, national culture and language, and national territory.

Particularly in the case of the two polyethnic states on which the authors of
this issue have focused, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia (and their successor
states), the debates were framed in terms of the genuineness or artificiality of
nations, or those concepts of “nation” This was primarily a (de)legitimating
discourse, not a critical analysis of the nature of the existence of “nations”
Any assumed distinction between the “real,” “original” and “historical” Slo-
vak or Croatian, Slovenian etc. nations on the one hand, and the “artificial,”
“constructed,” “ahistorical” Czechoslovak and Yugoslav nations on the oth-
er framed, to a significant extent, the underlying theoretical ontological and
epistemological points of departure in the debates.?

Participants in the debates on both sides sought to “primordialise” and pro-
foundly historicise “their” nations. However, on the side of the “Czechoslo-
vakist” and “Yugoslavist” authors, these attempts were hardly convincing and
failed to effectively counter the basic political argument by the representatives
of particularist nationalisms, according to whom the notions of Czechoslovak
and Yugoslav nations were in fact “proxy concepts” of Czech and Serbian “na-
tional imperialisms.” Despite the particularistic nationalisms gaining domi-
nant ground after the Second World War, the statist concepts of the Czecho-
slovak and Yugoslav nations did not disappear altogether and discussions on
the authenticity and deep historicity of the “real nations” and “artificiality” of
the constructed notions of composite “state nations” came to a definitive end
with the demise of state socialism in both federations, only to be replaced
with an intensification—rather than resurgence, as is often suggested—of na-
tionalist motives in the national histories in the early 1990s, now removed of
Marxist jargon and terminology.

2 For more details on both cases see: HUDEK, Adam - KOPECEK, Michal - MERVART, Jan (eds.)
Czechoslovakism. Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon; New York : Routledge Taylor & Francis Group,
2022; BAKKE, Elisabeth. Czechoslovakism in Slovak history. In TEICH, Mikuld§ - KOVAC,
Dugan - BROWN, Martin D. (eds.) Slovakia in History. Cambridge : Cambridge University
Press, 2011, pp. 247-268; LASS, Andrew. “What are we like?” National Character and the Aes-
thetics of Distinction in Interwar Czechoslovakia. In BANAC, Ivo - VERDERY, Katherine (eds.)
National Character and National Ideology in Interwar Eastern Europe. New Haven : Yale Center
for International and Area Studies, 1995, pp. 39-64; DJOKIC, Dejan (ed.) Yugoslavism: Histories
of a Failed Idea, 1918-1992. London : Hurst & Co., 2003; DJOKIC, Dejan — KER-LINDSAY,
James (eds.) New Perspectives on Yugoslavia: Key Issues and Controversies. Milton Park, Abing-
don, Oxon; New York : Routledge, 2010; BELLAMY, Alex J. The Formation of Croatian National
Identity: A Centuries-Old Dream? Manchester : Manchester University Press, 2003; BANAC, Ivo.
Historiography of the Countries of Eastern Europe: Yugoslavia. In The American Historical Re-
view, 1992, vol. 97, no. 4, pp. 1084-1104.
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In the recent scholarship on nationalism, there is a broad agreement that the
perceived reality of “nations” is an outcome of social practices, institution-
alised education and indoctrination, symbolic representation (both materi-
al and discursive) and cultural production.’ The role of intellectuals—and
particularly historians and scholars from other disciplines of humanities—
in the production, reproduction and corroboration of ideas, theories and
narratives that have made “nations” appear to be substantially real, tangible
entities have been instrumental in the past one or two centuries. * Though at
the phenomenal level, the transfer, translation or rendering of ideas from a
narrow scholarly and professional discussions to the various public discours-
es that inform social practices is an immensely complex, multifaceted and
multifactorial process, the importance of intellectuals in their role as “guar-
antees of truth” in modern societies should not be overlooked.

In recent years, quite a heated debate has occurred among academics on
the status and continual relevance of intellectual history as a distinct field of
inquiry, a discipline contested over the last half-century. First, it was consid-
ered consumed by other, more fashionable approaches, namely cultural and
social history. Then after the linguistic turn, it was suddenly returned to the
spotlight with an unheard-of enthusiasm as, according to its most ardent
proponents, everything could now be read as “text” For the purposes of
this volume, the broadest definition of intellectual history will be embraced,
which can be summarized as “the study of intellectuals, ideas and intellec-
tual patterns over time.”® From the wide range of approaches available to be
attached to the realm of intellectual history, inspiration will be drawn mainly
from the methods of linguistic contextualism (Q. Skinner) and perspectives

3 For reference, a selection of the most influential works the social constructivist arguments on
“nation-building” are based upon: GELLNER, Ernest. Nations and Nationalism. Ithaca : Cornell
University Press, 1983; HOBSBAWM, Eric - RANGER, Terence (eds.) The Invention of Tradition.
Cambridge; New York : Cambridge University Press, 1983; ANDERSON, Benedict. Imagined
Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. London; New York : Verso,
1991; BILLIG, Michael. Banal Nationalism. London; Thousand Oaks : Sage, 1995; SKEY, Michael
- ANTONSICH, Marco (eds.) Everyday Nationhood: Theorising Culture, Identity and Belonging
after Banal Nationalism. London : Palgrave Macmillan, 2017; BRUBAKER, Rogers. Nationalism
Reframed: Nationhood and the National Question in the New Europe. Cambridge; New York :
Cambridge University Press, 1996; BRUBAKER, Rogers. Ethnicity Without Groups. Cambridge,
Mass. : Harvard University Press, 2004.

4 Cf. BAAR, Monika. Historians and Nationalism East-Central Europe in the Nineteenth Century.
Oxford : Oxford University Press, 2010; DELETANT, Dennis - HANAK, Harry (eds.) Historians
as Nation-Builders Central and South-East Europe. Houndmills; Basingstoke; Hampshire : Mac-
millan Press, 1988; BERGER, Stefan - LORENZ, Chris (eds.) Nationalizing the Past: Historians
as Nation Builders in Modern Europe. New York : Palgrave Macmillan, 2010; BERGER, Stefan —
DONOVAN, Mark - PASSMORE, Kevin (eds.) Writing National Histories: Western Europe Since
1800. London; New York : Routledge, 1999.

5 For a brief overview, see MULLER. Jan-Werner. European Intellectual History as Contemporary
History. In The Journal of Contemporary History, 2011, vol. 46, no. 3, p. 574-590. For more on the
subject, see McMAHON, Darrin, M. - MOYN, Samuel. Introduction: Interim Intellectual His-
tory. In McMAHON, Darrin, M. - MOYN, Samuel (eds.) Rethinking Modern Intellectual History.
Oxford : Oxford University Press, 2014, p. 3-12; COLLINI, Stefan. The Identity of Intellectual
History. In WHATMORE, Richard - YOUNG, Brian (eds.) Companion to Intellectual History.
Oxford : Willey Blackwell, 2015, p. 7-18.

6 GORDON, Peter, E. What is Intellectual History? A Frankly Partisan Introduction to a Frequent-
ly Misunderstood Field. Unpublished essay, The Harvard Colloquium for Intellectual History,
2012. Available at https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/files/history/files/what_is_intell_history_pgor-
don_mar2012.pdf.
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of cultural history, also with respect to the cultural efficacy of the ideas dis-
persed by intellectuals.”

Instead of gathering evidence on the spread and role of nationalist discourse
in Central and Eastern European political practice, it is thus aimed to address
the human agency behind the seemingly a priori existing national symbolism
and imagining. The authors in this issue explore what Mark Beissinger calls
the “quiet politics of nationalism,’® in which intellectuals play an indispensa-
ble role as consolidators of national ideologies and cultures. As demonstrated
in these pages, their agency was crucial in shaping the national consciousness,
in the propagation of values they projected as characteristic for the particular
“nation,” in disciplining the people internalizing these envisioned values and
in describing the boundaries of who could and could not be considered part
of a community. The studies presented here thus testify to the continual rele-
vance of intellectual history as a lens through which contemporary European
history can be studied and understood.

In the present issue, we look at the intellectual history of nationalistic think-
ing in Eastern and Central Europe after the First World War. This framework,
from which the period of inward-looking romantic nationalisms of the 19"
century was deliberately omitted, allows for a focus on different phases of
the debate on “nation” and “state,” which sought to simultaneously identify
elements of “national” and “universal,” and make sense of the relationship
between them. The “national question” is understood to convey primarily the
patterns of thinking about and working with the idea of “nation” developed
by intellectual groups in diverse political contexts over time, stretching from
the interwar period until the 1990s. Given this chronological and themat-
ic scope, the focus is centred on those intellectual groups who proved to be
instrumental in defining the social knowledge which is constituted part and
parcel of nationalist discourses.

The current research sample includes predominantly historians, journalists,
literary critics, artists and art critics, and a philosopher. By this approach, it
is hoped to broaden the understanding of nationalism particularly in two di-
mensions—to examine the particular individual agency in the creation, legit-
imization, dissemination and preservation of national culture (national val-
ues); and to point out the diversity and scope of intellectual work involved in
the production and invention of a national tradition. Such a perspective also
enables to address a broader question of “cultural politics” behind particu-
lar nationalist discourses. As Katherine Verdery argued in her seminal work
on national ideology under socialism: “Intellectuals engage in contests over
different definitions of cultural value, competence and authority; they strive
to impose their definitions of value and to gain recognition for their version

7 SKINNER, Quentin. Visions of Politics. Vol. 1. Regarding Method. Cambridge; New York : Cam-
bridge University Press, 2002.

8  Particularly in regimes that officially proclaimed to be anti-nationalist, helped to define symbolic
repertoires in which states and peoples might operate. See BEISSINGER, Mark, R. Nationalist
Mobilization and the Collapse of the Soviet State. Cambridge, UK; New York : Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2009, p. 26.
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of social reality.”” The centrality of intellectuals in the process of nationali-
zation of societies was emphasized by anthropologists Dominic Boyer and
Claudio Lomnitz, who challenged the exclusively epistemological readings of
nationalism and proposed a more phenomenological approach in which the
schemes of national knowledge are linked with concrete aspirations and the
social imagination of intellectuals themselves."

The cases assembled in this volume provide an opportunity to reflect on what
qualities were thought to constitute a “nation” in the minds of intellectuals
within different political climates, on the aspiring visions of “national pe-
culiarity” and regional variants of thinking about “national character” The
answers to these questions could contribute to our understanding of the es-
tablishment and maintenance of communitarian relations based on social
practices informed by nationalist history and culture narratives. By adopting
this perspective, novel ways of understanding the contemporary history of
Central and Eastern Europe are introduced and attention is brought to the
shared as well as diverging patterns of operating and reframing the notion of
“nation” in intellectual thought in this region.

By centring the analysis on “intellectuals,” there is a conceptual difficulty to
define such a group as an analytic category. Any attempt to make sense of the
intellectual’s work in a given period of time must start with the recognition
that all knowledge developed during the process is the product of a “situated,
motivated and gendered intellectual whose writing reflects a specific time,
place and position in intellectual culture”' To reconcile the tension between
“intellectuals” as an analytic category and as a category of social distinction,
we draw on the observations of Boyer and Lomnitz, who proposed to perceive
intellectuals as social actors who have “a differentially specialized engagement
with forms of knowledge and their social extensions,” rather than as carriers
of a fixed set of attributes and characteristics.'

In what follows, nationalism mostly takes the form of an “imaginary uni-
verse, ? to borrow a phrase from Harry Harootunian, rather an aspiration of
a group or individual than a materialized reality. However, the studies here
demonstrate extensive patterns of reproduction of the “national idea” in a
variety of political and social contexts.

Matej Harvat analyses the evolution of the discursive construction of the rul-
ership of the medieval historical figure Pribina. Representations of Pribina
as an alleged sovereign prince of the 9" century Nitra principality were pro-
duced and reproduced throughout the 20" century by generations of Slovak
nationalist intellectuals, historians and archaeologists to legitimise the right

VERDERY, Katherine. National Ideology under Socialism: Identity and Cultural Politics in
Ceausescu’s Romania. Berkeley : University of California Press, 1991, p. 18.

10 BOYER, Dominic - LOMNITZ, Claudio. Intellectuals and Nationalism: Anthropological En-
gagements. In Annual Review of Anthropology, 2005, vol. 34, p. 113.

11 BOYER - LOMNITZ 2005, p. 106.
12 BOYER - LOMNITZ 2005, p. 107.
13 HAROOTUNIAN, Harry, D. Commentary on Nationalism in Japan: Nationalism as Intellectual

History. In The Journal of Asian Studies, 1971, vol. 31, no. 1, p. 59.
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to independent Slovak statehood. Harvat studies the process of appropria-
tion of this enigmatic historical figure portrayed as the “first ruler” of ethnic
ancestors of contemporary Slovaks to serve current political needs. This case
demonstrates the intellectuals’ indispensable role in the dissemination of the
official “state-building” narrative, by supporting it with supposed historical
evidence—despite misinterpreting available sources—as well as credibility to
win over the masses for the desired political project.

Silvia Sene$i Lutherova investigates the construction of Slovak “nation-
al specificity” in modern applied art in the works of two proponents of ar-
tistic modernization reform, Josef Vydra and Antonin Hofejs. She explores
their attempts to reframe the traditional conception of Slovak “national art”
as strictly “folk” against the background of artistic innovation from abroad.
Their endeavours could thus be viewed as an attempt to “modernize” the at-
tributes of Slovak national culture to be more in tune with the latest interna-
tional developments, which in their eyes, would help to culturally accredit the
Slovak “nation.” Interestingly, in the late 1920s, Vydra embraced the official
Czechoslovakist discourse—abandoning his prior thinking focused on Slovak
nation specifically—in order to, as Lutherovd argues, gain political support to
his own project of aesthetic reform (anti-folklorism). This case exemplifies
the intellectuals’ pragmatic relationship to power, able to switch sides to pur-
sue and enforce their own visions.

Viliam Nadaskay explores the concepts of “Slovakness” in the works of three
literary critics, each of whom is considered a proponent of a different stream of
contemporary ideology — nationalist/autonomist (Stanislav Meciar), Czecho-
slovakist (Andrej Kostolny) and communist (Michal Chorvath). Situating
them in the midst of a Slovak battle with Czechs over the right to self-rule,
he illustrates how their thinking on the Slovak “nation” shaped the symbolic
language and themes of literary culture that would come to be characterized
as typically Slovak and reveals a self-perceived duty to use their work to disci-
pline recipients in national awareness, make them internalize the proper val-
ues and in effect, to legitimize the political right to national self-determination.
Interestingly, what differed in the three conceptions was not as much whether
to advocate or oppose the right to self-determination, but in their attitudes
to “wordlines” That is, whether the national literature should speak exclu-
sively to the Slovak people, carrying a rather national-educational function
(Meciar), or should it also possess some universal validity and thus be able to
communicate to a broader international audience (Kostolny). For some, this
would earn Slovak literature international recognition and legitimize it as a
sovereign form of national literature.

Michaela Lenc¢é$ova explores the shifting conceptions of the “nation” in the
works of Slovak Catholic philosopher Stefan Polakovi¢ during the wartime
Slovak republic (1939-1945). She analyses Polakovi¢’s inspiration from the
German national-socialist concept of Volksgemeinschaft which he adapted to
the local context, particularly in terms of its reconciliation with the official
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Catholic critique of racism and chauvinism as expressed in the encyclical Mit
brennender Sorge issued by Pope Pius XI in 1937. Lenc¢ésova demonstrates the
effort to enroot particularly the cult of Cyril and Methodius and the theory
of the Svitoplukian crown into the broader national consciousness in order
to manifest the ancient Christian origin of the Slovak state as well as to com-
pensate for the otherwise missing tradition of Slovak statehood. Interestingly,
Lencésova interprets Polakovi¢’s historical constructions and flirtations with
a notion of Volksgemeinschaft in purely pragmatic terms, against Hungarian
nationalism and territorial ambitions, to enforce the revision of the Vienna
Award which he saw as a violation of the—God-given—natural right of the
Slovak nation to its national territory. This was also the reason why he later
embraced the concept of “Slovak living space” and even predicted that depor-
tations of Magyars would follow after Jews and Czechs. The study shows one
of the ways Catholic intellectuals strived to come to terms with large geopo-
litical changes and take new positions in the changing world.

Lucija Baliki¢ explores how the “national question” operated in the imag-
ination of two camps of post-war Croatian historians; one group more re-
ceptive to the methodological inspiration from abroad, particularly the An-
nales School, and another who harboured more positivistic and teleological
approaches, whether Marxist or nationalistic. Still, both groups were mainly
preoccupied with the themes of Yugoslav and Croatian national movements.
A focus is placed particularly on the work of Mirjana Gross who, although
advocating for a more constructivist approach towards the study of Croa-
tian nationalism and the ideology of Yugoslavism, left yet a rather contra-
dictory legacy of giving ammunition to the nationalist-oriented narratives
that gained momentum in Croatia during the 1990s. Particularly, it was her
work on a 19" century Croatian writer and politician, Ante Staréevi¢, which
was misused by Croatian politicians, refashioning Starcevi¢ to a position of
“Father of the Homeland.” This example demonstrates how intellectual work
sometimes took unpredictable trajectories and new meanings once it landed
in public discourse. Historians’ works were frequently used to legitimize the
Croatian statehood and denounce the Yugoslav legacy, which went hand in
hand with the rehabilitation of the Ustasa movement and Croatian rightism.
The strong political pressure to provide a more “Croatian” reading of history
for the purposes of state-building and legitimacy eventually marginalized the
voices of those few historians who, like Gross, advocated for more construc-
tivist approaches.

Adam HudeK’s study considers the evolution of nationalistic thinking among
Slovak communist intellectuals from the early 1920s until the late 1960s. He
focuses on the diverse attempts of several generations of communist writers
turned politicians and historians to reframe the Marxist-Leninist doctrine
to be more in line with their own nationalistic narrative, which eventually
crystallized into the programme of Slovak national communism. This study
shows that for many communist intellectuals, the integration of nationalist
discourse into their political project was not only a strategy of legitimization
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and earning popular support, but also a manifestation of their own ideological
self-identification with the—imagined—national community. Their program
of linking the political project of social transformation with the pre-commu-
nist era tradition of national awakening demonstrates again how persistently
the idea of national emancipation is encrypted in the modern history of Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe, and how vividly the nationalist thinking operated,
even in minds of proclaimed “internationalists.”

Tjasa Konovsek analyses a debate by prominent Slovene historians—Janko
Prunk, Peter Vodopivec and others—in 1993 on the pages of one one of the
most read newspapers in Slovenia, Delo, concerning the conception of Slo-
vene national history and the notion of the Slovene “nation” Prunk advo-
cated for a rather primordialist understanding of the “nation,” projecting a
linear historical path of the Slovenes through centuries of hardships until
national independence—using the fact that Slovenes eventually reached an
independent national existence as confirmation and justification of his the-
ory. This notion was challenged by Vodopivec who, on the contrary, argued
that the emergence of the Slovenian nation-state is not a culmination of a
decades-long effort, but rather an abrupt discontinuity with traditional po-
litical thinking in the Slovenian space that was forever inclined to forming
federations. Vodopivec thus viewed the Slovene nation as an “abrupt” forma-
tion with an unknown future, not as an entity that “completed” itself with the
establishment of independent state. This debate occurred immediately after
establishment of the independent Slovenian nation-state, when the concepts
of nationality and statehood were not yet consolidated and soon after years of
mobilization of national sentiment from the late 1980s. Both actors became
politically active later, with a direct impact on school syllabuses and many
generations of history students.
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Abstract

HARVAT, Matej. From Slavic Leader to National Ruler: A Modern Discursive Con-
struction of the Early Medieval Rulership of Pribina (t 861).

Pribina was a Slavic leader of unknown origin from the 9t century who was ex-
pelled by the Moravian prince (dux) Mojmir I. However, his rank in the territory
north of the Danube before exile is a matter of an age-long scholarly debate.
This article presents an analysis of historiographic discourse which has resulted
in the national scholarly construction of an early medieval, hypothetical Slo-
vak/Nitrian rulership of Pribina. The aim is to illustrate the gradual progression
of scholarly concepts regarding this rather shadowy Slavic leader and his sup-
posed ethnically distinct north-Danubian domain, which is typically presented
in historiography as “The Nitrian Principality.” In this study, the genesis of his-
toriographic narrative about the putative “first ruler” of modern Slovaks’ ethnic
ancestors, adopted mainly by Slovak historians, archaeologists and intellectu-
als in general is traced. A discourse analysis of intellectual writings about Pri-
bina and Nitra is used to demonstrate how the particular narrative of “national
ruler” unambiguously correlated with modern socio-political transformations
during the political creation of Slovakia after the First World War. The article
suggests that the notion of Pribina as original independent ruler emerged in
the late 19% century and was cemented in the scholarship only after 1918 due
to the formation of Czechoslovakia and subsequent need for an official version
of distinct Slovak history.

“Here in Central Europe, first of all, we are all writing the national
history. For us it is a discipline as any other and very easily we forget
that it is a product for obvious demand. That was the case at least at
the beginning, during the national ‘awakening, and this function still

»]

lies in the histories we are writing, independently of us.
Dusan Trestik

t is no secret that the disciplinary and methodological roots of
modern European historiography lie in the dynamic period of
the so-called national awakening. Hence, the beginning of modern
historiography as a scholarly discipline and a creative intellectual
activity has always been closely linked to the concept of “nation.”

TRESTIK. Dusan. Mysliti déjiny. Praha : Paseka, 1999, p. 103.

See, for instance, IGGERS, Georg - WANG, Edward Q. - MUKHERJEE, Supriya.
A Global History of Modern Historiography. London : Routledge, 2008, pp. 53-92;
BERGER, Stefan. The Past and Present of European Historiography. Between Mar-
ginalization and Functionalization? In LOK, Matthijs - BRUIN, Robin - BROLS-
MA, Marjet (eds.) Eurocentrism in European History and Memory. Amsterdam :
Amsterdam University Press, 2019, pp. 25-42; BERGER, Stefan - CONRAD, Chris-
toph. The Past as History: National Identity and Historical Consciousness in Modern
Europe. Basingstoke : Palgrave Macmillan, 2015; WOOLE, Daniel. Of Nations, Na-
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More precisely, the impetus for writing different histories originated in the
endeavour to understand—or rather “discover”—the past of every modern
nation. European intellectuals, and later even the wider public, across every
country looked far into the distant past in an attempt to understand where
“they” came from by searching for links between modern citizens or their an-
cestors with pre-modern societies and polities. For that reason, intellectuals
keen on studying historical sources “discovered” national or ethnic continu-
ity with the pre-modern medieval past thanks to the teleological and ethno-
centric paradigm of history.> Such a historiographic model provided explan-
atory potential and scholarly relevance for the contemporary socio-political
setting and the cultural politics of modern nation states.

Premodern Past in Modern Nationalistic Discourse

Scholarly exploration—or rather creation—of national history can be traced
back beyond the 19" century to the pre-modern era, even leading some con-
temporary intellectuals to reach back to the Early Middle Ages or Antiquity
for the sake of seeking out national beginnings.* Notwithstanding the social
reality of particular demographics or cultural continuity across the centuries
and pre-modern polities, it is obvious that especially during the 19" and 20"
centuries, scholarly and public narratives around the Early Middle Ages were
very often influenced by intrinsic, nationalistic biases, which stemmed from
contemporary socio-political aspirations and prevailing cultural schemes.
Such intellectual patterns and scholarly preoccupations were determined pri-
marily—but not exclusively—by the concept of “nation.”” Though popular,
it remains a simplification to automatically link medieval communities with
modern populations uncritically in the sense of “national origin” and uni-
form ethno-cultural continuity.® Nevertheless, the post-romantic generation
of intellectual authorities on medieval studies widely adopted previous na-
tionalistic historiographic schemes, but at the same time, new cultural cate-
gories and discursive tendencies were created due to the need to explain the
ancient history of particular nations. As such, the early medieval history of

tionalism, and National Identity. Reflections on the Historiographic Organization of the Past.
In WANG, Edward Q. - FILLAFER, Franz (eds.) Many Faces of Clio. Cross-cultural Approaches
to Historiography. Essays in Honor of Georg G. Iggers. New York; Oxford : Berghahn, 2006, pp.
71-103.

3 GEARY, Patrick J. - KLANICZAY, Gabor (eds.) Manufacturing Middle Ages. Entangled History
of Medievalism in Nineteenth-Century Europe. Leiden; Boston : Brill, 2013; POHL, Walter. Iden-
titat und Widerspruch: Gedanken zu einer Sinngeschichte des Frithmittelalters. In POHL, Walter
(ed.) Die Suche nach den Urspriingen. Von der Bedeutung des friihen Mittelalters. Wien : OAW,
2004, pp. 23-36; GEARY, Patrick. The Myth of Nations. The Medieval Origins of Europe. Prince-
ton; New Jersey : Princeton University Press, 2002, pp. 15-40.

4  JENSEN, Lotte (ed.) The Roots of Nationalism: National Identity Formation in Early Modern Eu-
rope, 1600-1815. Amsterdam : Amsterdam University Press, 2016; SCALES, Len - ZIMMER, Ol-
iver (eds.) Power and the Nation in European History. Cambridge : Cambridge University Press,
2008.

5 WOOD, Ian. The Modern Origins of the Early Middle Ages. Oxford : Oxford University Press,
2013, pp. 94-221; GRAUS, Frantisek. Zivd minulost. Stfedovéké tradice a predstavy o stredovéku.
Translated by Jan Dobes. Praha : Argo, 2017, pp. 156-199.

6 See, for instance, GEARY 2002, p. 155 ff.; BREUILLY, John. Changes in the political uses of the
nation: continuity or discontinuity? In SCALES, Len — ZIMMER, Oliver (eds.) Power and the
Nation in European History. Cambridge : Cambridge University Press, 2008, pp. 67-102.
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many European countries was not only reconstructed by scholars, but at the
same time, also constructed through scientific discourse based on teleologi-
cal explanations and subsequently, a dissemination of ideas to the (national)
public.” It can be argued that these “national” biases and preconceptions or
methodological points of departure have played fundamental roles not only
in the public’s understanding of early medieval history, but also in scholar-
ly works and generally speaking, among intellectual discourse in both the
Czechoslovakia and during the short era of the wartime Slovak State.®

The Slovak historiographic national master narrative, or national story, was
constituted in the time of inter-war Czechoslovakia when the professional
Slovak historiography was established.” The goal was to explain who Slovaks
were historically and especially, in what period of history they came into ex-
istence or began act as a collective. The Slovak or Slavic speaking Upper Hun-
garian intellectual elite articulated conflicting versions of national history al-
ready in the period of enlightenment and especially the romantic era of the
19™ century.’* However, the “official” master narrative of Slovak history may
have definitely been created and publicly disseminated only in the context of
the common state of Czechs and Slovaks after 1918. Only from this time the
Slovak conception of national history began in scholarly discourse with an
early medieval individual who is known from medieval sources as Privina
(Pribina)." Even though older conceptions of Slovak national history, or the
history of Slavs from Upper Hungary, from the enlightenment and romantic
era were also strongly linked with the Mojmirid (Great) Moravia and Cyril
and Methodius, on the contrary, Pribina as a supposed distinct ruler was in-
tegrated into the national narrative only after the First World War (WWI).

7 THIESSOVA, Anne-Marie. Vytvdrfeni ndrodnich identit v Evropé 18. az 20. stoleti. Translated by
Pavla Dolezalova. Brno : Centrum pro studium demokracie a kultury, 2007; BERGER, Stefan —
LORENYZ, Chris (eds.) Nationalizing the Past. Historians as Nation Builders in Modern Europe.
London : Palgrave Macmillan, 2010; BERGER, Stefan - DONOVAN, Mark - PASSMORE, Kev-
in (eds.) Writing National Histories. Western Europe Since 1800. London : Routledge, 1998. For
the Slovak national context, see VOROS, Laszl6. Analytickd historiografia versus ndrodné dejiny.
Ndrod ako socidlna reprezentdcia. Pisa : Pisa University Press, 2010, p. 10 ff and passim; for the
Czech national milieu recently, see SMYCKA, Véclav. Objeveni déjin. Déjepisectvi, fikce a his-
toricky ¢as na prelomu 18. a 19. stoleti. Praha : Academia, 2021. On teleological master narratives
cf. CARR, David. Teleology and the Experience of History. In TURNER, Aaron (ed.) Reconciling
Ancient and Modern Philosophies of History. Berlin; Boston : De Gruyter, 2020, pp. 311-326.

8 In that sense, one can agree with the apt words of Trestik, quoted at the beginning of this article:
TRESTIK 1999, p. 103. For the social function of national historiography, see VOROS, Laszl6.
Social Demand and the Social Purpose of History: What is Missing from Alun Munslow’s Classi-
fication of Historiography? In The Hungarian Historical Review, 2017, vol. 6, no. 4, pp. 776-803;
VOROS, Liszl6. The Social Function of Historical Knowledge and Scholarly History Writing in
the 21 Century. In Historicky casopis, 2017, vol. 65, no. 5, pp. 785-797.

9  See HUDEK, Adam. Najpolitickejsia veda. Slovenskd historiografia v rokoch 1948 — 1968. Bratisla-
va : Historicky ustav SAV, 2010; HUDEK, Adam. Slovak Historiography and Constructing the
Slovak National Story Up to 1948. In Human Affairs, 2006, vol. 16, no. 1, pp. 51-45.

10 See, for instance, HOLLY, Karol. The Historical Narration as a Political Programme. Analysis
of Images of the Past in the Texts of the Slovak National Movement’s Programmes from 1848
and 1861. In HUDEK, Adam (ed.) Overcoming the Old Borders. Beyond the Paradigm of Slovak
National History. Bratislava : Institute of History, Slovak Academy of Sciences, 2016, pp. 45-58;
KRISTOE, Pavol. Zéborského neromanticka koncepcia nacionalizmu. In Forum Historiae, 2013,
vol. 7, no. 2, p. 25 ff.; HOLLY, Karol. Franko Vitazoslav Sasinek as the ‘historiographer of Slovaks’
In Leidschrift, 2010, vol. 25, no. 1, pp. 145-163.

11 In the following text, the variant “Pribina” is used, which is, unlike in the English and German
historiography, commonly used in Slavic language historiographies.
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Contemporary early medieval sources referring to the 9™ century leader
are scarce and ambiguous.'” In fact, no medieval text explicitly states who
Pribina was before his exile and subsequent governance of Pannonia after
840; there are only two sentences from a Salzburg source called Conver-
sio Bagoariorum et Carantanorum (Conversio) connecting him with the
regions north of the Danube. However, a rather strange mention of “his
property in Nitrava” was possibly inserted into the source latter as an in-
terpolated sentence by an unknown copyist.”” As such, there are essential-
ly two contesting interpretations among medievalists regarding Pribina’s
position. One explanation, considerably younger, claims that he was orig-
inally a gentilic ruler of a Slavic tribe or ethnic group centred in Nitra.
Others on the contrary believe he could have been Moravian or another
local leader, but subordinated to the dux Mojmir who eventually sent him
to exile. In Slovak historiography, the former explanation resonates almost
exclusively, which reckons a distinct tribal or ethnic rulership of Pribina
possibly different from the Moravians, which is articulated in the scholar-
ship as “The Nitrian Principality”’'* This stems from the fact that Pribina
and his supposed tribe or even principality’® were, in the course of the 20"
century, appropriated by Slovak national historiography due to a reputed
origin from Nitra in western Slovakia.'® Currently, a consensus can be seen
within the Slovak historiographic paradigm claiming that Pribina was ac-
tually the first domestic ruler of Slovak or Slavic origin. However, a number
of historians and archaeologists throughout the 20" century, and also the
older scholarship, did not agree with such an interpretation and an alter-
native explanation still exists in international scholarship treating Pribina
as a lesser chief subordinated to the prince Mojmir. Furthermore and per-
haps more interestingly, before the 20" century and specifically before the
creation of the Czechoslovak republic, the Slovak intellectual elite did not

12 Cf. STEINHUBEL, Jan. The Nitrian Principality: The Beginnings of Medieval Slovakia. Leiden;

Boston : Brill, 2021, p. 111 ff.; WOLFRAM, Herwig (ed.) Conversio Bagoariorum et Carantano-
rum. Das Weillbuch der Salzburger Kirche iiber die erfolgreiche Mission in Karantanien und Pan-
nonien mit Zusdtzen und Erginzungen. Ljubljana : Slovenska akademija znanosti in umetnosti,
2013, p. 183 ff.; SIEKLICKI, Jan. Quidam Priwina: Z zagadnien ksztaltowania sie paristwowos¢i
morawskiej w IX wieku. In Slavia Occidentalis, 1962, vol. 22, pp. 115-145; in short HARVAT,
Matej - KALHOUS, David. Written Sources: The Expulsion of Pribina according to the Con-
versio Bagoariorum et Carantanorum. In POLACEK, Lumir (ed.) Great Moravian Elites from
Mikul¢ice. Brno : Czech Academy of Sciences, Institute of Archaeology, 2020, pp. 38-40.

13 “Cui quondam Adalrammus archiepiscopus ultra Danubium in sua proprietate loco vocato Ni-

trava consecravit ecclesiam.” WOLFRAM 2013, Cap. 11, pp. 74, 76; LOSEK, Fritz (ed.) Die Con-
versio Bagoariorum et Carantanorum und der Brief des Erzbischofs Theotmar von Salzburg. Mon-
umenta Germaniae Historica. Studien und Texte 15. Hannover : Hahnsche, 1997, p. 123, footnote
no. 130.

14  In detail, see STEINHUBEL 2021, p. 110 ff.
15  There are no exact written or archaeological data about such an entity, only more or less plausible

presumptions based on an interpretative combination of different sources. Pribina’s initial rank
was unkown or unimportant in Salzburg, thus Conversio mentioned him as “quidam Privina”
(some Pribina).

16  His origin from Nitra is contentious as there is only one ambiguous—probably not contemporary

and therefore spurious—sentence connecting him with the “Nitrava” This sentence could have
been fabricated perhaps after 880 and the temporary establishment of the Nitrian bishopric. Cf.
BETTI, Maddalena. The Making of Christian Moravia (858-882): Papal Power and Political Real-
ity. Leiden; Boston : Brill, 2014, p. 153ft.
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understand Pribina as a distinct leader of their ancestors and surprisingly,
not even as an independent ruler. Pribina’s independent power and polit-
ically autonomous rulership were formulated in the scholarly (national)
discourse expressly and decisively at the moment when the (Czecho-)Slo-
vak national historical narrative was created. Before the political reality of
the Czechoslovak state—as shown in the following pages—there was an
almost total consensus among scholars that Pribina was not the leader of
a distinct tribe different from Moravians and therefore was not appropri-
ated and connected with (pre-modern) Slovaks exclusively.

The understanding of the origin of this Slavic leader, or Prince Pribina,
is therefore an apt example of the changing narrative strategies that were
influenced, and sometimes even conditioned, by prevailing political and
cultural debates. In the following text I will try to demonstrate to what
extent the historiographic explanation of early medieval past was influ-
enced and/or determined by the “national question.” For this purpose,
the theory of discursive construction'” will be employed to identify the
intentionality and the narrative tendencies of intellectual writing ranging
from the modern period before 1918, but mostly among Czechoslovaki-
an scholars and partly, in public discourse as well. It will be argued that
the case of Pribina is yet another example of “national” instrumentalisa-
tion of pre-modern individuals or communities. Such use—and abuse—
of premodern history is interested in the medieval rulers and represent-
atives of power who hold discernible appeal in the genre of narrative
national history.'® Historians and intellectuals with explicit or implicit
“national concerns” in their works not only sought the qualities of a par-
ticular “national hero” in Pribina,"” but may have created the medieval
version of “Slovak history” not necessarily in accordance with available
historical evidence.

17 'WODAK, Ruth et al. The Discursive Construction of National Identity. 2" ed. Edinburgh : Edin-
burgh University Press, 2009, (1% edition 1999); DeCILLIA, Rudolf - REISIGL, Martin - WO-
DAK, Ruth. The Discursive construction of national identities. In Discourse & Society, 1999, vol.
10, no. 2, pp. 149-173.

18  Cf. the case of historiographic instrumentalisation of the medieval “Samuel’s State” in the Bal-
kans: PANOV, Mitko B. The Blinded State. Historiographic Debates about Samuel Cometopoulos
and His State (10th-11th Century). Leiden; Boston : Brill, 2019; or the older interpretive schemes
of Hungarian archaeology on the question of the “seizure of the homeland” BOLLOK, Ad4m.
Excavating Early Medieval Material Culture and Writing History in Late Nineteenth- and Early
Twentieth-Century Hungarian Archeology. In Hungarian Historical Review, vol. 5, no. 2, 2016,
Pp- 277-304; see also GRAUS 2017, pp. 130-140, who shows how the local “barbaric” leaders,
such as the Germanic Arminius and the Celtic Vercingetorix began to be nationalised and my-
thologised from the 19" century onwards. In doing so, these ancient leaders, who until then
had not occupied a “nationaly” significant place in the works of scholars or in popular tradition,
gradually acquired privileged positions as prominent “national heroes” in the eyes of national-
ist-minded intellectuals. Subsequently, they became the first major rulers of the Germans (Ar-
minius-Hermann) and the French (Vercingetorix).

19  For “national heroes” cf. GRAUS 2017, pp. 132, 140-43, 156-157; ZIELINSKI, Bogustaw. Bohater
narodowy w $wiadomosci kulturowej Stowianszczyzny. In RASTICOVA, Blanka (ed.) Literdr-
ni mystifikace, etnické myty a jejich tiloha pti formovdni ndrodniho védomi. Uherské Hradisté :
Slovacke muzeum, 2001, pp. 25-42, on p. 27 emphasizes that Pribina represented a historical
figure forming the “pantheon of heroes-progenitors of Slovak statehood.”
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A Long Road to Independence: Pribina in Scholarly Discourse
until 1918

After the 9™ century, neither medieval writers nor cultural tradition showed
any particular interest in the figure of Pribina. This historical individual, un-
like the Mojmirid Moravian princes, did not find a place in medieval histor-
ical narratives, contrary to ruler Svitopluk and Cyril and Methodius, who
appeared quite frequently in the writings of several chroniclers from the 10"
to 15" century while the activities and events associated with them, real or
fictional, sometimes played a role—albeit limited—in legitimizing narra-
tives and the strengthening of cultural traditions in the clergy environment.*
However, on the contrary, Pribina and his alleged principality based in Nitra
remained an unimportant or even unknown historical topic from the Early
Middle Ages. The first significant mention of Pribina comes at the end of the
Middle Ages, in the chronicle of Bavarian humanist scholar and historian Jo-
hann Turmair, known as Aventinus, from 1517. According to him, “Brynno”
acted both before and after expulsion in the north of the Danube as a kind
of “minor king” of the Moravians.”! As we shall see in the case of other older
authors, Pribina was clearly thought of as a local Moravian leader. During
the early modern period, it took quite a long time for Pribina to find his way
into other historical works and narratives about the ancient Moravian past.
His figure appears primarily in texts of the Moravian and Hungarian Baroque
and Enlightenment historians, who regarded him consensualy and irrespec-
tive of social conditions or authorial tendencies as a Moravian or a Moravi-
an-subordinate leader who was simply banished from the territory above the
middle Danube by his sovereign prince Mojmir.** It should be stressed that

20  ANTONIN, Robert. On the memory and oblivion of Great Moravia in the literary tradition of
the Bohemian middle ages and in the modern historiography. In ANTONIN, Robert et al. (eds.)
The Great Moravian Tradition and Memory of Great Moravia in the Medieval Central and Eastern
Europe. Opava : Slezska univerzita, 2014, pp. 123-141; ALBRECHT, Stefan. Das Grofiméhrische
Reich in der Historiographie des rémisch-deutschen Reiches. In ANTONIN, 2014, pp. 37-82;
GYORFFY, Gyorgy. Die Erinnerung an das Grossméhrische Fiirstentum in der mittelalterlichen
Uberlieferung Ungarns. In Acta Archaeologica Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae, vol. 17, 1965,
pp- 41-45; MARSINA, Richard. Cyrilometodska tradicia na Slovensku. In Studia Historica Tyr-
naviensia, vol. 5, 2004, pp. 25-36; BLAHOVA, Marie. Cyrilometodéjskd tradice v ¢eskych zemich
ve stfedovéku. In BARCIAK, Antoni (ed.) Srodkowoeuropejskie dziedzictwo Cyrylo-Metodidnske.
Katowice : Societas Scientiis Favendis Silesiae Superioris, 1999, pp. 135-148; WIHODA, Martin.
Cyrilometodéjska tradice v paméti pfemyslovského véku. In KOURIL, Pavel (ed.) Cyrilometodé-
jskd misie a Evropa - 1150 let od ptichodu solutiskych bratti na Velkou Moravu. Brno : Archeolog-
icky ustav AV CR, 2014, pp. 298-301.

21  loannis Aventini Annales ducum Baioariae IV, X 27. In BARTONKOVA, Dagmar et al. (eds.)
Magnae Moravia fontes historici 1: Annales et chronicae. 3* ed. Praha : Koniasch Latin Press, 2019
(1% edition 1966), p. 388.

22 PESSINA DE CZECHOROD, Thoma Joanne. Mars Moravicus. Sive bella horrida et cruenta |...].
Pragae : Typis Joannis Arnolti de Dobroslawina, 1677, pp. 139-140. Pesina considered Pribina to
be one of Moravias “leading aristocrats” (ex Optimatibus praecipuus). The Jesuit Bohuslav BAL-
BIN writes, like Aventine, about one of the “little kings” of the Moravians Epitome rerum Bohe-
micarum autore Bohuslao Balbino. Pragae : Typis Universitatis Carolo-Ferdinandeae, 1677, p, 12;
Similarly BEL, Matthias. Notitia Hungariae novae historico-geographica divisa in partes quatuor,
quarum prima [...]. Viannae : Johannus Petrus van Ghelen, 1742, p. 315; PILARZ, Adolphus -
MORAVETYZ, Franciscus. Moraviae historia politica et ecclesiastica cum notis et animadversionibus
criticis probatorum auctorum. Pars prima. Brunae : Joannes Silvester Siedler, 1785, p. 29.
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such an interpretation, already present in the older scholarship, is possible
precisely on the basis of contemporary written sources.”

Atthe same time, it was not only the Baroque and Enlightenment scholars from
Moravia and the Kingdom of Hungary, but also other contemporary histori-
ans who understood Pribina as a subordinate lesser chief or a Moravian local
leader.* Moreover, according to a considerable number of older scholars, it
was only after his arrival in the Easterrn March and subsequent baptism that
Pribina “received the land by the river Nitra” where he was meant to function
in the Frankish service under King Louis.” Such an interpretation resulted
primarily from a contradiction in the medieval source Conversio, which could
have been due to the interpolation of the sentence about the church in Nitra-
va, thereby de facto distorting the chronological logic of the text.

Exceptionally, however, Pribina was also seen as a distinct leader of this time,
even different from the Moravians. Samuel Timon, who is usually regarded
as author of the first conception of the history of the Slovaks, or the Upper
Hungarian Slavs,” mentioned him as a “Slavic prince” in his historiographical
work Imago antiquae Hungariae.”” Timon’s historical construction, similar in
this respect to that of Stefan Katona, Juraj Sklenar and other Upper Hun-
garian historians of the 18™ century, was still treating the Great Moravian
period, as well as Pribina, in a rather detached manner, without any signif-
icant effort to actualise it for the Slovak or Slavic context in the Hungarian
monarchy.?® Therefore, in Enlightenment writings, the theme of the ancient
Moravian principality figured mostly only on the level of scholarly polemics
on the localization of Old Moravia (Altmdhren) or its power centre, even-
tually serving as an object to emphasize or trivialize the role of the Slavs in
the Christianization of the regions of the Habsburg monarchy.” Thus, unlike

23 Cf. SIEKLICKI 1962; HARVAT - KALHOUS 2020.
24  HANSIZIUS, Marcus. Germaniae Sacrae Tomus II. Archiepiscopatus Salisburgensis chronologice

propositus. Augusta Vindelicorum : Sumptibus Martini Happach et Franc. Xav. Schliiter, 1729, p.
124; ASSEMANTI, Josephus Simonius. Kalendaria ecclesiae universae tomus tertius. Roma : Faus-
tus Amideus, 1755, p. 61. For the list of an older sholars treating Pribina, Kocel and Nitra see
BANIK, Anton Augustin. Pramene, literattira i podstata dejin o Pribinovi a Kocelovi. In Kultiira,
1933, vol. 5, no. 7/8, pp. 541-564.

25  E.g. DUMMLER, Ernst. Geschichte des ostfrinkischen Reiches I. Leipzig : Dunder & Humblot,

1887, p. 33; NOVOTNY, Vaclav. Ceské déjiny. Dil 1. Cdst I. Od nejstarsich dob do smrti kniZete
Oldficha. Praha : Jan Leichter, 1912, p. 292.

26  MARSINA, Richard. Samuel Timon a jeho predstavy o najstarsich dejinach Slovakov. In His-

toricky casopis, 1980, vol. 28, no. 2, pp. 245-264; MARSINA, Richard (ed.) Slovensky historik
Samuel Timon 1675-1736: Zbornik k 320. vyrociu narodenia. Tran¢ianska Turnd : Obecny trad,
1995; TIBENSKY, Jan. Chvdly a obrany slovenského ndroda. Bratislava : SVKL, 1965, p. 96 ff.

27  TIMON, Samuel. Iimago antiquae Hungariae. Cassoviae : Typis Academicis Soc. Jesu, per Joan.

Henricum Frauenheim, 1733, p. 276; on the corresponding page, moreover, it is written in mar-
gine “Privina dux Sclavorum Nitriensis exul”

28  Sklendr, for example, located Pribina and his domain south of the Danube, in the area around

the Sava River. Adalram thus consecrated a church somewhere in the territory of the former
province of Moesia and according to him, Nitra north of the Danube was conquered only by
Svitopluk. SZKLENAR, Georgius. Vetustissimus Magne Moraviae situs. Posonium : Ioannes Mi-
achael Lander, 1784, pp. 62-64, 105, 109-112. Katona understood Pribina as the second prince
of the Moravians in Nitra whom Mojmir “deprived of his rule” (Privina principatus spoliatus
a Moymaro) KATONA, Stephanus. Historica critica primorum Hungariae ducum. Pest : Ioannes
Michael Weingand, 1778, pp. 538-539.

29  Cf. ALBRECHT, Stefan. Geschichte der Grossmdhrenforschung in den Tschechischen Lindern und in

der Slowakei. Praha : Slovansky tstav AV CR, 2003, p. 24; TIBENSKY, Jén. Vznik, vyvoj a vyznam

Forum Historiae, 2022, vol. 16, no. 1



HARVAT, Matej. From Slavic Leader to National Ruler: A Modern Discursive Construction of the Early Medieval...

Svitopluk, the Slav Pribina played no role in debates about the legal-historical
relationship of nationalities in Habsburg Hungary. At the same time, even the
Enlightenment Hungarian historiography, emphasizing the nomadic origins
of the settlement of the territories of the Kingdom of Hungary did not signit-
icantly diverge from predominant contemporary discourse on the position of
Pribina before his expulsion across the Danube, treating him as the Mojmir’s
co-ruler who had governed the Moravian territories up to the river Hron.*

From the point of view of current
historiographic discourse, it may
come as a surprise that even the
first extensive “nationalistic” schol-
arly work on strictly Slovak history
by Juraj Papének from the late 18"
century did not reserve any special
place for the historical individual
who is today most often understood
as the first documented medieval
ruler on the territory of Slovakia.*
Pribina basically merges with the
other Mojmirids, who were present-
ed as “Slovaks.” However, according
to Papanek, he was not the ruler of

N : a separate territory but o successor
Fig. 1 Drawings of Frantisek (Franz) Xaver for the of the MijiI‘. The nascent nation-
book History of Moravia depicting Pribina’s escape ] .
across Danube (assigned year 830) and his sup- al historiography of the late 18t

posed later rule in Nitra (assigned year 844), 1825.

Source: Moravska galeria, online collections century had not Yet embraced the

character of an exiled leader or pre-
sumed “Slavic prince” who, on the basis of the Nitrava remark in the Con-
versio, may have been associated with the territory of Upper Hungary. In the
search for continuity with the ancient—and at best, glorious—past, Princes
Rastislav and Svitopluk, who resisted the “Germans” militarily as well as the
“intellectuals” and saints Constantine and Methodius, served this purpose
above all.*

velkomoravskej tradicie v slovenskom narodnom obrodeni. In HOLOTIK, Ludovit (ed.) O vzd-
jomnych vztahoch Cechov a Slovidkov. Bratislava : SAV, 1956, p. 146 ft. The Great Moravian history
was more closely connected with the Slavs from Upper Hungary only by Stefan (Istvén) Salagius.

30  See PRAY, Georgius. Annales veteres Hunorum, Avarorum et Hungarorum. Vindobona : Her-
mann losephus Kriichten, 1761, p. 288; SALAGIUS, Stephanus. De statu ecclesiae Pannonicae
libri VII. Quinque-ecclesiis : Joannes Joseph Engel, 1777, pp. 72, 145.

31 PAPANEK, Georgius. Historia gentis Slavae. De regno regibusque Slavorum atque cum prisci civilis
et ecclesiastici, tum huius aevi statu gentis Slavae. Quinque-ecclesiis : Joannes Joseph Engel, 1780,
pp- 3, 183-184; Cf. ALBRECHT 2003, p. 24 ff.; KUTNAR, Frantisek - MAREK, Jaroslav. Prehled-
né déjiny ceského a slovenského déjepisectvi. Praha : Nakladatelstvi Lidové noviny, 1997, p. 183;
TIBENSKY 1956, p. 150; TIBENSKY, Slovensk4 historiografia v obdobi slovenského nérodného
obrodenia (1780-1830). In Historicky ¢asopis, 1980, vol. 28, no. 4, p. 531 ff.

32 See TIBENSKY 1980, pp. 531-553; HUDEK, Adam — SKVARNA, Dusan. Cyril a Metod v his-
torickom vedomi a pamditi 19. a 20. storocia na Slovensku. Bratislava : Historicky tstav SAV, 2013,
p. 26 ff; SKVARNA, Dusan. Zaciatky modernych slovenskych symbolov. K vytvdraniu ndrodnej
identity od konca 18. do polovice 19. storoia. Banska Bystrica : UMB, p. 52 ff.
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Similarly, historians from the era of the national-awakening (e.g. Pavol
J. Saférik, Frantisek Palacky, Jona$ Zaborsky, Frantisek V. Sasinek) did not as-
sociate Pribina with the beginnings of the political formation of Slovak ances-
tors.” This idea was articulated only later via assumptions about the alleged
distinct (non-Moravian) principality. It was probably Czech legal historian
and publicist Hermenegild Jire¢ek, who in the second half of the 19* century
as the first scholar developed a thesis of a separate “Nitra principality;,” which
would become established as a new paradigm during the next century.”* He
also presented the wholly new notion that “this principality was associated
with Moravia under Mojmir 1% Thus, it is quite possible that it was Jirecek’s
texts that in some respects, challenged the previously unified paradigm and
at the same time, considerably encouraged a new interpretation of Moravian
conquest of the alleged independent principality of Pribina. At the end of
the 19 century, Moravian archivist and historian of German origin Bertold
Bretholz, without any secondary intention or immanent tendency,* contrib-
uted to the solidification of a scholarly interpretation of the Mojmir attack on
the “Slavic prince” Pribina, which was not dissimilar to the views of Jirecek,
in stating that Mojmir had in fact attacked a Slavic prince, conquered his
domain, annexed it to his principality and then expelled Pribina.”” However,
Bretholz claimed in a later work, like his predecessor Beda Dudik, that Pribi-
na resided “im Osten Mdhrens.””® In line with the transformation of the state
of historical knowledge from the last third of the 19" century, Nitra in the
Early Middle Ages, according to some authors, should have already formed
the centre of a principality but still not a “tribal” one. Therefore, according to
authoritative dictionaries from the Bohemian environment, which provide a
summary of knowledge from the times of the late Habsburg monarchy, Pri-
bina did not abandon the position of minor prince subordinate to Mojmir.*

33 See bibliography in BANIK 1933, pp. 548-556. There is, however, clear nationalistic instrumen-

talisation of Pribina in the writings of Jozef M. HURBAN, for instance in his: Osudowé Nitry. In
Almanach Nitra, 1842, vol. 1, pp. 19-48.

34  JIRECEK, Hermenegild. Knizectvi P¥ibinovy. In Svétozor. List pro zdbavu a literaturu, 1859, vol.

2, no. 16, pp. 313-317, esp. 316; JIRECEK, Slované nitraniti. In Svétozor, 1861, vol. 3, no. 8, p. 231
ff,; [IRECEK, D¢jiny fide Moravské (Pokracovani). In Svétozor, 1860, vol. 3, no. 8, pp. 60-62; JI-
RECEK, Pocatek biskupstvi nitranskeho. In Svétozor, 1859, vol. 3, no. 22, pp. 374-380, esp. p. 374.

35 JIRECEK, Rige Moravska. Rozprava historicka. In Svétozor, 1859, vol. 2, no. 22, p. 362.
36  Inthe case of Jire¢eK’s periodical texts there is a noticeable effort to present the old “Slovak histo-

ry” from the position of sympathiser of the national movement of Slovaks. The eventual contacts
of Jirecek with Slovak intellectual elites from the nationalist circle would be worthy of more thor-
ough research. On Jire¢ek’s conception of Pribina and Nitra cf. BANIK 1933, p. 546; SIEKLICKI
1962, p. 119.

37 BRETHOLZ, Bertold. Geschichte Mdhrens. Erste Band, Erste Abtheilung (Bis 906). Briinn : Karl

Winifer, 1895, p. 33: “Als Moimir seine Macht im Lande westlich von der March gefestigt hatte,
griff er den 6stlich vom Flusse wohnenden Slavenfiirsten Bfibina an, der seinen Sitz in Neitra
hatte. Er besiegte ihn und dehnte sein Reich, nach dem heutigen Ungarn hin aus.” Cf. SIEKLICKI
1962, p. 119.

38  BRETHOLZ, Bertold. Geschichte Béhmens und Mdihrens bis zum Aussterben der Ptemysliden

(1306). Miinchen; Leipzig : Duncker & Humblot, 1912, p. 48. The prominent 20" century Mora-
vian historian L. E. Havlik also used the theory of the Nitra region as “Eastern Moravia.”

39  Entry “Pribina”. In Riegriiv slovnik naucny VI. Praha : I. L. Kober, 1867, p. 935. See also entry

“Nitra”. In Riegriiv slovnik V, 1866, p. 847; entry “Pribina”. In Ottilv slovnik naucny, dvacdty dil.
Praha : J. Otto, 1903, p. 665. It is symptomatic that Pribina, according to the dictionary entry,
returned to Nitra after the (first) expulsion with East Franconian support. See also entry “Nitra”.
In Ottiw slovnik nducny, osmndcty dil, 1902, p. 340.
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Jire¢ek’s and Bretholz’s interpretations thus represented a significant diver-
sion from the established thesis, for instead of writing about the entrusted
land, these authors described a separate principality or prince.

It is noteworthy also that in the still instructive Czech History by Vaclav No-
votny pubilshed a few years before WWI, the following is said about Pribina’s
position before his expulsion: “What the nature of Pribina’s princely power
was cannot be ascertained today. Perhaps he was the last of the tribal princes
to hold out until the time of Mojmir*

Nevertheless, even Novotny evidently did not yet refer to a tribal prince in the
sense of the later concept of dux gentis, but rather understood Pribina as one
of the Moravian, or generally Slavic, leaders of the middle Danube.*' In the
spirit of the older Enlightenment tradition, especially Gelasius Dobner, No-
votny assesses the consequences of his expulsion in terms of the unification
of the two parts of Moravia: “With Pribina’s expulsion, Mojmir became the

autocrat of unified Moravia.”*?

Slovak intellectual elites and apparently even the first Slovak historians have
not yet incorporated this alleged Nitrian prince into the otherwise widely in-
strumentalised Great Moravian tradition. At the end of the 19" century, only
preliminary and rather marginal attempts to see Pribina and his people as
“Slovaks” can be found, including a gradually expanding emphasis on the his-
torical specificity of the Nitra region in contrast to Moravia.*’

It seems to be symptomatic that Julius Botto (1848-1926), the generally ac-
knowledged author of the first modern historiographical synthesis of Slovak
history, remained considerably distant from the notions of later Czech-Slo-
vak authors in the first decade of the 20™ century at a time of intensifying
national-emancipatory cultural efforts. Botto not only did not consider Pri-
bina as the first ruler of the principality which would be the presumed his-
torical predecessor of Slovakia (politically not yet in existence in his time),
but he also did not deduce anything from available historiography about the
allegedly independent status of this protagonist. According to Botto’s histor-
ical conception, “the first known Slovak ruler was Mojmir I,”** while Pribi-
na remained a “partial duke around the Vah River” subordinate to a “great

40
41

42
43

44

NOVOTNY 1912, p. 292.

In his work, Pribina appears as Mojmir’s “duke”, following the example of “his prince” at the con-
secration of the church in Nitra.

NOVOTNY 1912, p. 291ff, quote on p. 294.

The search for Slovak historical “individuality” or territorial distinctiveness in the context of the
pre-Great Moravian Pribina’s activity was apparently not yet relevant, even for active Slovak or
symphatetic nationalists such as Sasinek, Skultéty or Pi¢. See e.g., PIC, Josef L. Anonymus Belae
notarius. In Slovenské pohlady, 1882, vol. 2, no. 5, pp. 401-404, here on p. 403 writes about the
Principality of Nitra as a separate territory, especially in the Arpad period, but omits any activity
of Pribina. On the triangle Pi¢ - Sasinek — Skultéty and their research tendency cf. HOLLY, Kar-
ol. Josef Ladislav Pi¢ ako slovakista: spolupraca so Slovenskymi pohladmi a historickd ideoldgia
slovenského narodného hnutia. In DUCHACEK, Milan — BILKOVA, Jitka et al. (eds.) Vdclav
Chaloupecky a generace roku 1914. Otdzniky ceské a slovenské historiografie v éfe prvni republiky.
Praha; Liberec; Turnov : Technickd univerzita v Liberci, 2018, pp. 83-116.

BOTTO, Julius. Slovdci. Vyvin ich ndrodného povedomia. 2" ed. Bratislava : Veda, 1971, (1* edi-
tion 1906), p. 29.
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duke” and “was demanding a kind of foolish independence.” Botto, like his
academically educated contemporaries, was not only a scholar but above all,
a cultural activist “working for the nation,” which is evident in the overall
intention and treatment of his historical synthesis. Like his predecessors and
successors, he tried to use the socio-cultural mobilising legacy or heritage
of the Moravian “Empire” to actively stimulate the national consciousness
of Slovaks in Habsburg monarchy.* However, Pribina’s “foolish claim to in-
dependence” did not yet possess sufficient potential that could be utilized to
strengthen the awareness of a common and glorious past, unlike the ruling
of Mojmirids. Though, this was about to change after WWTI and the estab-
lishment of the Czechoslovak Republic.

Princes of Two Brotherly Nations: Pribina as the First Slovak Ruler

The “tradition” of Great Moravia represented a key historical argument for the
newly established Czechoslovak state used not only in the framework of cul-
tural policies, but also in the search for political legitimacy. At post-war peace
negotiations in Paris, there was even a proposal on Eduard Bene§’s initiative to
name the new state of Czechs and Slovaks “Grandmoravia” (Velkomoravia).*
It is therefore probably not far from the truth to admit that the “Great Moravi-
an tradition”—or historiographical myth*—played quite an important role
legitimizing and mobilizing the practical conceptions of Czecho-Slovak polit-
ical elites. The new republic, the establishment of which was ideologically jus-
tified also through the political myth of the restoration of the Great Moravian
statehood—representing the “first state of the Czechs and Slovaks”—found
important cultural workers and disseminators of the official “state-forming”
historical narrative in the historians.*

In the gradual formation of contemporary discourse about Pribina as “Prince
of Nitra” a Czech historian working in Bratislava after 1918, Vaclav Cha-
loupecky (1882-1951), clearly stood out the interwar period.*® During his

45 BOTTO 1971, p. 32. The diction reflects the work of Sasinek.
46  On Bottos historical thinking in detail, see: HOLLY, Karol. Historik a ,,narodn4 disciplina“: ideo-

logicko-politicky aspekt historického myslenia Juliusa Bottu s dérazom na interpretaciu genézy
a charakteru textu Slovaci. Vyvin ich narodného povedomia (1906). In IVANICKOVA, Edita
(ed.) Kapitoly z histérie stredoeurdpskeho priestoru v 19. a 20. storoci: pocta k 70-rocnému jubileu
Dusana Kovdca. Bratislava : Veda, 2011, pp. 159-176.

47  HADLER, Frank. Das Grofmahrische Reich: tschechoslowakischer oder slowakischer Ur-Staat?

Deutungskdmpfe im 20. Jahrhundert. In WILLOWEIT, Dietmar - LEMBERG, Hans (eds.) Reiche
und Territorien in Ostmitteleuropa: Historiche Beziehungen und politische Herrschaftslegitimation.
Miinchen : R. Oldenburg, 2006, pp. 359-378, here p. 363. According to PODHRAZKY, Zbynék.
Hlavni skutecnosti ovliviiujici tvorbu nové ceskoslovenské tistavy v letech 1946-1948. Master the-
sis. Brno : Pravnicka fakulta MU, 2006, p. 22 the name “Republic of Moravia” or “Velkomoravia”
was used by Bene$ even in negotiations before the end of the Second World War.

48  HADLER, Frank. Historiograficky mytus Velké Moravy v 19. a 20. stoleti. In Casopis Matice

moravské, 2001, vol. 120, no. 1, pp. 155-171.

49  Seethe programmatic instruction of Slovak historical research by leading Czech historian and pol-

itician KROFTA, Kamil. O tikolech slovenské historiografie. Bratislava : Academia, 1925, pp. 5-18;
cf. also KAPRAS, Jan - NEMEC, Bohumil - SOUKUP, Franti$ek (eds.) Idea Ceskoslovenského
stdtu. Praha : Narodni rada ¢eskoslovenska, 1936. On the role and content of political myths, cf.
MANNOVA, Elena. Minulost ako supermarket? Spésoby reprezentdcie a aktualizdcie dejin Sloven-
ska. Bratislava : Veda, 2019, pp. 54-69. For such activistic tendencies of a historians in general cf.
BERGER - LORENZ 2010.

50  Chaloupecky’s work, personality and career conditions are investigated in a broader and interest-
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time at the newly founded state Comenius University, his professional goal be-
came, among other things, the creation of a unique and representative profes-
sional synthesis of the older history of the territory of Slovakia. Chaloupecky
completed his task quickly and at the same time, at a high professional level.
His book Staré Slovensko (Old Slovakia) was published in 1923 and immediate-
ly became a real scientific event as a pioneering scholarly publication defining
the topic “medieval Slovakia.” However, due to its importance for the historical
self-awareness of Slovaks, the book also became a target of nationally oriented
criticism raised from Slovak patriotic positions. It is no coincidence that the need
to oppose Chaloupecky’s intrepretation is still observable today among some
Slovak medievalists.” More interestingly, the author, in broadly conceived and
in many ways pioneering research, set himself the goal of “showing and proving
the existence of Slovakia as a special geographical and historical individuality.”**

In such a defined research aim, it was Pribina, known from Conversio and a few
other records, who became a notional bridge for Chaloupecky with which he
could not only connect Slovak (Nitrian) with Czech (Moravian) history, but at
the same time, Pribina was also referred to as the first power representative of
the “historical individuality of Slovakia” With partial scholarly caution, Cha-
loupecky nevertheless employed the territorial term “Nitriansko,” which was be-
ing used increasingly frequently in publications on the Slovak past,” as evidence
of the foundation of a more advanced political organisation and thus as scien-
tific proof of historical Slovakia in the Early Middle Ages. While the historically
corroborated prince of the Moravians, Mojmir, unsurprisingly represented the
historical Moravians and also partly the Czechs in contemporary discourse, on
the other hand, “our Pribina” for domestic intellectuals such as Jozef Skultéty
represented the Slovak part of the common historical state with the Moravians
where “the unification of the nation in the Pribina’s domain” occurred before
833.5* Chaloupecky, who was eagerly (but not very carefully) read by Skultéty
and other Slovak intellectuals, linked in his book “the Principality of Nitra ruled
by Privina and after him Svatopluk™® exclusively with Slovakia, which was not

ing context by DUCHACEK, Milan. Véclav Chaloupceky. Hleddni ceskoslovenskych déjin. Praha :
Karolinum, 2014.

51  Critics blamed Chaloupecky’s conception primarily for the theory that a large part of the more

mountainous areas of today’s Slovakia, especially central and eastern Slovakia, was not signifi-
cantly populated before the 11"-13" century and the colonization processes of the High Middle
Ages. He also claimed that “historical Slovakia” was originally “the Czech land” CHALOUPECKY,
Vaclav. Staré Slovensko. Bratislava : FiF UK, 1923, p. 313ff.

52  CHALOUPECKY 1923, p. 287; Cf. BLUML, Josef - JIROUSEK, Bohumil. Historik Véclav Cha-

loupecky a Slovensko. In POSPISIL, Ivo - ZELENKA, Milos (eds.) Aktudlni slovakistika. Brno :
Ustav slavistiky FiF MU, 2004, pp. 11-14. The intentional research goal constructed in this way
was noticed in a similar context in the work of Pi¢ by HOLLY 2018, p. 92 ff. Almost identical
research questions are also stated by STEINHUBEL, Jan. Nitrianske knieZatstvo. Pociatky stre-
dovekého Slovenska. Bratislava : Rak, 2016, p. 12.

53 BOHAG, Jozef. Dejiny starosldvnej Nitry. Nitra : B. Filder, 1928, p. 5 ff; SKULTETY, Jozef. Nitra.

In Ndrodnie noviny, 28 January 1921, p. 1 .

54 SKULTETY 1921, p. 1.
55  Regarding Svdtopluk’s alleged princely residence in Nitra, it should be noted that the contempo-

rary Annals of Fulda (or other sources) do not record that Svéitopluk’s domain (regnum Zuenti-
baldi) in the 60s of the 9™ century was directly in Nitra. This localization was deduced by scholars
precisely on the assumption of Pribina’s Nitra principality, which, however, is likewise not direct-
ly mentioned by any source. In the historiography, there were also different opinions about the
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Fig. 2 Max Schurmann’s painting of Pribina and .
Kocer with the Slovak national symbol (upper ~ hood for Slovaks as a result of politi-

right corner), 1933. Source: webumenia.sk

uncommon in his time. He assessed
the status of Nitra precisely according
to the ideas of Jire¢ek and Bretholz,
though without direct references, as
“a separate Slavic principality” and Pri-
bina was discussed with a certain re-
straint as a “Slovak prince.”

Chaloupecky’s synthesis of the me-
dieval history of Slovakia resonated
strongly in both professional and lay
discourse, especially in the eastern part
of the republic. The Slovak ruler Pribina
and the Nitra region as the beginning
of historical Slovakia were presented
in almost the same way in interwar
historical syntheses and textbooks of
Czechoslovak history,” as well as in the
press of the time.”® With a new state-

cal independence from the Kingdom
of Hungary, the narrative of a separate

historical Slovak principality became more firmly anchored in historiog-
raphy. Before the establishment of Czechoslovakia, the “lesser principality
of Pribina” (iidélné kniZectvi), which was still presented this way by the
majority of scholarship, acquired the status of a tribal principality in na-
tional historiography after 1918.° This principality, to which historians
have attributed a separate status independent from Moravia at this time,
should have formed an important eastern component of Great Moravia.
The Great Moravian Principality, in turn, represented a common histori-
cal symbol—or historical myth—of the united Bohemians, Moravians and
Slovaks. However, apparently even in the 1920s, the theory of unification

56

57

58

59

localization of Svitopluk’s initial domain (regnum). E.g., Z. Dittrich localized this “regnum” in
eastern Bohemia and Tfestik possibly to Bratislava Castle.

CHALOUPECKY 1923, p. 25; see also CHALOUPECKY, Viclav. Nitra a po&atky kiestanstvi
na Slovensku. In CHALOUPECKY, Véclav — HOFFMAN, Jén (eds.) Dva ¢ldanky o Pribinovi.
Bratislava : Ministerstvo $kolostvi a narodni osvéty, 1930, pp. 318, esp. pp. 8-12.

PEKAR, Josef. Deéjiny Ceskoslovenské. Praha : Klementinum, 1921, pp- 11-12; BIDLO, Jaroslav —
SUSTA, Josef. Vseobecny déjepis pro vyssi tiidy skol stiednich. Dil druhy. Praha : Historicky klub,
1921, p. 31.

“Nitra was the main centre of the Slovaks, where their own and independent prince resided”
Privina. In Lidové Listy, 5 March 1933, p. 1; ...der einzige slowakische Fiirst” Ein Fiirst der Slo-
vaken. Die Pribina feier und die Stadt Neutra. In Grenzbote, 11 April 1933, p. 4.
CHALOUPECKY 1923, p. 27. However, he did not yet claim that Nitra was the main suprartribal
centre of the whole “historical Slovakia” as Steinhiibel, for example, and before him Ratko$ and
others believe nowadays. According to Chaloupecky, Nitra was only one of the tribal principal-
ities in the territory of today’s Slovakia, similarly to “Bratislavsko” (Poznansko) or “Povazsko”
(province of Wag) or Hont, which were meant to be transformed into counties in the Kingdom of
Hungary. Chaloupecky’s main research goal was to reconstruct the historical picture of the whole
interwar territory of Slovakia. The Nitra region was thus an important part and a certain centre,
but not the whole territory.

Forum Historiae, 2022, vol. 16, no. 1



22

HARVAT, Matej. From Slavic Leader to National Ruler: A Modern Discursive Construction of the Early Medieval...

of the Moravian and Nitra principalities as a result of Mojmir’s military at-
tack, which is nowadays considered by the majority to be a historical fact,
had not yet been definitely established. According to Chaloupecky, Pribina

“was to be expelled from his principality by the Moravian Rastic.”®

It was the Old Slovakia as the first authoritative academic treatment of the
medieval history of the eastern part of Czechoslovakia that, despite a wave
of backlash from Slovak nationalist intellectuals,®" brought further impetus
to the broader scholarly discourse for consolidation of the concept of the
first, and characteristically Slovak, early medieval power formation. Interwar
scholars from Slovakia and Bohemia such as Juraj Hodal, Josef Cibulka and
others automatically operated with the view, irrespective of nationality or
scholarly inclination, that in the 30s of the 9" century, the Moravians led by
Mojmir attacked the neighbouring Slovak principality, expelled the local rul-
er and annexed his domain to their own.® Particularly in the works of Hodal,
a priest, teacher and historian with no academic training but with a strong na-
tional consciousness, Pribina and his supposed principality represented early

medieval “Slovakia.”®?

The concept of a separate, Pribina Nitra region was further strengthened as a
result of unprecedented social turmoil related to the presumed 1100 anni-
versary of the consecration of the church in Nitra mentioned in that dubious
sentence from Chapter 11 of the Conversio. During 12-13 August 1933, the
so-called Pribina celebrations took place, which considering the background
of commemoration of the alleged construction of the first church in Nitra,
served as an important political platform for Slovak intellectuals, cultural fig-
ures and incumbent politicians seeking to assert the greatest possible degree
of autonomy for Slovakia within the common state.®* In the 1930s, it was in
the context of the Pribina celebrations and accompanying autonomist man-
ifestations that the political and cultural actualisation of this historical ac-
tor, already understood in Slovakia as its own and historically first “national
hero,” grew in relevance. The insufficiently documented history of the north
Danube region and an early medieval local leader with unclear origins and an
uncertain relationship to Nitra became more prominent in this period as the

60 CHALOUPECKY 1923, pp. 25-26 with reference to Novotny’s Ceské dejiny I, where, howev-

er, there is no mention of Rastislav’s intervention. Apparently the older interpretation from the
times of Baroque and Enlightenment writings about Rastislav’s conquest of Nitra region was still
in use here. Chaloupecky did not elaborate on this claim further.

61  See DUCHACEK 2015, p. 203 ff.; BLUML - JIROUSEK 2004, p. 12 ff.
62  “In 828 the Moravians struck our land and, having driven away our last independent ruler,

Privina, they took our territory and conquered the Slovaks” HODAL, Juraj. O praobyvateloch
dnesného Slovenska. Trnava : Spolok sv. Vojtecha, 1925, p. 37; CIBULKA, Josef. Pribina a jeho
kostel v Nitre, In Zivot, 1933, vol. 15, pp. 84-92; HRUSOVSKY, Frantisek. Pociatky krestanstva
na Slovensku. In Kultiira, 1933, vol. 6, no. 7/8, pp. 502-513, esp. pp. 505-507.

63 HODAL, Juraj. Kostol kniezata Privinu v Nitre. 830-1930. Nitra : Jednota, 1930, p. 8 claims, sim-

ilar to older scholarship, that Pribina built a church in Nitra only after he was expelled from
Mojmir and baptized in the Eastern March, from where he returned and “took possession of his
principality, Slovakia” Hodél presented the concept of a distinct “Slovak principality” particular-
ly in his article HODAL, Juraj. Dejiny slovenského kniezatstva poc¢as moravského nadpanstva. In
Kultiira, 1926, vol. 1, no. 7/8, pp. 354-381.

64  ARPAS, Rébert. Pribinove slavnosti ako pripomienka cirkevno-narodnej velkomoravskej tradi-

cie. In Historicky ¢asopis, 2017, vol. 65, no. 4, pp. 655-674.
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subject of wider nationalist instrumentalisation. Thus, during several days of
festivities and cultural events, loud appeals were made by the most influen-
tial interwar Slovak politicians calling for people to “follow in the footsteps
of the Slovak prince Pribina.”® Andrej Hlinka, leader of the Slovak People’s
Party (Slovenskd ludova strana), loudly proclaimed, “Today’s magnificent,
eleven hundredth anniversary is living proof that we were a self-sustain-
ing, independent nation and we want to remain so!”* A desired political
independence not yet sufficiently realised on the state level at that time was
therefore inevitably projected onto the professional understanding of this
historical individual.’

Pribina was increasingly loudly portrayed as the first ruler of the (ancestors
of) Slovaks. It should not be forgotten that even before 1918, he was men-
tioned in the scholarship almost exclusively as an inferior Moravian admin-
istrator, a partial prince or an otherwise unknown Slavic leader, while only
a minority of authors (Hurban, Jire¢ek) associated his activities directly and
solely with the Slovaks of Hungary. In the 1920s and 1930s, therefore, we can
observe a paradigm shift in the understanding of Pribina’s power status, strik-
ingly correlated with political changes and the collective aspirations of Slovak
intellectuals as well as a large portion of the general public.®®

After the announcement of Slovak autonomy in the autumn of 1938 and a few
months later, during the establishment of the Hlinka’s Slovak People’s Party as
the dominant political force of the newly formed Slovak State under the protec-
tion of Hitler’s Germany, Pribina’s historiographical image gained even more
distinctive features as an independent medieval ruler. This was the case espe-
cially in the markedly propagandistic work of the “fudak regime’s court his-
torian” Frantisek HrusSovsky (1903-1956), where Pribina appears as “the first
Slovak ruler”® Given the political “divorce” of the Slovaks from the Czechoslo-
vak state, it is not surprising that Slovak nationalists needed to demonstrative-
ly demarcate themselves from the Czechs also by the appearance of a typically
Slovak, and non-Moravian, national ruler. However, it is characteristic of the
“luddk” interpretation of national history that, as in Hruovsky’s writings (but
also in the younger rightwing “neo-ludaks” historicized literature),” the other

65  After ARPAS 2017, p. 671.

66  Quote after ZAJONC, Jozef. Pre¢o je Nitra staroddvne mesto? In KREKOVIC, Eduard - MAN-
NOVA, Elena - KREKOVICOVA, Eva (eds.) Myty nase Slovenské. Bratislava : Premedia, 2013,
p. 139. Similarly, then minister of education and national edification Ivan Dérer also spoke, see
ARPAS 2017, pp. 669-670. Cf. also poem from KRASKO, Ivan. Pribino, knieZa n43! In BAJANIK,
Stanislav (ed.) Slovensko sa rodilo v Nitre. K 60. vyro¢iu Pribinovych sldvnosti v Nitre roku 1933
a prvému vyroliu prijatia tistavy. Martin : Matica slovenska, 1993, pp. 37-38 (other speeches by
politicians are also reprinted here).

67  On the occasion of the celebration, a scientific conference was held, the results of which were
published: STANISLAYV, Jan (ed.) RiSa Velkomoravskd: sbornik vedeckych prdc. Praha : ]. Maza,
1933; see also BANIK 1933, 541ff.

68 MANNOVA 2019, p. 61: “Myth forms the basis of the cult of personality; the revered figure is
glorified, possibly reinterpreted, then monumentalized and finally mythicized—historical devel-
opment is personalized and interpreted as inevitably linked to the glorified personality.

69 HRUSOVSKY, Frantisek. Slovenské dejiny. 4™ ed. Turc¢iansky sv. Martin : Matica slovenskd, 1940,
(I** edition 1939), p. 15.

70  For instance, in the writings of Milan S. Durica or Arvéd L. Grébert.
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Moravian rulers of the

Mojmirid family were

; also characterized as
e gl “Slovaks.””! Slovak his-
toriographical works
from the period of
the wartime Slovak
State, in particular the

FRANTISEK HRUSOVSKY

Fig. 3. Commemorative medal issued
on the occasion of Pribina’s celebra-

tions in 1933. Legend: PRIBINA DUX ‘ prominent linguist Jan
SLOVACORUM NITRIAE FUNDAV.ET. :

Author: Jan Koniarek. On the right the Stanislav ( 1904~ 1977)’
Frontispiece of Hrudovsky’s synthesis i il emphasjzed and evi-
of Slovak history with a reproduction VYDALA MATICA SLOVENSKA 1 .
of Koniarek’s medal. dently greatly overesti-

mated the importance
of Nitra, which was supposed to be, according to some Slovak authors, the
seat of Archbishop Methodius.”? In Stanislav’s linguistic work, one can ob-
serve a schematic identification of the ethnic designation “Slovenes”” with an
exclusively Slovak population. This can be seen, for example, in the author’s
understanding of Pribina’s nobles from the time of his activity in Blatnohrad
whose names are known from the Conversio and the Codex Aquileiensis.”
Individuals with Slavic names who figured in Pribina’s close circle during his
governance of Pannonia were presented in the works of Stanislav and other
researchers as (Old) Slovaks.”

In some respects, a shorter treatise by the historian Daniel Rapant (1897-1988)
differs from the propagandistically nationalistic narratives of the time, in which
for the first time we encounter a relatively convincing hypothesis about the Ba-
varian origins of Pribina’s wife, something now often regarded as a historical
fact.”® Rapant’s thoroughly reasoned arguments (not only about the construc-
tion of the church in “Nitrava” according to Conversio) were often contradic-

HRUSOVSKY 1940, p. 16: “Mojmir rules from Devin the western part of the Slovak territory.”
On the Tudaks historiographical conception, see HUDEK 2010, pp. 45-48; FINDOR, Andrej.
Zaciatky ndrodnych dejin. Bratislava : Kalligram, 2011, pp. 114-149. To Hru$ovsky especially see
HUDEK, Adam. Historik Franti$ek HruSovsky: Ziak Véaclava Chaloupeckého ako tvorca Iudécke;j
koncepcie slovenskych dejin. In DUCHACEK - BILKOVA 2018, pp. 117-129.

72 STANISLAV, Jan. Slovanski apostoli Cyril a Metod a ich ¢innost vo Velkomoravskej risi. Bratisla-

va: SAVU, 1945. For contemporary critique of this assumptions, see RAPANT, Daniel. K otazke
posobenia sv. Cyrila a Metoda na Slovensku. In Historicky sbornik, 1945, vol. 3, no. 3, pp. 270-
276; POLACH, Ota S. J. Metropolitné sidlo sv. Metoda a Nitra. In Historicky sbornik, 1946, vol. 4,
no. 3, pp. 274-294.

73 Tt was an Old Church Slavonic term for Slavs in general, but Slovak scholars considered, and still

sometimes consider, this ethnonym to be a separate ethnicity of the particular north Danubian
“tribe”, distinct from, for example, the Moravians and Czechs. Cf. LYSY, Miroslav. Mojmirovci,
Moravania a Franskd risa. Stidie k etnogenéze, politickym institiiciam a tistavnému zriadeniu na
tizemi Slovenska vo véasnom Stredoveku. Bratislava : Atticum, 2014, p. 78 ff.

74 STANISLAV, Jan. Pribinovi velimoZi. Bratislava : Slovenska uéend spolo¢nost, 1940. Cf. also the

strongly biased and highly dubious onomastic methods used for discovering the southern “Slo-
vak” early medieval settlement in a book written after the Vienna Award of 1938 (completed in
1943) STANISLAV, Jan. Slovensky juh v stredoveku 1. 2™ ed. Bratislava : NLC, 1999, (1% edition
1948), on p. 11: “Pannonia was Slovak’, and “Through our study, we are gaining Pribina’s and
Kocel’s principality into Slovak history”

75  STANISLAYV, Jan. Zo $tudia slovanskych osobnych mien v Evanjeliu cividalskom (Ev. Civ.). In

Slavia, 1941, vol. 18, pp. 87-100.

76 ~ RAPANT, Daniel. Pribynov kostolik v Nitre. In Eldn, 1941, vol. 12, no. 3/4, pp. 18-21.

Forum Historiae, 2022, vol. 16, no. 1



25

HARVAT, Matej. From Slavic Leader to National Ruler: A Modern Discursive Construction of the Early Medieval...

tory to the theories of his teacher Chaloupecky,” as well as to the nationalistic
pretensions of Hrusovsky,”® but at the same time cemented in many respects
the state of knowledge on Pribina available to this day. Even for Rapant, it was
obvious in the 1940s that he did not understand Pribina other than as the first
independent ruler of the direct ancestors of the Slovaks.

In this regard, the works of Slovak historian FrantiSek Bokes (1906-1968)
should also be mentioned. In 1943, he published the educational historical
publication Slovak Living Space in the Past and Today, in which he outlined
a similar dualistic understanding of the political map of the middle Danube
region during the 9 century as is usually presented today. According to him,
north of the middle Danube in the first decades of the 9" century there should
have existed two centres of supratribal power: one of Mojmir and the other of
Pribina. The Principality of Nitra headed by Pribina was to be integrated into
a larger political unit; Great Moravia, by the Moravians.” However, Pribina’s
alleged principality was not quite explicitly “Slovakised”, as Bokes empha-
sised rather the Slavic and overall Great Moravian character of the territory
in question. A few years later, in his large-scale synthesis of Slovak history
published after the war within the new political environment of the restored
Czechoslovakia, he subsequently extended the “dualistic” thesis to include a
more pronounced Slovak slant, writing rather symptomatically about “unify-
ing Moravian-Slovak efforts”® Pribina and Mojmir appeared to be historical
representatives of the same political and national communities (Czechs and
Slovaks), which after the Second World War, were reunited within the borders
of the reestablished Czechoslovakia.®!

Communist Nationalism and beyond: Pribina at the Beginning of
“Medieval Slovakia”

After the February 1948 communist coup d’état, a new Marxist frame and
scheme for older history occurred. Despite a proclaimed international ap-
proach, post-war historiography adhering to the Marxist-Leninist methodol-
ogy did not cease to manifest elements of national historiography, (re)con-
structing and “scientifically” documenting the historical narrative of the Czech
and Slovak—as opposed to the Czechoslovak—nation.* In the first post-war

77
78

79
80

81

82

Cf. DUCHACEK 2015, pp. 140-159, 238-245.

Hrusovsky’s views regarding Pribina are disputed in RAPANT, Daniel. E$te raz o Pribynovom
nitrianskom kostoliku. In Eldn, 1943, vol. 13, no. 7, p. 5.

BOKES, Franti$ek. Slovensky Zivotny priestor v minulosti a dnes. Bratislava : Cas, 1943, p. 29 ff.
BOKES, Franti$ek. Dejiny Slovenska a Slovikov. Od najstarsich ¢ias po oslobodenie. Bratislava
: SAVU, 1946, p. 31 ft. The “own Slovak history” begins with the year 822 and the first known
appearance of the Moravians in written sources. Bokes mentioned “the first Slovak princes Ko-
lotech, Svitopluk, Pribina, Kocel, Rastislav and others.” It is worth noting that Rapant, in a dev-
astating review of this synthesis, accused the author of allegedly reproducing verbatim “mine
Pribina” i.e., Rapant’s writing: See RAPANT, Daniel. Dr. Fr. Bokes: Dejiny Slovenska a Slovakov.
In Historicky sbornik, 1946, vol. 4, no. 4, pp. 474-509, quote on p. 476.

For example, Krofta spoke about the “Moravian-Slovak Empire” and perceived Pribina as “a Slo-
vak prince, perhaps one of the tribal princes in Slovakia, who probably united the rule over
several tribes in his hands and thus established a larger principality” KROFTA, Kamil. Déjiny
Ceskoslovenské. Praha : B. Janda, 1946, pp. 7-15, quote on p. 10.

HUDEK 2010, p. 148-169; GORNY, Maciej. Past in the Future. National Tradition and Czecho-
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general survey of Slovak history written by archaeologist and art historian
Jan Dekan (1919-2007), which also defined the Early Middle Ages as a pe-
riod of the “beginning of the nation,” Pribina’s supposed principality clearly
constitutes a distinct power unit, markedly different from Mojmir’s Moravi-
an principality.® It was in post-war research that the dualistic conception of
the origin of Great Moravia was definitively established and argumentatively
supplemented. According to this theory, the Moravian Principality was to
be the first “common state of the ancestors of the Czechs and Slovaks”, es-
tablished after the union of the Principalities of Nitra and Moravia. These
two political units, only one of which is actually historically documented,
were meant to represent distinct autonomous political and ethnic entities,
which after the expulsion of Pribina from Nitra, were to be integrated into
the “Great Moravian State.”

While mainly Czech and Moravian as well as several foreign scholars have not
always explained the original position of Pribina in terms of an independent
tribal prince during the more than forty years of existence of the post-war
socialist Czechoslovak Republic,* on the other hand, Slovak historians and
archaeologists have unanimously and without any significant doubt profes-
sionally “canonized” the historiographical image of the Nitra principality
with Pribina as its first and last ruler attested to in the sources. In the writ-
ings of leading Slovak medievalists Branislav Varsik,* Peter Ratko$,* Mata§

slovak Marxist Historiography. In European Review of History, 2003, vol 10, no. 1, pp. 103-114.
On post-war communist nationalism and the Slovak professional instrumentalisation of 9" cen-
tury history, cf. KOPAL, Petr. Filmovy projekt Velkda Morava. Pfipad komunistického nacionalis-
mu. In Pamét a déjiny, 2010, vol. 4, no. 3, pp. 55-63.

83  DEKAN, Jan. Zaciatky slovenskych dejin a risa Velkomoravskd. Bratislava : SAVU, 1951, p. 43 ff,,

where he writes about the “Moravian-Slovak tribal divide” and the “political-administrative du-
alism of united Moravia.”

84  E.g., GRAUS, Frantisek - MACEK, Josef - TIBENSKY, Jén. Pfehled ceskoslovenskych déjin. Do

roku 1848, Dil I. Praha : CSAV, 1958, p. 46; VANECEK, Véclav. Stat Moravanov — Velkomoravskd
ri$a. In BOHM, Jaroslav (ed.) Velkd Morava. Tisicroénd tradicia $tdtu a kultiry. Praha : CSAV,
1963, p. 18; HAVLIK, Lubomir E. Slovanské stdtni iitvary raného stredovéku. Praha : Academia,
1987, p. 64; DIETTRICH, Zdenko R. Christianity in Great-Moravia. Gronigen : Instituut voor
Middeleeuwsche Geschiedenis, 1962, pp. 67-72; VLASTO, Alexis P. The Entry of the Slavs into
Christendom. Cambridge : Cambridge University Press, 1970, p. 24.

85  In 1946, at the first congress of the Slovak Historical Society, Varsik outlined the research areas

for the search for and discovery of Slovak medieval history, VARSIK, Branislav. Vyskum slov-
enského etnika (Stav, problémy a nové tulohy). In VARSIK, Branislav. Zo slovenského stredoveku.
Vyber historickych stidii a ¢lankov z rokov 1946-1968. Bratislava : SAV, 1972, pp. 35-64. Neither
Pribina nor the Principality of Nitra is mentioned in this text. It emphasizes, in particular, the
distinctiveness of the so-called Slovenes (Slovieni) and their continuity with the Slovaks. VAR-
SIK, Branislav. O vzniku a rozvoji slovenskej ndrodnosti v stredoveku. In Historicky ¢asopis, 1984,
vol. 32, no. 4, pp. 529-550, on p. 548 accentuating the claim of Balint Homan, he writes about
“the Slovak autochthonous inhabitants of Nitra”

86  RATKOS, Peter. K otézke etnického charakteru Velkej Moravy. In HOLOTIK, Ludovit (ed.) O

vzdjomnych vztahoch Cechov a Slovdkov. Bratislava : SAV, 1956, pp. 24-37, esp. pp. 30-32; RAT-
KOS, Peter. Uzemny vyvoj Velkej Moravy (fikcie a skuto¢nost). In Historicky casopis, 1985, vol.
33, no. 2, pp. 202, 218; RATKOS, Peter. Slovensko v dobe velkomoravskej. Kosice : Vychodoslov-
enské vydavatelstvo, 1988, p. 33 ff.
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Kucera® and Richard Marsina,* the “old Principality of Nitra” represented an
unquestionable historical entity, which was quite often anachronistically and
uncritically associated with almost the entire territory of modern Slovakia. Ac-
cording to the belief of Slovak historians, Pribina ruled an organized political
unit whose population was to form a sort of ethnic basis of the emerging “feu-
dal nationality” of the Slovaks.* The ethnic origin of the Slovaks in the per-
son of Pribina and his alleged principality was perhaps most vocally pursued
by the historian Kucera, later briefly also Minister of Education (1992-1993),
who wrote:

It is mainly a geographically closed area of the old Nitrian principality, occupying

the greater part of today’s Slovakia, where for the first time in the history of our

Slavic ancestors the development was so advanced that already in the first third

of the 9" century, an organized political unit was formed under the leadership

of Prince Pribina. This phenomenon was of immeasurable significance for the

further developmental fate of Slovakia, for its territorial and organizational and
administrative constitution.”

From the 1970s onwards, Kucera promoted a strongly nationalised version
of the early medieval history of the territory of Slovakia, in which, similar to
other Slovak authors, he emphasised the political and economic sophistica-
tion of the Slavic settlement in forming the Kingdom of Hungary vis a vis the
participation of the “less sophisticated” Magyar nomadic social strata. At the
same time, in writing with an admittedly nationalistic angle, he repeatedly
stressed that it was “Prince Pribina” and the supposed polity administered by
him that was of fundamental importance for the Slovaks and Slovak history.
In the 1980s, Kucera himself was substantially involved in efforts to create a
Slovak series of historical films about the times of Great Moravia,” the one of
which was intended to depict the idealised reign of Pribina. Petr Kopal, who
has studied the unrealised, strongly nationalistic film project in detail, point-
ed out that Kucera also promoted a historical perspective identifying Pribina
with the Slovaks in the very design of this never shot film.” The figure of the
unknown exile and the latter Pannonian governor thus became a prototype of
the desired historical independence and political individuality of Slovaks dur-
ing the subsequent conjuncture of Slovak nationalism in the times of occupied

87  KUCERA, Matts. Slovensko po pdde Velkej Moravy. Bratislava : VEDA, 1974, p. 25ff;, KUCERA,
Matus. Velkd Morava a zaciatky nasich narodnych dejin. In Historicky casopis, 1985, vol. 33, no.
2, pp- 163-196; KUCERA, Matus. Velk4 Morava a slovenské dejiny. In POULIK, Josef - CHROP-
OVSKY, Bohuslav (eds.) Velkd Morava a pocdtky ceskoslovenské stdtnosti. Praha : Academia, 1985,
pp. 245-271.

88  MARSINA, Richard. Metodov boj, 2™ ed. Bratislava : Spolok slovenskych spisovatelov, 2005, (1%
edition 1985), p. 26 ff; MARSINA, Richard. O zaciatkoch slovenskych dejin. In MARSINA, Rich-
ard. Ku koncepcii a vyvoju slovenskej historiografie. Bratislava : PostScriptum, 2013 ((1* published
in 1996)), p. 95 ff.; MARSINA, Richard. Nové pohlady historickej vedy na slovenské dejiny. I. ¢ast:
Najstarsie obdobie slovenskych dejin (do prelomu 9.-10. storocia). Bratislava : Metodické centrum
mesta Bratislavy, 1995, p. 4 ff.: “The first Slavic ruler in the territory of Slovakia known by name
is Pribina, who is therefore the first indisputably credible historical figure of Slovak history”

89  KUCERA 1985, p. 184; HALAGA, Ondrej R. K otdzke vzniku slovenskej narodnosti. In His-
toricky casopis, 1962, vol. 10, no. 2, p. 243, 257; CHROPOVSKY, Bohuslav - MARSINA, Richard
- RATKOS, Peter et al. Dejiny Slovenska I (do roku 1526). Bratislava : Veda, 1986, p. 90 ff.

90 KUCERA 1974, p. 25.

91  KOPAL 2010, pp. 55-63.

92  KOPAL 2010, p. 58.

Forum Historiae, 2022, vol. 16, no. 1



HARVAT, Matej. From Slavic Leader to National Ruler: A Modern Discursive Construction of the Early Medieval...

and “normalized” Czechoslo-
vakia.” Such an image was rep-
licated exactly by the domestic
national historiography.

During the second half of the
20™ century and basically un-
til the seminal works of Jan
Steinhiibel,’* the question of
Pribina’s Nitra region was not
given any more systematic at-
tention, which was undoubt-
edly influenced by the consid-
erable lack of sources and the
general absence of any further
accurate contemporary data
about such a speculated rather
than source-documented prin-

s

cipality. However, despite the

Fig. 4 The bronze statue of Pribina at the Nitra castle biouit £ ilabl
square, 1989, author Tibor Bartfay. Photo: Jakub Godis ambiguity ol avallableé source

material, the “Principality of
Nitra” has almost unanimously established itself in research as a historical
fact and the historical origin of Slovakia. Thus, the image of the “Nitrian
tribal prince Pribina” embedded in Slovak historiography did not change
during the late 20" century. Foreign research quite understandably focused
on the securely documented, historiographically and archaeologically bet-
ter researchable Lower Pannonian Carolingian province with its centre in
Blatnohrad (Mosapurc).”” In the last third of the 20" century, Slovakian ar-
chaeological research created allegedly exact theories about the so-called
Blatnica-Mikulcice horizon material manifestation (Blatnicko mikul¢icky
horizont, BMH) and the absolute dating of the violent demise of “Pribina’s
castles.””® Mojmir’s putative conquest of the neighboring Pribina princi-
pality was presented as a historically and archaeologically documented—

93  SLANINA, Adam. Podoby slovenského nacionalizmu medzi rokmi 1990 — 1992. Bachelor thesis.
Praha : UK FF Ustav Politologie, 2021, pp. 17-22; MARUSIAK, Juraj. Slovensk4 spolo¢nost a nor-
malizdcia. In SZIGETI, Lészl6 (ed.) Slovenskd otdzka dnes. Bratislava : Kalligram, 2007, p. 320 ff.

94  STEIHNUBEL, Jén. Nitrianske knieZatstvo a zénik Velkej Moravy. In Historické stidie, 1996,
vol. 37, pp. 7-26; STETHNUBEL, Jan. Povod a najstarsie dejiny Nitrianskeho knieZatstva. In His-
toricky casopis, 1998, vol. 46, no. 3, pp. 369-416; STEINHUBEL 2021.

95  For foreign notions about Pribina and Nitra, see e.g., DOPSCH, Heinz. Passau als Zentrum der
Slawenmission. Ein Beitrag zur Frage des “Grof8mihrischen Reiches”. In Stidostdeutsches Archiv,
1985/6, vol. 28/29, pp. 5-28, here p. 9 ff; WOLFRAM, Herwig. Salzburg, Bayern, Osterreich. Wien;
Miincehn : R. Oldenburg, 1995, p. 311 ff; MITTERAUER, Michael. Karolingische Markgrafen im
Siidosten. Frinkische Reichsaristokratie und bayerischer Stammesadel im Osterreichischen Raum.
Wien : Bohlau, 1963, p. 87 called Pribina “ein slowakischer Teilftirst”

96  Mainly BIALEKOVA, Darina. Navrh chronoldgie praveku a véasnej doby dejinnej na Slovensku.
Slovanské obdobie. In Slovenskd archeoldgia, 1980, vol. 28, no. 1, pp. 213-221, here pp. 215, 219;
BIALEKOVA, Darina. Zur Datierungsfrage archiologischer Quellen aus der ersten Hilfte des 9.
Jh. Beiden Slawen nérdlich der Donau. In CHROPOVSKY, Bohuslav (ed.) Rapports du III* Con-
grés International d’Archéologie Slave. Tome 1/2. Bratislava: VEDA, 1979, pp. 93-103.
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therefore unquestionable—fact precisely on the basis of disputed and now
revised archaeological data.®”

After the dissolution of the Czechoslovak state in 1993, the historical instru-
mentalisation of Mojmirid Moravia, and older Slavic history in general, lost its
significance, especially in Bohemia.”® On the contrary, partly in Moravia® but
largely in the newly founded Slovak Republic, the Great Moravian and Cyri-
lo-Methodian “state tradition” found a place not only in the preamble of the
new constitution, but expressly in the historiographical and historical-publi-
cist conceptions or constructions of medieval Slovak history. That is the case
of a programmatically nationalist and primordialist book based on the ethnic
interpretations of history collecting many texts of Slovak national(istic) histo-
rians.'” Pribina stands here at the origin of the essentially understood Slovak
ethnogenesis. Among other things, the authors reprinted a rather revealing
statement on the controversy surrounding the statue of “king” Svitopluk er-
rected in 2010 at the Bratislava castle which was originally inscribed with the
words “King of the Old Slovaks”" In the statement, a group of historians
and archaeologists signed the following words: “The existence of a sover-
eign Slovak Republic naturally requires that we perceive our own history
in accordance with a positive evaluation [sic!] of the entire ethnogenesis of
the nation, continuously documented since the time of Prince Pribina and
its national-emancipatory development.”'* Therefore, Pribina is usually, but
not exclusively, understood in public and professional discourse as the first
source-documented, politically sovereign but later subjugated ruler of the
ancestors of the Slovaks.'*

97  'The problematic nature of the automatic “excavation of history” by Slovak archaeologists, who

in this case attempted to reconcile the deductions of historians about Nitra with the material
sources, was pointed out by TRESTIK, Dusan. K poméru archeologie a historie. In Archeolog-
ické rozhledy, 2001, vol. 53, no. 2, pp. 357-361, here p. 360; Similarly PROFANTOVA, Nada
— PROFANT, Martin. Archeologie a historie aneb ,jak vykopavat“ déjiny? In KLAPSTE, Jan
- PLESKOVA, Eva - ZEMLICKA, Josef (eds.) Déjiny ve véku nejistot. Sbornik k prileZitosti 70.
narozenin Dusana Trestika. Praha : NLN, 2003, p. 244 ff. However, Trestik, like most historians,
still accepted both archaeological concepts, BMH and the theory of the extinction of Pribina’s
castles, which were also used to substantiate his own interpretations, cf. TRESTIK, Dusan. Vznik
Velké Moravy: Moravané, Cechové a stredni Evropa v letech 791-871. Praha : NLN, 2001, p. 110
ff. For the revision of BMH, see recently ROBAK, Zbigniew. The Origins and the Colapse of the
Blatnica-Mikul¢ice Paradigm. In Slovenskd archeolégia, 2017, vol. 64, no. 1, pp. 99-153. For the
new dating of hillforts based on modern natural-scientific methods HENNING, Joachim - HE-
USSNER, Karl-Uwe — PIETA, Karol - RUTTKAY, Matej. Bojna and the dating of hillforts of the
Nitra Principality. Contribution of natural sciences to the archaeological research. In PIETA,
Karol - ROBAK, Zbigniew (eds.) Bojnd 2, Nové vysledky vyskumov véasnostredovekych hradisk.
Nitra : Archeologicky ustav, SAV, 2015, pp. 335-345.

98  TRESTIK 1999, p. 158 ff.

99  HAVLIK, Lubomir E. Svatopluk Veliky, krdl Moravanii a Slovanii. Brno : Jota, 1994.

100 MARSINA, Richard - MULIK, Peter (eds.) Etnogenéza Slovdkov. Kto sme a aké je nase meno.
Martin : Matica slovenska, 2011 (1* edition 2009).

101 Stanovisko slovenskych historikov, archeolégov a jazykovedcov. In MARSINA - MULIK 2009,
pp. 168-169. Cf. also HADLER, Frank. Alter Slowake! ,Verniinftiger Staatshistorismus® statt
»Slawenbeschworung® In Osteuropa, 2009, vol. 59, no. 12, pp. 273-279.

102 MARSINA - MULIK 2013, Stanovisko slovenskych, p. 168.

103 E.g., a popular but specialist-written collective work SEGES, Vladimir (ed.) Kniha krdlov:

Panovnici v dejindch Slovenska a Slovdkov. Bratislava : Slovenské pedagogické nakladatelsvo,
2003, p. 19: “By name, Pribina was the oldest known Slavic ruler in the territory of Slovakia. The
accounts about him should be considered as a reliable, documented source of Slovak history.’; p.
20: “Since then, we can speak of the beginnings of the Slovak nation, whose members were then
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The most thorough historiographical treatment of the topic so far was offered by
Jan Steinhiibel, whose detailed explanations elaborated and basically conclud-
ed the issues that had been under discussion since the time of Chaloupecky’s
search for the “historical individuality” of Old Slovakia. In his seminal work,
The Nitrian Principality: The Beginnings of Medieval Slovakia, Steinhiibel seeks
scholarly answers to questions that have long intrigued (especially) Slovak his-
torians and public; “Are the Slovaks also an old historical nation? Who and
when laid the national, territorial and historical foundations of Slovakia? Can
we find our historical beginning? Can we find a historical Slovakia?”!**

The answer for the author and a large portion of researchers and recipients of
historiography seems to be, as it has been since the 1920s, the Nitrian principal-
ity with its alleged only known independent ruler which is supposed to consti-
tute indisputable evidence of the medieval origins of today’s Slovakia. Steinhii-
bel’s consistent—and very influential in Slovakia—conception of early medieval
history'® is clearly not based on nationalistic aspirations, but rather on the im-
plicit need to search for and to find the national history and the “solid historical
origins” of Slovakia and Slovaks. Nevertheless, researchers outside the Slovak
environment usually do not see convincing evidence in the available medieval
sources about “historical Slovakia” or Slovaks as a separate ethnic or national
group, which would have been already internally and externally differentiated
from the generally understood Slavs in the (Early) Middle Ages.'*

called Sloveni or Slovienes” Pribina and his presumed principality in Nitra were consistently
postulated as a fact, proving the national origins of Slovaks and Slovakia with patriotic fervour
by M. Kucera and his pupil M. Homza. KUCERA, Matus. Slovensko v zapase o svoju historickt
a narodnu identitu. In Studia academica Slovaca, 2002, vol. 31, (unpaginated); HOMZA, Martin.
Niekolko téz k pociatkom slovenského etnika. In Studia academica Slovaca, 2002, vol. 31, (un-
paginated). Available online: https://zborniky.e-slovak.sk/SAS_31_2002.pdf

104 STEINHUBEL 2016, p. 12.

105 The author conceived several synthetic essays about the early medieval period where the Princi-
pality of Nitra organically fits into the master national narrative about the origins of Slovakia in
the 9™ century. Cf. e.g., STEINHUBEL, Jan. The Duchy of Nitra. In TEICH, Mikuld$ - KOVAC,
Dugan - BROWN, Martin D. (eds.) Slovakia in History. Cambridge : Cambridge University Press,
2011, pp. 15-29.

106 E. g. GRAUS, FrantiSek. Die Nationenebildung der Westslawen im Mittelalter. Sigmaringen : J.
Thorbecke, 1980, p. 7 who outlined the possibility of the formation of Slovak national conscious-
ness only in the context of the Kingdom of Hungary but did not specify the period and left the
question open; SMAHEL, Frantiek. Nalézani, setkdvdni a mijeni v Zivoté jednoho medievisty.
Praha : Argo, 2009, p. 35 noticed that Graus remained rather reserved on the question of pos-
sible Slovak medieval national consciousness; TRESTIK 1999, p. 140 according to whom the
“Slavs-Slovaks” ethnically differentiated themselves only gradually after the later medieval pe-
riod; Cf. skepticism of KALHOUS, David. Svatopluk L: kniZe nebo kral? K otazce legitimizace
velkomoravskych knizat ve stfedovéké i moderni historiografi. In Historia Slavorum Occidentis,
2016, vol. 11, no. 2, pp. 63-64 and footnote no. 1. The theorist of nationalism, Anthony Smith,
noted that the Slovaks as an ethnic community did not have the distinctive attributes of a nation
even in the 18" century (e.g., a common historical myth or a wider supra-regional cohesion)
SMITH, Anthony D. The Nation in History. Historiographic Debates about Ethnicity and National-
ism. Hanover : UP of New England, 2000, p. 86 and footnote no. 14. Among the Slovak social sci-
entists who argue in favour of a much later, modern formation of Slovak nation e.g., DUROVIC,
Lubomir. T4 nasa (slovenska) identita...? Ako sa formovala politicky a teritoridlne? In SZIGETI
Laszl6 (ed.) Slovenskd otdzka dnes. Bratislava : Kalligram, 2007, pp. 32-40; SYKORA, Peter. Uvod
do mytolégie slovenského naroda. In SYKORA, Peter. Boj s drakom. Bratislava : Fragment, 1992,
pp. 76-104. Of course, it does not pose a problem for primordialist researchers, and the general
public, to call the pre-modern Slavic-speaking population the (Old) Slovaks without being aware
of the methodological and factual problems of such claims.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, one peculiarity of Slovak medievalist discoursive tendencies
can be ascertained, that is to say, a rather persistent preoocupation with the
explanatory framework of national history.'” Modern nationality and the
“national question” in its many facets tends to insitantly influence not only
research questions regarding the pre-modern—some would say even pre-na-
tional—past, but sometimes even the analysis of historical sources. At least as
far as the Early Middle Ages are concerned, scholars and other intellectuals,
not to mention the general public or politicians, are quite often—intentional-
ly or unintentionally—unable or unwilling to separate their perspective from
the notion of “nation” when explaining the early medieval past. Therefore, the
Early Middle Ages in particular are all the more valuable the more “we’, as
contemporaries, while often circumventing a set of discontinuities and meth-
odological problems, can positively identify ourselves with the people who
lived in that era. It was the intellectuals, and from their ranks especially his-
torians, who during the twentieth century, but also today through academic
research, to a large extent saturated the need for national self-identification
amongst a portion of society. However, such a research endeavour is often
not solely based on a critical knowledge of history, but also on the creation
of historical myths that live in the collective memory.'® Looking at the older
scholarship and tendencies in intellectual discourse, one can see quite clearly
that the modern understanding of an early medieval Slavic leader was, and
still is, determined not primarily or exclusively by available historical data,
but rather by individual and/or collective “national” considerations which are
quite modern and situational.

107 This feature has been also noted by MUCSKA, Vincent. Niekolko poznamok k sti¢asnosti sloven-
skej medievistiky. In DOLEZALOVA, Eva - NOVOTNY, Robert - SOUKUP, Pavel (eds.) Evropa
a Cechy na konci stredovéku. Sbornik prispévkii vénovanych Frantisku Smahelovi. Praha : Filoso-
fica, 2004, p. 452; cf. also survey on the national preoccupation of Slovak medievalist research by
SEDIVY, Juraj. Die slowakische Geschichtsforschung des 20. Jahrhunderts auf der Suche nach
»ihrem®“ Frithmittelalter. In REIMITZ, Helmut — ZELLER, Bernhard (eds.) Vergangenheit und
Vergegenwiirtigung. Friihes Mittelalter und europdisches Erinnerungskultur. Wien : OAW, 2009,
pp. 253-262. Sedivy, however, concluded—rather optimistically—that recent historians who deal
with the Early Middle Ages (Steinhiibel, Homza) do not essentialise this period in order to create
a national history.

108 See MANNOVA 2020; IFVERSEN, Jan. Myth in the Writing of European History. In BERGER,
Stefan - LORENZ, Chris (eds.) Nationalizing the Past: Historians as Nation Builders in Modern
Europe. Hampshire; New York : Palgrave Macmillan, 2010, pp. 452-457; HEIN-KIRCHNER,
Heidi. Politische Mythen. In Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte, 2007, vol. 11, pp. 26-31. Available on-
line: https://www.bpb.de/shop/zeitschriften/apuz/30604/politische-mythen/; FINDOR, Andre;j.
(De)Constructing Slovak National Mythology. In Socioldgia, 2002, vol. 34, no. 3, pp. 195-208.
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The Fight for the “Modern Peculiar Character.”
The Nationalist Narrative Within the Con-
cept of Applied Art Modernization Reform

in 1920’s Slovakia

1

Silvia Senesi Lutherova

Abstract

SENESI LUTHEROVA, Silvia. The Fight for the “Modern Peculiar Character.” The
Nationalist Narrative Within the Concept of Applied Art Modernization Reform
in 1920’s Slovakia.

A significant portion of the theoretical discourse on modernization reform of ap-
plied art and design in Slovakia led by the cultural and political elite in the 1920s
was based on the ideological framework of “national culture.” In journal articles,
leading proponents of the reform, Josef Vydra and Antonin Horejs, constructed
the concept of “modern national applied art,” which they defined based on an
objective, perceived quality: “national specificity” or a “character of national cul-
ture,” which they eventually came to label “modern peculiar character” (Vydra).
This article explores the ideological framework behind the modernization reform
of applied art in Slovakia as a manifestation of the formation of the nationalist
discourse within culture, first in terms of the cultural confirmation of the Slovak
nation and later, the Czechoslovak nation. The “national character” of modern ap-
plied art is analysed as a period-specific ideological construct, which the authors
created by re-interpreting the “national culture” using modernist discourse and
therefore, in opposition to the school of folk’s understanding of peculiar character.
“Modern national applied art” was construed as a representation of the modern
urban culture of the Slovak nation (Hofejs), and also as a synthesis of the “spirit of
the nation” and the “spirit of modern times”in terms of artistic innovation (Vydra).
In the last third of the 1920's, the concept was re-defined based on the ideological
framework of the Czechoslovakist discourse to become a “modern Czechoslovak
peculiar character”(Vydra), which rendered the contributions to reform of applied
art in Slovakia now universal for the entire nation. Nationalistic arguments on the
concept of modernization reform of applied art impacted the development of
culture, which was applied as a way to assert the socio-political acceptance of
aesthetic reform implying the principles of avant-garde art schools.

After the coup [creation of the Czechoslovak Republic in 1918], the
situation is ambiguous: One group accepts folk art as the Slovak style,
they protect it and pass it on unchanged into the circles of Slovak intel-
ligentsia, into towns, promote it as the Slovak Peculiar Character, de-
clare it untouchable and protect it from all change and growth. It is the
hypersensitive national aspect that froze folk applied art and turned it
into objects only present in local museums, vitrines and Slovak rooms.
The second group of progressive and present-oriented individuals, who
are well aware of the status quo and have a good knowledge of the peo-
ple’s manufacturing technologies and taste are attempting to elevate
and train [folk art] to become a fine craft serving the current times.
To retain its Slovak character grounded in the colours, soft lines and
richness of rhythm, to attempt to upgrade it by training manufacturers
to achieve the quality and tastes of the ruling Slovak nation, to lend it
a worldly character and form that is now called for. However, by doing
so, art and craft stops being folk art but it can and will remain Slovak.'

Josef Vydra

VYDRA, Josef. Umelecko-priemyselnd vychova na Slovensku. In Slovenskd Grafia,

1929, vol. 1, no. 5, p. 2.
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Vydra’s critique of Slovak applied art was delivered at a time when an in-
tense, years-long endeavour to advance material culture of housing and
applied art in Slovakia was beginning to bear tangible results.> However as
the quote implies, during the first decade of Czechoslovakia, opinions on the
character of Slovak applied art varied and choosing a preference was to prede-
termine the overall cultural direction of the new state and nation. It is obvious
that Vydra leaned towards the so-called progressive direction that was char-
acteristic of opinions within the circles of culture, economy and education in
the second half of the 1920s. The aim was to assert an idea of applied art mod-
ernization reform to further the position of Slovakia as a developed country
and strengthen its economic and cultural standing, within Czechoslovakia as
well as internationally. When Vydra’s text was published, the aforementioned
concept had already been embedded within a clear programme with protag-
onists proclaiming it the modernization “movement for quality” and testing
it in practice through newly founded organizations, institutions and manu-
facturers.” However, that was preceded by years of effort by Vydra and other
public figures who strove to frame the demands placed on the applied arts of
the “new era” and to assert a similar approach within all related spheres of
culture.* Such a school of thought was based on the premise that there was a
need to modernise the environment and build a “national culture” within the
new state through modern national applied art production. As Vydra’s words
imply, the newly defined approach could be realized only if other dimensions
of thinking, which stressed the importance of folk tradition, were settled.

The idea of modernizing applied arts had resonated in Czechoslovakia since
the state was established and was especially well received by state organiza-
tions and institutions located in Prague, the country’s political and cultural
centre. The Union of Czechoslovak Art (Svaz Ceskoslovenského dila, SCSD)
organization was responsible for the principal support to advance applied

2 From the beginning of the 1920s, Josef Vydra (1884 — 1959) was one of the personalities who ac-
tively strove to advance modern applied art and applied art production in Slovakia. Among other
things, he was a board member of the Svaz ¢eskoslovenského dila (Union of Czechoslovak Art,
SCSD), responsible for the Bratislava branch, founder of Nds smér, a magazine on art education
(1910) and editor for several progressive Czechoslovak periodicals (Vytvarnd prdce, Vytvarné
snahy, Drobné uméni, Slovenskd Grafia). He also initiated the Memorandum on the Protection of
Folk Art in Slovakia (Memorandum o ochrane ludového umenia na Slovensku,1920), founded
the Society for Applied Art (Spolo¢nost umeleckého priemyslu, 1920) and was the founder and
director of the School of Applied Arts in Bratislava (Skola umeleckych remesiel, 1928) and later
the School of Applied Arts in Brno (Skola uméleckych femesel). For more, see: BERESOVA, Si-
mona - PRESNAJDEROVA, Klara - DE PUINEUE, Sonia (eds.) SUR. Skola umeleckych remesiel
v Bratislave 1928-1939; Bratislava: Slovenské centrum dizajnu, 2021;

3 HOREJS, Antonin. Nové snahy v uZitkovej tvorbe. In HOFMAN, Jesek - HOREJS, Antonin (eds.)
Sbornik modernej tvorby tiZitkovej. Bratislava : Svaz ¢eskoslovenského diela, 1931, pp. 7-19.

4 Inpractice, modernization was understood to comprise innovation of the production programme
and technology, formulation of new creative principles in regards to the emerging discipline of
design, and adoption of current style tendencies from foreign art centres; the reform of art edu-
cation, implementation of modern educational and production methods.
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art.’ Between 1921 and 1926, the association regularly organized exhibitions
of modern applied art and even though portrayed officially as a “Czechoslo-
vak” organization, its activities only marginally reflected and supported Slo-
vak production, which began to be perceived as an obstacle in the advance-
ment of applied art and a political issue as well. Therefore in 1924, based on
pressure from Vydra, a branch of the SCSD opened in Bratislava, which was
meant to cope with the situation in Slovakia.® To fulfil its mission, the local
office organized exhibitions of applied art in Slovakia, the first in Bratislava
in 1927 and in the following years, Kosice, Spi§ska Nova Ves and Banska Bys-
trica. The branch in Bratislava and its events were frequented by represent-
atives—predominantly of Czech origin—from a variety of institutions and
companies who supported the claims to modernize applied art in Slovakia
and also actively asserted it in practice.” Vydra and others, mainly Antonin
Hotejs, penned contributions published in exhibition catalogues and anthol-
ogies, in which they criticized the state of art culture and production in Slo-
vakia, called for change and presented reform concepts.®

I consider these writings and articles published during the 1920s in Czechoslo-
vak journals on architecture and applied art an important platform which was
used to develop the ideological framework of “modern national applied art”

The organization originally known as Union of Czech Art (Svaz ¢eského dila) was founded in
1914 by Jan Kotéra as the first Czech institution focused on advancing and promoting Czech
applied art and design. After the First World War, the Union of Czechoslovak Art was the official
organization to anchor applied art as a new discipline in Czechoslovakia. For more, see also:
PECINKOVA, Pavla. Véci a slova. Ve stinu utopii. In HUBATOVA-VACKOVA, Lada - PACH-
MANOVA, Martina - PECINKOVA, Pavla (eds.) Véci a slova: Umélecky primysl, uzité uméni a
design v Ceské teorii a kritice 1870-1970. Praha : VSUP, 2014, pp. 202, 207.

For more details on the foundation of the Bratislava branch under the name Union of Czecho-
slovak Art (Sviz Ceskoslovenského diela) see: SENESI LUTHEROVA, Silvia. Hlas novej doby.
Od umeleckého priemyslu ku kvalitnej vyrobe na Slovensku v obdobi prvej Ceskoslovenskej re-
publiky. In BERESOVA, Simona - PRESNAJDEROVA, Klara - DE PUINEUE, Sonia (eds.) SUR.
Skola umeleckych remesiel v Bratislave 1928-1939. Bratislava : Slovenské centrum dizajnu, 2021,
pp- 238-239; and PRESNAJDEROVA, Kl4ra. Nové umeleckopriemyselné hnutie na Slovensku
v kontexte aktivit Antonina Hotej$a. In BERESOVA - PRESNAJDEROVA - DE PUINEUF 2021,
pp. 286-289.

The following people participated as members of exhibition committees, juries, and organizers:
Jan Ligka, general secretary of the Chamber of Commerce and Industry in Bratislava, chairman
of SCSD and MP for the Trade Party (Zivnostenskd strana); Karel Herain, high commissioner
of the Museum of Decorative Arts in Prague; Franti$ek X. Jitik, director of the Museum of Dec-
orative Arts in Prague; K. Knopp, director of association Detva; Pavel Jandk, headmaster of the
School of Decorative Arts in Prague; J. Horn, director of Slovenska Grafia printing house; Egon
Bondy, chairman of the Country Group of the Union of Industrialists and founder of the Gum-
mon plant; Zdenék Wirth, section director at the Ministry of Education; Alois PiZl, section head
at the Ministry of Education and National Edification; architects Vaclav Lozek, Dusan Jurkovi¢,
Alois Balan, Jifi Grossmann, Jindfich Halabala, artists Ladislav Sutnar, Franti$ek Maly, Ludovit
Fulla, Josef Rybdk etc.

Antonin Hoftej$ (1901-1967), born in Prague, was very active in supporting the reform and mod-
ernization of applied art production in Slovakia as an executive for applied art in the Chamber
of Commerce and Industry, officer at the SCSD in Bratislava, co-organizer of exhibitions on
housing culture and applied art in Slovakia and editor in journals Slovenskd Grafia and novd
bratislava, co-founder of the School of Applied Arts in Bratislava and a member of the board of
directors of several manufacturing companies. For more see: BERESOVA — PRESNAJDEROVA
- DE PUINEUF 2021.
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and to communicate the goals of the reform to a wider audience.’ The aim of
this paper is to explore the ideological context of the reform project and also
the arguments used in its favour as expressed by the works of leading reform
initiators Antonin Hofej$ and particularly, Josef Vydra. I believe that the na-
tional perspective that resonated in the texts of both critics became significant
for the concept of modern applied art. In particular, this article explores the
reasons why both of these authors applied the nationalist argumentation to
the reform concept and the methods they used to do so.

An essay entitled Applied Art and Slovakia published by Antonin Hofej$ for
the first SCSD exhibition in Bratislava, 1927, is an example of explicitly ex-
pressed claim for the reform within the context of national ideology. He wrote:
So far, one can talk about applied art in Slovakia only to a limited extent [...] there
is no centre and no individual, who would define a specific purely Slovak type
of character for the applied art in Slovakia [...] and what we find are mostly the
residuals from applied art cultures of other nations [...]. Nowadays, every nation

is primarily evaluated by its urban culture [...] Slovaks have barely had any urban
culture in Slovakia. [...] they developed rural culture—folk art.'

Horej$’s bitter statement exposes the central problem of the discourse: the
definition of the “national character” of applied art production of the time
and the creation of an environment conducive to its development. In this
context, he very openly described the issue of the culture of Slovaks within
the multicultural Slovak territory (former northern region of the Kingdom
of Hungary, commonly called Upper Hungary) in the past only to circle back
and emphasize the importance of the current efforts of the SCSD—support-
ing “artistic circles of the nation” to advance modern production in Slovakia.
The nation should culturally identify in such a manner he said, referring to
the Slovak nation. "

This opens a number of questions. What did the term “national attribute”
and/or “character” of applied art mean to the protagonists of the reform ef-
forts and what motivated them to define it? How did they project such a defi-
nition of “specificity” into the reform concepts of applied art and how was it
implemented in the context of the “modernization” doctrine? What was the
ideological connection between the concept of “modern applied art” and the
process of building a “national cultural tradition?” And finally, what social
function was “modern national applied art” supposed to fulfil?

The methodology I use to answer these questions is based on some of the newer
approaches used in social sciences which anchor the concept of “modern na-
tional applied art” in the cultural environment. I apply the social constructivist

Within the terminology of criticism and theory of the interwar period, the term “applied art”
precedes “design,” which did not yet appear in texts of the time. However, the term “applied art”
also did not have a fixed meaning, as evidenced by the fact that individual authors explain and
refine the expression repeatedly.

10  HOREJS, Antonin. Umelecky priemysel a Slovensko. In HOREJS, Antonin (ed.) Vystava mo-

derného umeleckého priemyslu. Exhibition catalogue. Bratislava : SCSD - Umelecka beseda slo-
venska Bratislava, 1927, pp. 31-32.

11 HOREJS 1927, p. 34.
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analytical method, which enables to explore the “modern national character”
as an ideological construct related to a certain time and as an interpretational
framework formed and maintained by the cultural and political elites within
the discourse on the modernization reform of applied art in Slovakia in the
1920s." T explore the ideological framework of the modernization reform of
applied art production developed by Vydra and Hofej$ as related to the devel-
opment of national ideology in the cultural sphere, while also assuming that
the authors approached “national specificity” from an essentialist and mate-
rialistic perspective.”? Laszl6 Voros considers the theory of social representa-
tion an effective tool to study “socially shared meaning, which establishes the
idea of an objective reality of social categories”'* In this case, the theory en-
ables to study the representation of national culture within the discourse on
“modern national applied art”

Discourse on “National Applied Art”

As mentioned previously, Hofej$’s essay from 1927 and Vydra’s article from
1929 exposed discrepancies in the definition of the “Slovak character” of
applied art. Current research confirms that at least since the end of the 19"
century, nationalist concerns in the discourse and practice of applied art in-
tensified and were concentrated into attempts to comprehend the concept of
“national culture” There was a “clash” of two schools of thought, which be-
came symptomatic of the modernization processes of the first third of the
20™ century, not only within what is nowadays known as Slovakia, but also in
other European countries.'

One perspective focused on defining a new style of applied art by referring to
the “national cultural tradition” and the “national character” of art. During
the turbulent period spanning from the last third of the 19" century until the
creation of the Czechoslovak Republic, the Slovak national cultural tradition
was constructed primarily on the basis of folk art and craft. The synthesis of
folk craft and home production with the new means of industrial production
became the foundation of folk applied art with a decorative “national style”—
also known as the “Peculiar Character” (Svojraz). The beginnings of applied
art as a distinctive type of visual art focused on the production of everyday
practical objects in Slovakia were based on a reinterpretation of the traditions
of folk production. This “peculiar” artistic method was still considered deci-
sive in the first decade of the republic, even though opinions critical to such
an understanding of the values of applied art began to surface.

12 VOROS, Lészl6. Analytickd historiografia versus ndrodné dejiny. ,,Ndrod* ako socidlna interpretd-
cia. Pisa : Pisa University Press, 2010.

13 Based on Voros' claim that nationalist political, cultural and other elites of the 19" and 20" cen-
turies formed national ideologies, which they asserted as “emancipation programmes of assumed
‘nations’ to later become realities that condition the politics, culture and social life of society” For
more, see: VOROS 2010, p. 2.

14  VOROS 2010, p. 5.

15  For more, see: VYBIRAL, Jindfich. Nérod, identita, styl. Konstruovédni ndrodni identity na
piikladu ¢eské architektury 19. stoleti. In HNIDKOVA, Vendula. Ndrodni styl. Kultura a politi-

ka. Praha : VSUP, 2013, pp. 17-49; HUBATOVA-VACKOVA, Lada - PACHMANNOVA, Mar-
tina - PECINKOVA, Pavla (eds.) V&ci a slova. Praha : VSUP, 2014.
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Towards the end of the 1920s, the impact of anti-historicism and anti-decora-
tivism tendencies grew and eventually led to a re-evaluation of the principles
of applied art. This relates to the second school of thought that developed in
the circles of modernization reform proponents who rejected this notion of
“national” character of culture and art based on an artificially constructed
folk tradition. These critics and artists contemplated the national specificity
of applied art production in the context of “modern life” as it related to in-
novation and progress. They called for a national art that would not emulate
history or folk art.’® They constructed the essence of applied art production
of the “new era” by reinterpreting the “peculiar character” around modernist
principles of European avant-garde movements, which spread to Slovakia as
a result of more intense cultural relationships between modern European cul-
tural centres in Germany, France, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom.
Changing economic conditions enabled more extensive developments in in-
dustrial production, urban growth and the advancement of urban culture as
well as technological progress. However, the fundamental redefinition of the
“national character” was determined primarily through the prism of Czecho-
slovak nationalist discourse.

Both schools of thought embodied broad concepts with complex socio-politi-
cal contexts. The roots of the notion of national culture can possibly be traced
to Romanticism and the national resurgence movements of the first half of
the 19™ century. It impacted the cultural and political situation of the whole
Central Europe, became a key foundation for constituting modern society
and played a role in the creation of modern art while significantly impacting
how the style of the “new era” was defined in relation to architecture and
applied art. Czech art historian Jindfich Vybiral explored how the process of
construing the notion of a collective national identity of the Czech nation re-
lated to modern nationalism as a worldview and a political movement, refer-
ring to the work of Jean-Jacques Rousseau a Johann G. Herder for philosoph-
ical foundations.'” Art historian Lada Hubatova-Vackova also mentioned the
impact of John Ruskin and William Morris and their socialist thinking on the
resurgence of folk art at the end of the 19" century.'®

At the turn of the 20™ century;, it was characteristic for central European coun-
tries, especially those in the multi-ethnic Austro-Hungarian monarchy, to put
emphasis on the specific character of life and culture of the local people. Hu-
batova-Vackova found several different approaches in the work of prominent

16  This aforementioned approach can be seen in the work of artists, architects and teachers close
to the School of Applied Arts in Bratislava (SUR) during the 1930%. See also: FILIPOVA, Mar-
ta. Hledan{ lidovosti: lidové uméni a uméni lidu v mezivale¢ném Ceskoslovensku. In BART-
LOVA, Milena et al. (eds.) Co bylo Ceskoslovensko? Kulturni konstrukce stdtni identity. Praha :
UMPRUM, 2017, pp. 20-21.

17 VYBIRAL, 2013, p. 21; according to Herder, each nation has its own character—a distinctive spirit
of the people (das Volk), which is based on climate, country, language, cultural tradition and edu-
cation. For more, see HUBATOVA-VACKOVA, Lada. Krésa véci, primysl a moderni spole¢nost
1870-1918. In HUBATOVA-VACKOVA, Lada - PACHMANNOVA, Martina - PECINKOVA,
Pavla (eds.) Veci a slova. Praha : VSUP, 2014, p. 54.

18  Hubatova-Vackovd mentions Morris Die Kunst des Volkes from 1893, which was available in
translation in Czech libraries at that time. HUBATOVA-VACKOVA 2014, p. 54.
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Czech theorists to the “national character of art” or the “natural style” of
national culture, which lead to defining the “Czech Peculiar Character” in
decorative art.'” Czech and Slovak nationalist discourse often deliberately
emphasized the idea of a “Slavic identity;” which was also adopted by archi-
tects and artists.”

According to Slovak art historian Iva MojziSovd, the folk art and material
culture from the territory of modern-day Slovakia represented the only con-
tinuous tradition that the Slovak intelligentsia of the end of the 19" century
could draw upon to build a national art consciousness.*! Within the theoreti-
cal framework of social representation, it can be said that until the First World
War, this was the only production tradition from the region that nationalist
elites interpreted as Slovak, which therefore provided an acceptable founda-
tion for the difficult beginnings of a local applied art movement. Patriotic
creators and theoreticians selected specific artistic and production elements
from traditional folk art, particularly folk architecture and craft, and rein-
terpreted them as a manifestation of the centuries-old culture of the Slovak
nation—the “essence of the nation’s soul.”** It can then be said that they also
approached “Slovak Peculiar Character” as a “natural style” of the national
culture, or as suggested by Vybiral in the Czech context, legitimized the “na-
tional style” by projecting a national artistic tradition in the sense of some
“invented past.”> Therefore, “peculiar character” can be understood as an
ideological and aesthetic construct of the time, which carried political con-
tent and played a role in the fight for national demands. Such a definition of
a national cultural tradition supported the national resurgence and the na-
tional movement during the Magyarization period and was considered the
foundation of art and the culture of the Slovak nation, even after the creation
of the Czechoslovak Republic in 1918.

The school of national “peculiar character” as a domestic culture was person-
ified by a variety of organizations with the aim to organize, extend and com-
mercially manage folk art production. For instance, the following associations
were established in 1910: Skalica—a cooperative for the monetization of folk
applied art, and Lipa—a folk applied art joint-stock company with a seat in
Martin for the promotion of Slovak folk art values. The aesthetic opinion ap-
plied to the nationalist programme of the societies led to an emphasis on the
“national spirit” in the production of folk art, i.e. stressing the “domestic char-
acter of the products” and preventing “foreign” influence, or in other words,

19  The “national character” of art was described by Otakar Hostinsky (1869), the term “natural style”
was defined by Jan Koula (1893). For more, see also: HUBATOVA-VACKOVA 2014, pp. 54-55.

20 HUBATOVA-VACKOVA 2014, pp. 54-55.

21  MOJZISOVA, Iva. Skola moderného myslenia. Bratislavskd SUR 1928-1939. Bratislava : SCD;
Artforum, 2013, p. 20.

22 Significant proponents of the idea of the “national style” in Slovakia included the architect Blazej
Bulla and folk art collector Pavel Sochan.

23 In his study, Vybiral interpreted Eric Hobsbawm’s notion of the “invented tradition.” VYBIRAL
2013, p. 49; See also HOBSBAWM, Eric - RANGER, Terence (eds.) The Invention of Tradition.
Cambridge : Cambridge University Press, 2012.
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forming an opposition to the culture of “oppressor nations.”** However, at the
beginning of the new century, impulses to change the style of living and of art
grew stronger due to, among other things, more active contact with economic
and cultural centres like Vienna, Budapest and Prague, which resonated in
this environment as well. There were increasing attempts by individuals, so-
cieties and institutes to gain support for applied art to “modernize” the envi-
ronment, to search for a “modern” style applicable to objects of daily use and
“modern” means of production reflected in the application of folk elements to
a “modern” spirit, i.e. by applying elements of traditional folk visual culture
(traditional techniques, forms and patterns) to new types of products with
new uses, though, in a typical decorative style.

Architect Dusan S. Jurkovi¢ was a significant figure active in the Skalica as-
sociation. He strongly supported the notion of seeking a “national style” by
interweaving “folk” with “national” characteristics as a direction for modern
architecture and applied art of the “Slavic tribe,” whereby he expressed an in-
clination towards the emancipation efforts of the representatives of the Slo-
vak and Czech national movement at the end of the 19" century.» At the be-
ginning of the 20™ century, and even after the creation of the Czechoslovak
Republic in 1918, Jurkovi¢ began to divert from the ethnographic approach
and developed a specific authorial style, which synthesized the elements of
folk architecture and craft with current style tendencies, primarily the Seces-
sion style. According to art historian Dana Bofutovd, this approach allowed
him to update traditional forms, which led foreign publications to refer to
him at the beginning of the 20™ century as a representative of “regionally
oriented Modernism.”*

After the establishment of Czechoslovakia, cultural developments and ad-
vances in applied art production as well as art education in Slovakia opened
tully to the influence of the Czech scene. It can be said that the second school
of thought mentioned above was directly related to these activities of Czech
figures in Slovakia and developed systematically in the late 1920s when the
SCSD expanded its operations to Bratislava.”’ Vydra and Hotejs, the faces of
the theoretical movement, introduced Slovakia to opinions that were critical to
the “national peculiar character” and inspired by the international avant-gar-
de (the art tendencies of Purism, Constructivism and Functionalism) based
the creation of new goals for applied arts on the needs of modern—urban

24 In the Hungarian part of the Astro-Hungarian Empire, it was mainly a confrontation with the

nationalistic concept of culture and art of the Hungarian people. For more on the context of the
creation of the national architecture program in the Czech lands at the turn of the 20™ century,
see VYBIRAL 2013.

25  For more on D. Jurkovi¢, see: BORUTOVA, Dana. Dusan Samo Jurkovié. Osobnost a dielo.

Bratislava : Slovart, 2010.

26  Dana Bofutova mentioned the reflections on Jurkovi¢’s work, e.g., in MUTHESIUS, Hermann.

Das moderne Landhaus. Miinchen : E. Bruckmann, 1905; and in LEVETUS, A. S. Austrian Ar-
chitecture and Decoration. In The Studio year-book of decortive art. London; Paris; New York :
“The Studio” Ltd., 1911, pp. 211-262; and also in journals Volné sméry, vol. 6. (1902) and Der
Architekt (1902). For more details, see: BORUTOVA 2010, pp. 41, 58, note no. 18 on p. 351.

27  Lada Hubatové-Vackova explores the re-evaluation of the opinions on the definition of na-

tional applied art production in texts by Czech critics even before the war. See also: HUBA-
TOVA-VACKOVA 2014, p. 53.
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and industrial —society.”® A growing number of Czechoslovak journals called
for “Less traditionalism, more rationalism!”* These were publications that
provided space for passionate discussions on the direction of architecture,

production of daily use products or on the general lifestyle of the “new era.”*

The circumstances within which such a critical approach was applied to were
far-reaching—on the one hand, the contexts related to the ground-breaking
socio-political processes connected to the creation of Czechoslovakia, and
on the other hand, the contexts reflected the current climate that embraced
innovation and progress. The monarchy and spirit of the past cultural era
disappeared from critic’s statements who were already projecting a concept
of the “new era” dictated by the modern way of life. Intellectuals and the
artistic avant-garde attributed the status of “achievement and privilege” to
modernization introduced progress.’’ Modernization was also part of the
state political demands officially declared by the later president of Czecho-
slovakia Toma$ G. Masaryk in the Washington Declaration in 1918.%* Czech-
oslovakia was to become a progressive state and a space for social and eco-
nomic reforms.

Historian Lubomir Liptak believes that modernization, besides the First
World War, was the strongest influence that driven the politics and social val-
ues after 1918 in Slovakia.* The creation of the republic was supposed to be an
opportunity to solve issues that the country carried with it from the previous
era; primarily, to complete the industrialization process, develop the economy
and improve social conditions, the standard of living and cultural standards
of the citizens, but also to establish educational and cultural institutions that
were necessary for the development of numerous vocational sectors.* Mod-
ernization was also considered a solution for common daily issues, among
others, the unequal standard of living and urban and rural housing quality,
which opened the question of the changing life demands of the “modern indi-
vidual” Expert discussions began to emphasize the impact of architecture and
objects of daily use on the citizens’ standard of living and their cultural values.
Such thinking resulted in a concept of modernization reform of architecture

28  Authors publishing critical reflections on the “national style” in the Czech lands include Josef

Capek, Karel Teige, and Bohumil Markalous. See also: PECINKOVA 2014, pp. 205-210.

29 VANEK, Jan. Tradicionalizmus a priemyselny vyvoj. In Bytovd kultura. Sbornik primyslového

umeéni. 1924-1925, vol. 1. Brno : Jan Vanék, pp. 26-28.

30 In 1920s, e. g., the following journals: Vytvarné snahy, Vytvarnd prdce, Stavitel, Horizont, Bytovd

kultura, Zivot.

31  For more, see also: TEIGE, Karel. Foto, kino, film. In Zivot, 1922, vol. 2., no. 2. Praha : Vytvarny

odbor Umélecké Besedy, pp. 153-154.

32 For more, see also: MANASOVA HRADSKA, Helena. Moc sntt Prvni republiky: vztah reklamy

a modernity. In BARTLOVA Milena et al. (eds.) Co bylo Ceskoslovensko? Kulturni konstrukce
stdtni identity. Praha : UMPRUM, 2017, pp. 118-120; see also: PEROUTKA Ferdinand: Budovdni
stdtu I. Praha : Lidové noviny, 1991; BARTLOVA Milena - VYBIRAL, Jindfich et al. Budovdni
stdtu. Reprezentace Ceskoslovenska v uméni, architektuve a designu. Praha : UMPRUM, 2015.

33 LIPTAK, Lubomir. Zivot na Slovensku v medzivojnovom obdobi. In ZEMKO, Milan -

BYSTRICKY, Valerién (eds.) Slovensko v Ceskoslovensku 1918-1939. Bratislava : VEDA, 2004.

34  For more on the economy and the industrial development of the country after the creation of

Czechoslovakia, see: HALLON, Ludovit. Pri¢iny, priebeh a dosledky $trukturdlnych zmien
v hospodérstve medzivojnového Slovenska. In ZEMKO, Milan - BYSTRICKY, Valerin (eds.)
Slovensko v Ceskoslovensku 1918-1939. Bratislava : VEDA, 2004, pp. 293-297.

Forum Historiae, 2022, vol. 16, no. 1



41 SENESI LUTHEROVA, Silvia. The Fight for the “Modern Peculiar Character” The Nationalist Narrative Within...

and applied art which aimed to produce more democratic housing, improve
the general standard of living, improve the functionality of housing, refine the
environment, stimulate production and revive the market.”

Published articles show that after the creation of Czechoslovakia, the nation-
alist position remained important, though influenced by the new socio-polit-
ical context. The rhetoric used by art critics contextualized the construction
of national culture with the social and economic benefits of the reform of
applied art. The communicated “national”—at that point “Czechoslovak”—
character of applied art carried new meanings. It was embedded within the
ideological framework of constituting the “Czechoslovak nation” and it was
based on a different interpretation of the “national tradition,” contrary to the
definition devised by the proponents of the folk “peculiar character” The in-
tensifying pressure of the modernizing tendencies of anti-traditionalism, an-
ti-historicism and anti-decorativism generated a rejection of folklorism and
an artificial application of the principles of folk art to industry. The “national
specificity” of applied art was then construed within the context of the narra-
tive on modern culture.

This notion of “modern national applied art” will be clarified in more detail
through an analysis of the writings of Vydra and Hofej$ published from the
first half of the 1920s to the end of the decade.

“Hopeless State of Applied Art in Slovakia”

Vydra published a particularly noteworthy article addressing the direction of
national applied art production with the telling title Hopeless State of Applied
Art in Slovakia.*® It stands as an open critique to the “peculiar character” in
the folk art industry, which, among other things, is interesting for being pub-
lished in 1924, i.e. at a time before the modernization reform programme was
established in Slovakia. Vydra’s opening statement was sharp:

I am not sure whether to submit a report on the state of applied art or folk ap-
plied art in Slovakia here. It is a pun distinctive to our country. Elsewhere, folk
and applied art are not distinguished as separate; they transform the folk applied
art solely into applied art. [However,] in Slovakia we can only talk about folk
applied art so far.”

He described the wide range of folk applied art as a typical indicator of Slovak
culture and simultaneously as a critical point in the modernization process,
emphasizing that the standard of living was changing due to the spread of
western cultures and because of increasing demands placed on products by

35  For more on the interior architecture and applied art discourse, see: SENESI LUTHEROVA,
Silvia. Hnutie za kvalitu. Umelecky priemysel ako stredobod moderniza¢nej reformy v obdobi
prvej CSR. In PASTEKOVA, Michaela — BREZNAN, Peter (eds.) Estetika centra a periférie
- centrum a periféria estetiky. Bratislava : Slovenska asocidcia pre estetiku, 2020, pp. 43-54;
SENESI LUTHEROVA 2021, pp. 235-253; SENESI LUTHEROVA, Silvia. Byt novej doby. In
PEKAROVA, Adriena - KOLESAR, Zdeno (eds.) K dejindm dizajnu na Slovensku. Bratislava :
Slovenské centrum dizajnu, 2013, pp. 94-110.

36 VYDRA, Josef. Beztite$ny stav Slovenského umeleckého priemyslu. In Vytvarnd prdce, 1924, vol.
3, no. 2-3. Praha : Jan Stenc, pp. 78-80.

37  VYDRA 1924, p. 78.
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urban society and the common people who were mimicking nobility. He be-
lieved that individuals and cooperatives attempted to satisfy urban consump-
tion by transforming and making use of Slovak folk applied art products,
however, he took issue with how they approached this process.

Vydra judged the first method as an “utter decline to the most extensive and
abhorrent extent.” He referred to the folk production commissioned—in his
own words—by private entrepreneurs, individuals and exploiters, who are
abusing the technical skills of the people for “anything imaginable without
any order, whether stylish or tacky, in other words, for anything that is in
demand.”*® He believed that the decline of folk applied art absorbs the worst
manifestations of urban tastes. Vydra was convinced that such businesses will
destroy Slovak production and flood the Czechoslovak and foreign markets
with “Slovak kitsch,” which people will avoid in the same way as they avoid
similar cheap and tacky products from Japan, China or Turkey.

He connected the second, so-called ethnographic method with cooperatives
and societies and praised it for such economically noble aims and efforts to
maintain the production of folk applied art whole and intact. It can be as-
sumed from context that he was referring to Skalica, Zivena or Lipa. Howev-
er, Vydra did not consider this way correct either: “They make people keep
producing what they had been producing without respect to changed needs.
They preserve old patterns and forms and force people to continue copying
such old things.™*

Vydra accused both groups of manufacturers of degrading Slovak products in
the eyes of consumers. He labelled the national character of the products—a
“national brand” of sorts—with the term “peculiar character,;” though not
with the proud patriotic connotations that it used to carry within the nation-
ally oriented discourse, but pejoratively: “The terms ‘peculiar character’ and
Slovak character have almost become a deterrent, whether in business or for
the audience, and it is synonymous with something common and cheap in-
stead of denoting something truly good and representatively our own.”*

However, Vydra did not only scold the mainstream production but offered a
solution that began to construe reform of applied art production:

If we consider that the second and better group of entrepreneurs, cooperatives
and societies work without artists, who are the only ones who could understand
the process of recreation, i.e. understand the spirit of Slovak art and also the spirit
of the times and the modern, it leaves us only with a third possibility which could
truly save Slovak folk art, and that is to take the technical skills and taste of the
Slovak people and transform their work into applied art production and first class
art and craft."

Vydra created a production model that considered true applied art produc-
tion, i.e. applied art that corresponds to the current times while also fully

38 VYDRA 1924, p. 78.
39 VYDRA 1924, p. 78.
40 VYDRA 1924, p. 80.
41 VYDRA 1924, p. 79.
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employing folk production traditions. He proposed that only modern crea-
tions of “new patterns” by trained artists can reflect and transform the folk
tradition properly for the times. In this respect, he particularly emphasized
the role of professional artists—basically designers—as the only people ready
and able to detach from deep-rooted cultural and artistic stereotypes and
adapt to new production means authentically. Using the notion of modern
applied art that reflects the intellectual, material and social circumstances of
its times, he understood the modernity in relation to the theory of the “spirit
of the time,” which was also used by the pioneers of Modernism to legitimize
the innovation of forms and to reject historicism and decorativism.*

It is not a coincidence that Vydra published the article in Vytvarnd prdce, a pe-
riodical connected to the Czech applied art cooperative Artél.** At the begin-
ning of the 1920s, he considered Artél to be a model for the initiative of a new
organized applied art that would be made up of trained artists. He believed
that such a vision could be realized by establishing an organization based on
the understanding of “Slovak national art” or applied art. With this aim, he es-
tablished the Society of Applied Art (Spolo¢nost umeleckého priemyslu, SUP)
back in 1920, with a programme to organize and unify applied art production
in Slovakia.* Production facilities and companies established within the SUP
were meant to provide a space for developing quality art based on new designs,
and folk creators were meant to be included in the production as well.**

In 1922, the SUP and Artél cooperated on a prestigious contract to furnish 30
rooms of the state spa Hotel Hviezdoslav at Strbské Pleso in the Tatra Moun-
tains. As reported in Drobné uméni, the contract awarded by the ministry
in Bratislava was a subject of long negotiations before it became the “first
case of the public administration supporting the new Czechoslovak art,” so
it could be said that the programme of both companies received political
acceptance.” In an article dedicated to the interior of the hotel, art historian
Maro$ Semancik pointed out that the style the hotel was furnished in at that
time represented the official Czechoslovak national visual expression.* Even

42 Hermann Muthesius applied the “spirit of the time” (Der Zeitgeist) theory to the concept of ap-

plied art production. His texts were published in Czech journals before the First World War:
MUTHESIUS, Hermann: Die Bedeutung des Kunstgewerbe. In Dekorative Kunst, 1907, no. 10,
pp. 177-192.

43 At the beginning of the 1920s, Vydra published articles in the journals Nds smér and Drobné

uméni and later in Vytvarné snahy (1926); for more on the Artél, see FRONEK, Jiti: Artél. Uméni
pro vSedni den 1908-1935. Praha : UPM; Arbor Vitae, 2009.

44  For more on the first public activities of the SUP, see: MARKALOUS, Bohumil. Umelecky prie-

mysel na vystave bratislavskej. In Drobné uméni, 1920, vol. 1, p. 88.

45  Vydra describes the goals of the SUP in detail: VYDRA, Jozef: Vznik a snahy Spolo¢nosti

umeleckého priemyslu v Bratislave. In Styl, 1921-1922, vol. 2 (7), p. 49.

46  Drobné uméni, 1922, vol. 3, no. 8, p. 127; Michalides mentions that the SUP also participated in

the contract for furnishing the residence of President T. G. Masaryk, Chateau Topol¢ianky, from
1922 to 1924. For more, see: MICHALIDES 1978, p. 64.

47  SEMANCIK, Maros. Rondokubisticky dizajn Hotela Hviezdoslav na Strbskom plese. In Designum,

2009, vol. 15, no. 3, p. 46-51; Jindfich Vybiral described the style construed by Pavel Janak and
Josef Gocar, and other artists, applied in the first half of the 1920’s as the “architectural repre-
sentation of the young state nation” However, Vybiral described the term “Rondocubism” used
by Czech art theory to designate this “national style” as misleading. For more see VYBIRAL
2013, pp. 47-48.
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though the magazine reported that it was the sole example of state support for
modern applied art studios at the time, research by Pavla Pe¢inkova showed
that artwork created at Artél and other institutions with a seat in Prague
(School of Decorative Arts, SCSD) was systematically advertised as the “na-
tional style,” and in public tenders and state contracts presented as a means of
state representation.®® Even though it was a short-term movement or project,
it garnered a wide-reaching reaction, peaking with an official presentation at
the Czechoslovak pavilion at the International Exhibition of Modern Decora-
tive and Industrial Arts in Paris in 1925. Karel Herain, the deputy chairman
of SCSD who partook in the planning of the exhibition commented: “It was
supposed to represent the image of Czechoslovak national life” and “speak the
language of the Slavic tribe”*

It seems, however, that Vydra’s SUP project failed to reach an influential posi-
tion on the Czechoslovak scene. Despite presenting at several exhibitions and
fairs between 1920 and 1923, the SUP’s economic and business struggles grew
steadily and by 1924 (the year Vydra’s article was published), it terminated
all activities and merged with Detva.”® Finally, Vydra himself admitted some
complications that hindered the company from achieving its goals:

It encountered a serious lack of understanding and hard economic times and it

cannot be reproached for the fact that all attempts to uplift production did not

go as desired and as may had been expected. There is not enough capital and at-
tempts at sophistication are always the most passive business of each company.*!

He considered economic sustainability to be one of the major pitfalls the re-
form initiatives were faced with, not only in the case of the SUP, but also in
relation to societies and cooperatives which he described as suffering from
insufficient demand. In his eyes they cannot face the competition of “exploit-
ers” who misuse Slovak folk art. Therefore, he considered state support for
companies and particularly state protection via monopolies, privileges and
state subsidies, to be one of the most important points of the reform pro-
gramme proposed in the article.” However, the question remains to what
extent the support extended to applied art production in Slovakia and Vy-
dra’s independent activities in state institutions and organizations with seats
in Prague, which despite the Czechoslovak orientation manifested directly in
their names, focused the vast majority of their activities on the Czech lands.

Vydra proposed to solve the economic efficiency problem of applied art pro-
duction by integrating individuals with art education in the production pro-
cess, which would increase the artistic and production quality of products
and also competitiveness. He even demanded ensuring this by law.”> Here,

48 PECINKOVA 2014, pp. 205-206.
49  HERAIN, Karel. Medzindrodna vystava dekorativnych umeni v Parizi 1925. In Drobné umeéni -

Vytvarné snahy, 1924, vol. 5, p. 88.

50  The Detva Production Cooperative, a Czechoslovak folk applied art, a participating company,

was established in 1919 and was based in Bratislava.

51  VYDRA 1924, p. 79.
52 VYDRA 1924, p. 79.
53  VYDRA 1924, pp. 79-80.
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Vydra’s ambition to develop applied art education in Slovakia and create tools
for integrating graduates in the production practice was fully manifested,
which later led to the establishment of the School of Applied Arts in Bratisla-
va (SUR). The Government Commissariat for the Protection of Monuments
in Slovakia where Vydra was active from its foundation in 1919, was another
institution that sought to increase the interest of trained artists in applied art
by financially subsidising education in national schools in 1926.>* Vydra most
likely pursued such measures to strengthen the position of Slovak manufac-
turers against competition from the Czech market.

Vydra used his platform to communicate the key requirements needed for
implementation of the modernization reform of applied art in Slovakia in
practice. The article implies that he denounced conservatism and folklorism,
considering them the fatal consequences of basing the “national character”
on a national tradition which was intentionally constructed. Instead, he pro-
posed a concept of autonomous qualified applied art that would represent a
synthesis of the “spirit of the nation” and the “spirit of the times,” which he
used to define the outlooks of social development in Slovakia. However, he
failed to explain the specific meanings of his concept in more detail. We must
seek explanation in other articles, particularly in one that gained the most
traction within the Slovak environment. It was published in the catalogue of
the aforementioned Exhibition of Applied Art in Bratislava in 1927 and in
this essay, Vydra offered an even stronger critique on the “peculiar character”
He reopened the question of what determines the “national specificity”—de-
claring “war” on the folk “peculiar character,” while simultaneously marking
the advent of a “modern peculiar character”

“Modern Czechoslovak Peculiar Character”

“The term peculiar character is not trite! It has been deeply meaningful for
our national life and culture,” are the opening words of Vydra’s essay entitled
End of the Peculiar Character! Fight for the Peculiar Character in the New En-
vironment.”® Vydra changed his rhetoric; he did not reject the “peculiar char-
acter” per se but proposed a new interpretation, and therefore, a new concept
for applied art production.

He definitively rejected folk and home production and paraphrased the term
itself as “anti-peculiar character:”

Because of the dilettantes of patriotic taste, because of businessmen with feelings
for national peculiar character, the term is now a huge and sensitive word, but
refers to trifle! [...] To search for those who have them made is often an indication
of the end of patriotism!*

54  The subsidy is mentioned by Michalides: MICHALIDES 1978, p. 66; see also: Styl, 1924-1925,
vol. 5 (10), pp. 158 and 203.

55  VYDRA, Jozef. Koniec Svojrazu! Boj o svojréz nového prostredia. In HOREJS, Antonin (ed.)
Vystava moderného umeleckého priemyslu. Exhibition catalogue. Bratislava : SCSD; Umelecka
beseda slovenska Bratislava, 1927, p. 21.

56 VYDRA 1927, p. 22.
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Building on arguments from his previous article, Vydra primarily criticized
the production aspect, i.e. decentralized factory production, which utilises
modern industrial advantages (meaning machinery, division of labour and
workers) but at the same time, limits its production range to imitations of folk
products. He considered such manufacturing needless and artificial, despite
being labelled as the “art of the people,” he did not consider it folk art as the
production principles are contrary. Vydra said that true folk art is created as a
result of natural production conditions and need, and in that form, represents
the “peculiar character of the rural people” not the “character of the town’s
people”” These arguments were used to express a new definition of the term
“national peculiar character,” this time as the representation of the life of ur-
ban society of the modern era. He wrote:

Today we have different sensitivities, different housing needs, different approach

to our requirements on taste, hygiene, functionality. The national peculiar form

created over time is being continuously refined in the hands of its creators of the
same generation, with the same sensitivities and from the same nation.”®

In this way, he arrived at the idea of the “modern peculiar character;,” which he
believed would fulfil its mission if based on natural local conditions and real
needs of society, not “past” but modern.” Vydra urged:
The Czechoslovak peculiar character must become the high quality and value
behind each product! Become the standard of national need and habits of our

lives! High value and refined form of every product must become the best Czech-
oslovak peculiar character for foreign countries as well!”®

Vydras understanding of “modern peculiar character” reinterpreted the na-
tional cultural tradition in favour of and simultaneously through moderniza-
tion. He purposefully elaborated “national specificity” in relation to the ideals
of modern production. Of particular interest, he described this new under-
standing of the national character as “Czechoslovak,” contrary to his text
from 1924 in which he worked with the “Slovak spirit and culture” Czech-
oslovakism as an ideology of Czechs and Slovaks was manifested as one of
the nationalist variants in the rhetoric of the cultural and artistic elite during
the 1920s.5' As mentioned, references to the Slavic tribe were already used to
communicate “national style” in Artél and within the circle of artists from the
School of Decorative Arts in Prague in the first half of the 1920s, demanding

57  VYDRA 1927, pp. 22-23, 25; Vydra supported and explored authentic folk art in the long-term

and systematically as the initiator of the Memorandum on the Protection of Folk Art in Slovakia
(1920). During the 1920s and 1930s, Vydra published a plethora of articles on Slovak folk art. For
example: VYDRA, Josef. Ako zachranit a povzniest [udové umenie. In Nds smér, 1920, vol. 6, no.
7-8.p. 169.

58 VYDRA 1927, p. 23.

59  Antonin Hofej$ defines the prerequisites of modern applied art production in a similar manner.
See also: HOREJS 1927.

60 VYDRA 1927, p. 27.

61  HOLLY, Karol. Cechoslovakistickd argumentacia na prelome 19. a 20. storo¢ia. In HUDEK,

Adam - KOPECEK, Michal - MERVART, Jan (eds.) Cecho/slovakismus. Praha : NLN; Ustav
pro soudobé d¢jiny AV CR, 2019, pp. 71-95; DUCHACEK, Milan. Cechoslovakismus v prvnim
polocase CSR: stitotvorny koncept nebo floskule? In HUDEK - KOPECEK - MERVART 2019,
pp. 149-181.
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the position of the “Czechoslovak national expression.” However, Vydra was
not interested in this variant of nationalist thinking in his 1924 article, despite
frequenting these circles. Instead, he pointed to the specific historical context
of Slovakia and repeatedly emphasized the “spirit of the Slovak nation.”

Setting applied art production within the circumstances of constructing the
culture of the “Czechoslovak nation,” the 1927 article sets a new ideological
context for Vydra’s reform intent, even though he did not use the terminology
consistently—at points he reverted to language related to Slovak nationalistic
ideology. To verify such context would require more detailed research, how-
ever, at this time the question can be asked whether Vydra’s changed rhetoric
signified a targeted attempt to address the SCSD headquarters in Prague and
other state institutions (the Chamber of Commerce and Industry in Bratisla-
va), which he expected to fundamentally support his reform activities. Pub-
lication of the essay was closely related to the foundation of the Bratislava
branch of the SCSD, used by Vydra to intensify the pressure to deal with the
situation of applied art in Slovakia which was clearly indicated by the mani-
fest character of the text. At the same time, the upcoming 10" anniversary of
the declaration of the republic was also a convenient opportunity to establish
educational and awareness building institutions in Slovakia.®> Despite Vydra’s
exclusive focus on the Slovak production environment, by using the idea of
cultural and economic unity of the Czechoslovakist nationalist discourse, he
applied the overall relevance of the reform to the whole state and nation. On
that basis, I assume that by using the nationalist arguments in the reform
project, Vydra attempted to establish modernized applied art from Slovakia
within a socio-political context.

Vydra presented his reinterpreted “modern peculiar character” as the “objec-
tive” quality and identified it on the basis of “objective” factors, like geograph-
ical conditions, climate, resources or colours, which he approached as the de-
terminants of the specific character of applied art of each individual nation:*

Every object that is well manufactured using quality materials that might even be
common and cheap but local will express our peculiar character [...]. The diver-
sity of colour and the joy colours bring can remain part of our peculiar character
just like other nations base their peculiar character on grey and colourlessness.
Those who would take colour away from us, take a part of the joy of life and take
a part of our peculiar character. We do not consider colour a fashion of the times
but rather the peculiar character of our predispositions. The peculiar character
will be in the functionality of the whole furnishing of our households that suit
our life habits, our climate, and our needs will become manifested in the con-
struction material, layout of the dwelling, the furniture, the entrance of air and
light, in hygiene.®*

62  For more on the context of establishing cultural and educational institutions in Slovakia around

1928 see PRESNAJDEROVA 2021, p. 290; and SIDLIKOVA, Zuzana. Umelecko priemyselné
muzeum na Slovensku v roku 19282 In Designum, 2010, vol. 16, no. 2, pp. 14-17.

63  This thinking approximates Vydra to the attitude of Czech theoretician Otakat Hostinsky,

cf. VYBIRAL 2013, pp. 71-73.

64 VYDRA 1927, pp. 25-26.
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At the same time, he assumed the existence of a specific “national taste” that
is manifested in the aesthetic qualities of the products. He described the “pe-
culiar character” as a production standard that is based on the values, tastes,
daily habits and the needs of the nation.®

Therefore, Vydra construed the “modern Czechoslovak peculiar character”
not only as a cultural but also aesthetic project. At the same time, he was
re-evaluating his aesthetic opinion when adapting the theoretical concepts
of early Modernism under the influence of the purist principles of rational
and applied production which resonated among the Czechoslovak art scene.
More radical avant-garde opinions on the creation of style, not reflecting the
“spirit of the times and the nation” but a spontaneous expression of the ma-
chine era that followed international style, were not expressed in this essay by
Vydra—at this point, even the SCSD was officially leaning towards this idea.’
This can also confirm the theory that application of the national ideology to
the concept of reform in this article was intentional, with the aim to gain state
support for implementing the changes into practice.

Primarily, Vydra needed political support to establish and ensure the sustain-
able activity of institutions which were meant to realize the reform. His SUP
project did not succeed in the harsh years of the economic crisis, but he wrote
End of the Peculiar Character! as a member of the SCSD board and head of
the Bratislava branch of the SCSD and the introductory exhibition in Bra-
tislava. The SCSD maintained a firm social and cultural position and was a
functional model of institutional support for artists in the Czech lands with a
link to the School of Decorative Arts in Prague and manufacturers that could
provide the support for Vydra’s endeavours. It was an environment that also
became a platform for his efforts to cooperate with other proponents of re-
form in Slovakia, primarily Antonin Hofejs$. According to Vydra and Hortejs,
institutional backing was a basic requirement for the development of modern
applied art production. Vydra was convinced then that modern applied art
production would become an authentic and truthful expression of the na-
tional culture only when created by Czech and Slovak and/or Czechoslovak
educated artists, whom he considered the only people “able to explore and
feel the forms bequeathed by their ancestors.” He understood that to create
“something new, functional for a newer lifestyle” artists need companies to
employ them and together they would build “our new Slovak environment.”®
There were not many such collaborations by the end of the 1920s in Slova-
kia, something Vydra also noted. Fittingly, both critics viewed the role of the
SCSD in Slovakia as paramount and compared its importance to the activi-
ties of the “Werkbunds” in European economic centres.®® They believed that

65 VYDRA 1927, p. 21.
66  The concepts of universalism, cosmopolitanism and internationalism were manifested by An-

tonin Horej$ in 1931. For more, see: HORE]JS, Antonin. Nové snahy v uzitkovej tvorbe. In
HOREJS Antonin - HOFMAN Jesek (eds.) Sbornik modernej tvorby uiZitkovej. Bratislava : Svaz
Ceskoslovenského diela v Bratislave; Slovenska Grafia, 1931.

67 VYDRA 1927, p. 23.
68 VYDRA 1927, p. 27.
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the SCSD could facilitate contact between theoreticians and practising artists,
modern producers and artists, scientists and consumers, ensuring that new
products will circulate widely and spark the interest in “newly created needs”
that would eventually lead to a “increase of the overall standard of living” and
finally, benefit the national interest.”

SCSD exhibitions at the end of the 1920s and beginning of the 1930s in Slo-
vakia did open an expected reflection on the state and on the issues plaguing
applied art and also successfully promoted creators and manufacturers who
represented the movement of modern applied art locally and abroad (e.g.,
Sandrik production facility producing silver and metal products; glassworks
Schreiber a synovia in Lednické Rovne and Katarinska Huta near Lucenec;
Slovenska keramika, a joint-stock ceramics manufacturer in Modra; the In-
stitute for refining folk production in Detva; Slovenska Grafia printing house
and Slovenska Knihtlaciaren in Bratislava). The Chamber of Commerce and
Industry in Bratislava, where Hotej§ was active, played a significant part in
launching many initiatives while managing the establishment of the Bratisla-
va branch of the SCSD. The efforts of Vydra and Hotej$ supported by many
other cultural, economic and political figures led to the establishment of two
key institutions for the development of applied art production in Slovakia:
The School of Applied Arts (1929-1939) and The Museum of Applied Arts
(1929/1930-1933) in Bratislava.” Their vision to open a school that would
“spread knowledge about modern progress and production” and “impact ed-
ucation and the source of taste” by utilizing progressive educational methods
in line with current artistic trends represented the basic foundation of the
reform programme.” As Vydra stated in a 1929 article: “Only a school can
prepare talented craftsmen who will seek and create new forms and elevate
arts and crafts and modern applied art with their technically meticulous pro-
duction and who will seek and create the ‘Slovak national taste.””>

The activity of these institutions was, however, impacted and eventually pre-
maturely terminated due to unfavourable conditions related to the economic
crisis at the beginning of the 1930s and the turbulent political situation at the
end of the decade.” The applied art modernization movement came to an
abrupt halt due to the expulsion of Vydra and Hofejs—and other teachers, ar-
chitects and artists of Czech origin—from the territory of the newly founded
Slovak Republic (1939-1945). Nevertheless, it can be concluded that the ideas
and intentions of these leaders of reform in Slovakia during the intense peri-
od at the turn of the 1920s and 1930s were carried on by subsequent creators

69  See also: HOREJS, Antonin. Clovek a moderna vyroba. In HOREJS, Antonin (ed.) Vystava mo-

derného umeleckého priemyslu ceskoslovenského Kosice 1930. Exhibition catalogue. Kosice : SCSD,
1930; and HOREJS 1927, p. 35.

70  Pre$najderovd mentions the contributions of Jan Liska, general secretary of the Chamber of

Commerce and Industry in Bratislava and MP for the Zivnostenské strana, political party
in Bratislava, in the foundation and activities of the Bratislava branch of the SCSD. For more on
the Museum of Applied Art in Bratislava, see: PRESNAJDEROVA 2021, pp. 290-293.

71 VYDRA 1929, pp. 2-3; HOREJS 1927, p. 35.

72 VYDRA 1929, p. 2.

73 In 1933, the establishment process of the museum was terminated and the Slovak branch of
the SCSD was closed. PRESNAJDEROVA 2021, pp. 293-294.
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and producers, and both truly contributed to ground-breaking innovations in
urbanism and architecture, interior architecture and applied art. The move-
ment they began initiated the development of art education, brought aware-
ness, exhibitions and promotion, inspired art related journalism and criticism
and last but not least, created the conditions for developing the applied art
production—which we now refer to as design—as a discipline and vocation.”

Conclusion

The purpose of the present article was to explore the ideological framework
of the modernization reform of applied art in Slovakia in the 1920s in respect
to the nationalist argumentation of the time. It drew on the observation that
the initiators and creators of the reform—Josef Vydra and Antonin Hofejs—
based a significant portion of their reasoning on the ideological context of the
national culture. I approached the concept of the modernization reform of
applied art defined in the writings of both authors by applying the theory of
social representation, and interpreted it as a manifestation of the formation
process of ideological discourse within culture, first in terms of a cultural con-
firmation of the Slovak—and subsequently of the Czechoslovak—nation. The
task of defining the vision of “modern national applied art” was taken on by
individuals—representatives of the cultural and political elites, that included
visual artists and architects—as initially there were no institutions that would
advocate the advancement of applied art. Even later, when necessary institu-
tions had been established, programmes were still being formed. The ideal
of the “national specificity, “national character” or “peculiar character” was
construed and used as a foundation for the modernization reform of applied
art. The ideological construct of the “modern Czechoslovak Peculiar Charac-
ter” formulated by Vydra in the second half of the 1920s played a prominent
role in this discourse. Therefore, the reform of applied art with its patriotic
connotations—particularly the concept of the “Czechoslovak Peculiar Char-
acter’—was a symbolic representation of the “national culture” project in the
Czechoslovak Republic.

A special focus was placed on the purpose the nationalist ideology had in
the concept of reform and also the method the actors used when developing
the construct. Vydra continuously asked about the nature of the specificity
of the “Slovak”—later the “Czechoslovak national applied art,” while Hofej$
investigated possible approaches to the “character of the national culture”
of Slovaks in applied art. Both authors based their definitions of “peculiar
character” on interpretations of the “national culture,” which differed from
concepts that emerged from the parallel school of thought, i.e. from the pro-
ponents of the folk “peculiar character” Influenced by the modernist ten-
dencies of anti-traditionalism, anti-historicism and anti-decorativism, they
rejected folklorism as an artificial application of the principles of folk art

74  Between 1929 and 1933, Vydra and Hofej$ significantly contributed to the journals Slovenskd

Grafia and novd bratislava. In 1930, the opening of the so-called house of applied art in Bratislava
by the Spojené U. P. Zavody z Brna resonated in commercial circles.
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in production and construed the values of national applied art within the
context of the modernist discourse. While in Hofej$’s understanding, applied
art was a representation of the modern “urban” culture of the Slovak nation,
Vydra reinterpreted “national specificity” in favour of and simultaneously on
the basis of modernization efforts.

Both authors emphasized the participation of professional Slovak/Czechoslo-
vak artists—designers—in production, whom they considered to be the only
persons authorized and able to break away from routine cultural and artistic
stereotypes and respond to the new means of production authentically. For
them, the concept of the “modern Czechoslovak peculiar character” had a
significant part in forming culture and was simultaneously a manifestation of
the aesthetic reform, which referenced principles of the avant-garde art styles,
primarily Purism.

The authors themselves approached “national character” from an essentialist
perspective, based on “objective” factors (geographical conditions, climate,
resources, colours, purpose) considered unique to the environment of an in-
dividual nation. At the same time, the connection between the aesthetic qual-
ities of products and the unique “national taste” (Vydra) or the “national spirit
and character” (Hotej$) was emphasized.

Such an approach reveals that the social function of “modern national applied
art” was to represent national culture and progress with clear social and eco-
nomic benefits. Despite the fact that both representatives directed the reform
towards Slovak industry by applying the concept of cultural and economic
unity from Czechoslovak nationalist discourse, the overall importance was
made universal for the whole state and nation. Based on research, it can be
concluded that Vydra and Hotej§ employed nationalist rhetoric in order to
socio-politically assert their concept of modernization reform. Simultaneous-
ly, they identified a side benefit, i.e. successful implementation of the reform
would assure a promising future for the “national industry” and the “national
culture,” which, thanks to the Czechoslovakist discourse, did not apply solely
to Slovak but also to the “Czechoslovak nation.”

Forum Historiae, 2022, vol. 16, no. 1



N\

FOR UM Journal and Portal
for History and Related Disciplines

H|STOR|AE ISSN 1337-6861

Forum Historiae, 2022, vol. 16, no. 1, pp. 52-68

www.forumhistoriae.sk

This is an Open Access article
°’E"@““Ess distributed under the terms of
the Creative Commons Attri-

bution License (http:/creative-
[ commons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)
© 2022 The Author(s)

© 2022 Institute of History,
Slovak Academy of Sciences

Keywords
literary criticism, nationalism, national
literature, intellectuals, interwar period

DOl
10.31577/forhist.2022.16.1.4

Author

Viliam Néadaskay

Ustav slovenskej literatdry SAV, v. v. i.
Dubravska cesta 9

841 04 Bratislava

Slovakia

Email: viliam.nadaskay@savba.sk
ORCID: 0000-0003-4087-5824

Cite

NADASKAY, Viliam. Slovakness in the
Making: The Concept of “Nation” and
“National Literature” in the Works of
1930s Literary Critics. In Forum Histo-
riae, 2022, vol. 16, no. 1, pp. 52-68, doi:
10.31577/forhist.2022.16.1.4

Slovakness in the Making: The Concept of
“Nation” and “National Literature” in the
Works of 1930s Literary Critics

Viliam Nadaskay

Abstract

NADASKAY, Viliam. Slovakness in the Making: The Concept of “Nation” and “Na-
tional Literature”in the Works of 1930s Literary Critics.

The study outlines the opinions on and sources of the so-called Slovak ques-
tion in the interwar Czechoslovak republic amongst the writings of three Slo-
vak literary critics: Stanislav Meciar, Andrej Kostolny and Michal Chorvath. Each
author stood for a different contemporary ideology; nationalist/autonomist,
Czechoslovakist and communist, respectively. The current article details the
ways and reasons these critics legitimised national self-determination, wheth-
er by invoking the legacy of the national awakening and those stereotypical
historical narratives of Slovak oppression, equality and fulfilment within a com-
mon Czechoslovak state, or through the idea of social revolution and stark op-
position to tradition deriving from modernist distrust and a general fragmen-
tation of the world and society. Opinions on the problem with the Slovakness
of national literature are also illustrated, as well as its place within the context
of world literature, including an analysis of how these ideological rivals shared
certain attitudes towards the national self-determination of Slovaks, yet dif-
fered greatly in their ideas on its manifestation. On the one hand, cooperation
among literary intelligentsia may be seen as an effort to remain internally unit-
ed while facing an impending world war; on the other hand, it could be inter-
preted as another part of the ideological struggle, as the case of the famous
Congress of Slovak Writers seems to demonstrate.

lovak literature of the interwar period is often considered in-

complete, seen as lacking certain artistic forms that undoubt-
edly existed elsewhere, perhaps even missing a specific narrative or
defining superstructure.' Slovak culture—and thus literature—after
1918 can be defined mostly by such absences and by a life granted
sudden freedom to pursue artistic visions. Although literature and
art were finally decoupled from overarching national interests, the
situation also furthered the national emancipation movement that
permeated the Slovak political scene from 1918, intensifying until
the eventual dissolution of the Czechoslovak republic and found-
ing of the so-called war-time Slovak republic (1939-1945). This
question of national self-determination became an integral part
of Slovak politics, ranging in form from seeking the practical ac-
knowledgment of Slovaks as equal partners in the common state,

1 CEPAN, Oskar. Literarny vyvin v rokoch 1918-1945. In Slovenskd literatira, 1973,
vol. 20, no. 3, p. 268.
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to demanding full, political autonomy. Concerning the ideological spectrum
of Slovak culture, every group’s agenda had a certain degree of nationalism,
whether represented by traditionally leaning nationalist authors, their social-
ly conscious internationalist communist counterparts who were opposed to
tradition, or advocates of Czechoslovak unity. These are surely rough defini-
tions; closer descriptions will be provided using the cases of three people one
might consider contemporary intellectuals, literary intelligentsia and certain-
ly, people active in shaping the Slovak literary culture of the time. All of them
belong to approximately the same generation; born in the early 20™ century
in Austria-Hungary and entering their formative years and adulthood after
World War I in Czechoslovakia. The goal of this paper is to illustrate, via three
case studies, how national and nationalist agenda manifested itself in Slovak
literary culture.

Slovak Literary Intelligentsia

Much has been written on the shape of Slovak culture after Slovakia came
into existence as part of the Czechoslovak republic. The main themes seem
to be: a developmental delay in comparison to Czech part of the republic or
Europe, particularism, incompleteness, unpreparedness and uncertain pro-
gress towards a newfound democracy and cultural openness.” The situation
in the 1920s, often metaphorically described as “opening windows to Europe,”
is characterised by processes of renewed self-recognition, social and nation-
al differentiation, economic and industrial transformation, internationalisa-
tion, “cosmopolitisation” and pluralisation. These processes continued into the
1930s as artistic and political programmes in Slovakia began to become more
pragmatic and radical. The tumultuous events of the 1930s included economic
instability following the Great Depression, Hitler’s rise to power in Germany
and related expansive politics, the Spanish civil war, as well as inadequate social
policies of the Czechoslovak state, the issue of the Czechoslovak nation, a crisis
of industry, a lack of workforce due to immigration, economic inequality and
the differing economic structure of the Czech and Slovak regions of the new
republic.’ These concerns were mirrored in Slovakia by rising dissatisfaction,
nationalism and calls for regionalism, federalism or the autonomy of Slovakia,
a trend that continued until the founding of the Slovak Republic in 1939.* Re-
garding literature, the 1920s were abundant with individualistic, subjective
works of the post-1918 generation that struggled to articulate a new, modern-
ist mode of writing, while in the 1930s, it became gradually radicalised and
more avant-garde. It is important to note that despite the given differences,
there were attempts by the literary community to symbolically unite from the
mid-1930s, exemplified by the Congress of Slovak Writers in 1936.

2 See, for example CEPAN 1973; SMATLAK, Stanislav. Dejiny slovenskej literatiiry II. Bratislava :
Literdrne informaéné centrum, 2001, pp. 283-314; JAKSICSOVA, Vlasta. Kultiira v dejindch. De-
jiny v kultiire. Moderna a slovensky intelektudl v silociarach prvej polovice 20. storocia. Bratislava :
VEDA, 2012, pp. 31-61.

3 OLIVOVA, Véra. Déjiny prvni republiky. Praha : Karolinum, 2000, p. 172.

4 KOVAC, Dugan. Dejiny Slovenska. Praha : Nakladatelstvi Lidové noviny, 2007, pp. 200-204.
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A good amount of young literary professionals born after 1900 entered the
scene at the beginning of the 1930s armed with an entirely different perspec-
tive than the previous generation; with no apparent need for a united front of
national interests, opinions were more differentiated in regard to national, so-
cial and artistic questions. Moreover, Slovakia only knew a handful of person-
alities that might be considered intellectuals. Intellectualisation and urbanity
were indivisible after the First World War. When Slovaks started traveling and
relocating to cities, a new generation of intelligentsia coming from villages
and towns found itself actually having to adapt to being intelligentsia, often
with limited results.” In the 1930s, the next generation of intellectuals operat-
ed either in Prague, continuing the line of the first generation, or in Bratislava,
which had already foregone transformation towards a Slovak metropole—it
was nationalised, giving the impression of a purely Slovak city. As Peter Zajac
asserts, Slovak literary intelligentsia in the interwar period set itself certain
criteria; truthfulness and critical thinking, coupled with an energy of intel-
lectual morality and a willingness to go against the majority.® Although Zajac
speaks about secular and urban intellectuals, it is applicable to young Slovak
intelligentsia as a whole. In the Central and Eastern European geopolitical
space, writers and literary critics were an integral part of intelligentsia, often
tulfilling programmes of national awakening and education.”

Now let us introduce the personalities who in some ways reflected the Slovak
position in the Czechoslovak republic and in the specifics of Slovak literature.?
Stanislav Meciar (1910-1971) was a literary critic and historian who became
prominent in the early 1930s, publishing reviews mostly in journals Eldn,
Slovenské pohlady (editor-in-chief 1939-1944) and Slovensko (editor-in-chief
1934-1938), and later in the autonomist Slovdk or Ndstup. In 1934, he began
working in Matica slovenska, continuing on as a secretary from 1940. Meciar,
like many other literary professionals who supported the idea of autonomous
Slovakia during the interwar period, has been forgotten for the most part due
to the fact that he immigrated to Argentina in 1945 and subsequently became
a banned author. Some attempts were made to rehabilitate his memory after
1989 largely coming from new nationalist circles, though often uncritically,
problematically or in a downright unscholarly manner.’

5 ZAJAC, Peter. Slovenski intelektuali dvadsiateho storocia. In ZAJAC, Peter. Krajina bez sna.
Bratislava : Kalligram, 2004, pp. 36-37.

6  ZAJAC 2004, p. 44.

7 WACHTEL, Andrew Baruch. Po komunismu stdle diileZiti? Role spisovatelii ve vychodni Evropé.
Praha: Academia, 2017, pp. 30-31.

8 These three critics were chosen for several reasons: 1. They belong to roughly the same genera-
tion and were most productive in the crucial 1930s; 2. Each represents a different point on the
contemporary ideological spectrum; 3. Although they were vocal about their worldview and had
certain connections to political institutions, they themselves were not politicians; 4. After 1918,
a number of literary critics rose in struggle to become a legitimate part of the cultural intelligen-
tsia. For a brief overview of some other literary professionals’ (mostly writers) opinions on the
national question in Czechoslovakia see VASS, Martin. Slovenskd otdzka v 1. CSR (1918-1938).
Martin : Vydavatelstvo Matice slovenskej, 2011, pp. 221-234, 243-267. For a more thorough
analysis of the political opinions of four influential interwar Slovak writers, see CSIBA, Karol.
Privdtne - verejné — autobiografické. Bratislava : Ustav slovenskej literatiry SAV, 2014.

9 For an example, see PARENICKA, Pavol (ed.) Stanislav Meciar: zbornik $tidii o Stanislavovi
Meciarovi. Martin : Matica slovenska, 1996. The book has since been reprinted (2010) with only
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Michal Chorvéth (1910-1982) was a literary critic, essayist and occasional
poet, who, like Meciar, became a prominent critical voice in the 1930s. Prior
to the Second World War, Chorvath was best known for writing two long
essays, Otrdvend generdcia (The Upset Generation) (1932), articulating the
pessimism, angst and discontent of his generation, which had lived in the new
Czechoslovak state for most of their lives, and Romantickd tvar Slovenska (The
Romantic Face of Slovakia) (1939), outlining a variety of alleged “Romantic
images” of Slovaks, which Slovak political and cultural personalities identified
with and took advantage of to legitimise their efforts. Although Chorvath was
closely affiliated with the communist journal DAV, he was never considered
a member of the eponymous group. However, he is often tied together with
several other congenial authors and artists into a loose group dubbed R-10.

Last of the critics for study is Andrej Kostolny (1903-1984), a representa-
tive of political Czechoslovakism. He was a prolific literary and theatre critic,
French translator, cultural commentator and editor of the cultural section of
Politika, a self-proclaimed politically neutral newspaper, but with an editorial
staff that aligned with predominantly agrarian views built upon the pre-1914
liberal conservative and Czechoslovakist ideas of the “Hlas generation” and
their eponymous journal, as well as the successor journal Priidy. A devoted
former student of Czech professor Albert Prazak, Kostolny was vocal about
his opinions on the cultural space in Czechoslovakia, yet he often commented
on national issues related to the position of Slovaks and the culture and lan-
guage within the common state.

Reflections on the National Issue in the 1930s

The “Slovak question” was discussed fiercely among politicians and intellec-
tuals in the 1930s, including writers and literary critics. Traditionally belong-
ing to intelligentsia that shaped national consciousness, they continued dis-
cussions under different, democratic circumstances in the new republic. The
term “nationalism” is not used with inherently negative connotations,'’ but
with respect to the contemporary Slovak idea of “nation” and the cultural at-
mosphere of the 1930s when most writers viewed national self-determination
through art as a necessity, mostly consisting of attempts to define sources,
goals and forms of Slovak literature and its criticism, and drawing on the
role of Slovak Romantic generation and cementing its legacy as a formative
tradition. It is also worth noting that issues of modernity and tradition, or
nationalism and cosmopolitism, often went hand in hand with the struggles
to outline the Slovakness of art.

slight alterations, still full of highly problematic passages that relativize Meciar’s opinions and ac-
tions and counter how he was perceived, or ignored, by Marxist-Leninist literary historiography
with a different extreme.

10  This term has often shifted in meaning towards patriotism or chauvinism depending on the so-
cial and political situation. For a historical and situational distinction between the three terms
in Slovak context, see VOROS, Laszl6. Vlastenectvo aj Sovinizmus, alebo len nacionalizmus?
Terminologické a defini¢né problémy skimania nacionalizmov a historickd komparacia. In
KOVAC, Dusan et al. Slovenské dejiny v dejindch Eurdpy. Vybrané kapitoly. Bratislava : VEDA,
2015, pp. 336-371.
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Stanislav Meciar provides a fitting example of an engaged nationalist and au-
tonomist literary intellectual, one of the more exposed and prolific after Tido
Jozef Gaspar, Martin Razus and Milo Urban, and surely one of the best known
literary critics on this side of the ideological spectrum. He began publish-
ing reviews and essays in 1930 as 20-year-old student of Slovak and German
studies with penchant for literature, but also interested in Polish and Croatian
works. Although he began as a literary critic of both poetry and prose, by the
mid-1930s, Meciar’s scope broadened, turning him into a figure one might
consider a cultural critic. Later in the decade as the pressure for Slovak auton-
omy intensified, his articles carried a more distinguishable political overtone
and rhetorical pathos.

Meciar asserted that Slovaks are a small nation, constrained before it could
tulfil its historical role, but all the more destined for a greatness that could
only be achieved by working hard in the everyday cultivation of national
culture."! He would often invoke the legacy of the national awakening and
Ludovit Star, connecting it to the Slovak position in the Czechoslovak Re-
public. He called for an increase in organised education towards a greater
national consciousness, criticised the general indifference of Slovaks to their
history and culture, and expressed hope for unity in regard to the Slovak in-
terest in national self-determination.'? A constant reiteration of the “historical
role” of Slovaks was especially significant, a narrative that had pervaded Slovak
culture and society since the early 19" century and would become integral to
Slovak autonomist rhetoric, and later also to the Slovak part of Czechoslovak
communism. From 1936, Meciar’s writing radicalised and openly explored the
notion of what is usually called “historical injustices against the Slovak nation.”
He drew parallels between the Slovak situation before the First World War and
the struggle for self-determination within the Czechoslovak Republic, going so
far as anticipating a need for the “revolution and liberation of the Slovak word,
to transform it with the fire of enthusiasm into a word of steel, of hard work
and victory, where the existence of the Slovak nation, with all of its spiritual
dispositions, strengths and attributes, would unite productively to create, en-

sure and build confidence for our life, our national growth, our freedom.”*?

As Meciar became editor-in-chief of Slovenské pohlady, ceding the same po-
sition in Slovensko to writer Jozef Ciger Hronsky, the increasing nationalist
overtones would eventually culminate in a series of programmatic articles
that affirmed his positive relationship with the newly founded Slovak state.
In one of them, augmented by photographs of several Slovak politicians who
were also members of the Matica slovenskd committee, including Jozef Tiso
and Ferdinand Durcansky, he anticipated a change of great proportions and
a transformation of Slovak society that would draw on the efforts for national
self-determination by Ludovit Star or Andrej Hlinka. In the end, Meciar urged
“reckless and intransigent elimination of every obstacle to our development,”

11 MEC:)IAR, Stanislav. Narodnd povinnost nestaci... In Slovensko, 1936, vol. 2, March, pp. 106-107.
12 MECIAR, Stanislav. Stirovo jubileum. In Slovensko, 1935, vol. 2, September-October, pp. 4-6.
13 MECIAR, Stanislav. Slovo kovové - slovo vitazné! In Slovensko, 1936, vol. 3, September, pp. 2-4.
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refusal of foreign influences from “unfavourable people,” and specifically
pointed out the role of Slovak intellectuals in these events. According to
him, the new intelligentsia must be dedicated to “the awakening work, and
this is why it should transform first” to “create presupposition for new life”
and to participate “in the struggle for a better destiny and fortune for those
to whom intellectuals must show the way.”'* This was not an opinion that
Meciar would impose on himself under influence or outside pressure—he
wrote about Slovak writers and intellectuals in 1934 with similar conclu-
sions, seeing them as redundant if they did not actively cultivate national
culture in the time of global chaos and spiritual crises."

The central theme in Meciar’s cultural writing touching upon the issue of
nationalism was that Slovak literature, culture and society should conform
to certain values that he universally connected to nation-ness, or idio-
syncratic Slovakness, which, in a roundabout way, translates to national
identity. These values and attributes were, however, either very vague or
stereotypical and basically correlated with a set of auto-stereotypes about
Slovaks that Rudolf Chmel poignantly described as the Slovak emotional,
rebellious, religious and plebeian nature; a strenuousness, rurality, sense
of justice and inclination towards great leaders, as well as myths of Slovaks
no longer being dominated or slaving on their own soil.'® This is para-
doxical, as Meciar himself was a vocal critic of superficiality and shallow-
ness, the uncritical evaluation of history, mechanical acceptance of phrases
and foreign influences and vagueness, for example, connected to the term
“tradition.” He criticised those who used “tradition” as a mere figure of
speech, instead calling it “power that propels spiritual development”, “faith
in something powerful” and “a tool of will” He also argued that it is the
intellectuals who should be in close contact with tradition and the future
tasks that derive from it,'”” echoing an opinion he had expressed previously
encouraging Slovak intellectuals and artists to participate in all branches
of culture and to express their artistic visions and goals with regards to the
national future and its spiritual past.'® If the Czechoslovak image of Slovak
history included the notion of Slovaks as “people without history” and the
myth of a thousand-year-long oppression,'* Meciar opposed such an ahis-
torical view, yet at the same time, legitimised the myth as foundational for
Slovak nation-ness.

14  In the same issue, Mediar published a short article, Slovensko nadovsetko (Slovakia Above All),

praising Slovak unity and integrity and stating that the Slovak nation has finally been liberated
after many years of systematic efforts. MECIAR, Stanislav. V novom Zivote nové idedly a novi
ludia. In Slovensko, 1939, vol. 5, no. 1-2, pp. 7-11.

15 MECIAR, Stanislav. Charakter a kulttra. In Eldn, 1934, vol. 4, no. 8, pp. 1-2.
16  Chmel alleges a longevity and viability of this position by adding that such a cocktail of stereo-

types and myths has been utilised by different ideologies in different historical situations. See
CHMEL, Rudolf. Slovéci v zajati stereotypov. In CHMEL, Rudolf. Moje slovenské pochybnosti.
Bratislava : Kalligram, 2004, p. 13.

17 MEC:IIAR, Stanislav. Slovenské tradicie. In Slovensko, 1937, vol. 3, July-August, pp. 198-201.
18 MECIAR, Stanislav. Sochér Stefunko. In Slovensko, 1936, vol. 2, January-February, pp. 79-81.
19 SKVARNA, Dusan. Koncepty slovenskych dejin a deformacie historickej pamiti. In BYSTRZAK,

Magdalena - PASSIA, Radoslav - TARANENKOVA, Ivana (eds.) Kontakty literatiiry. Modely,
identity, reprezentdcie. Bratislava : VEDA, pp. 212-213.
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Andrej Kostolny openly admired personalities that in one way or another,
spearheaded the idea of a single Czechoslovak nation, most notably Tomas
Garrigue Masaryk, Ivan Dérer, Albert Prazdk or Pavel Bujnak. Among lit-
erary intelligentsia, Kostolny was one of the best-known proponents of sin-
gle Czechoslovak culture. As Jan Smrek described him, he was one of “three
musketeers somehow oriented towards the new Hlas-ism” along with literary
critic Milan Pi$at and poet Emil Boleslav Luka¢.* Kostolny wrote extensively
on contemporary cultural life, with a special interest in the specifics of Slovak
culture and language amongst the broader Czechoslovak context. Kostolny
saw the so-called Czechoslovak reciprocity and closeness as a moral ideal,
fundamental to the common democratic republic.?! He considered Slovak na-
tionalism compatible with Czechoslovak nationalism, as long as it was subor-
dinate to the idea of common culture and language of the Czechs and Slovaks.*
The concept of the Slovak language as one of many dialects of the Czechoslo-
vak language constantly shaped Kostolny’s political views. He promoted the
distinct Czech and Slovak cultures and languages as equal within the idea of
the Czechoslovak nation, yet he strove to distinguish Slovak language from
Czech, for example, calling for an easier legal process in obtaining Slovak
translation rights from world literature.” He rejected any suggestion to elim-
inate the codification of Slovak, stating that the language has proven itself as
vital and functional without shattering Czechoslovak spiritual unity.** He also
engaged in a controversy that surrounded Matica slovenskd and codification
of the new rules of Slovak orthography® in 1931-1932, after which fourteen
Czechoslovakist officials allegedly resigned due to an “unhealthy nationalist
agenda in the institution.” Kostolny argued that Slovak codification should not
be guided by the political principles—a visible delimitation against Czechs or
downright autonomy—of the Ludaks, either members or, loosely speaking,
sympathisers of Hlinka’s Slovak People’s Party, and an anti-Czech purism that
would sacrifice any chance of Czechoslovak unity.*

Kostolny provided his most in-depth opinion on the relationship between
Czechoslovakism and the specifics of Slovak cultural life in two texts. The
first was based on a speech that he gave at the Congress of the Young Slo-
vak Generation (25-26 June 1932 in Trencianske Teplice) in the panel Status
of Slovakia in the Czechoslovak Republic from the Cultural Side” jointly with
Ladislav Novomesky and later, autonomist politician Mata$ Cernak. He spoke

20 SMREK, Jan. Kosa na kamen. Druha etapa polemie so Slovenskymi smermi. In Eldn, 1935, vol. 5,
no.7,p. 1.

21 KOSTOLNY, Andrej. Dalsia préca v agrédrnom semindri. Naciondlny problém v Ceskoslovensku:
slovenskym nacionalizmom k nacionalizmu ¢eskoslovenskému. In Slovensky denik, 7 February
1933, p. 4.

22 KOSTOLNY, Andrej. Genera¢ne nadvézujeme. In Politika, 1932, vol. 2, no. 13-14, pp. 179-180.

23 KOSTOLNY, Andrej. Autorské pravo prekladu pre CSR. In Politika, 1932, vol. 2, no. 11, p. 176.

24  KOSTOLNY, Andrej. Povedzme si to jasne a primne! In Politika, 1932, vol. 2, no. 21, p. 274.

25 Pravidld slovenského pravopisu s abecednym pravopisnym slovnikom. Praha : Statne nakla-
datelstvo, 1931.

26 KOSTOLNY, Andrej. Matica slovenska a ¢o dalej. In Politika, 1932, vol. 2, no. 10, pp. 113-115.

27 KOSTOLNY, Andrej. Postavenie Slovenska v CSR po strénke kulttrnej. In Politika, 1932, vol. 2,
no. 11, pp. 147-151.
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of Czechoslovak unity despite seemingly unsurmountable differences, invok-
ing the importance of pre-1914 Czechoslovak cooperation that paved the way
to national freedom found in the common state. He favoured professionalism
and a rational approach, proposed solutions—though overly optimistic and
vague—to language teaching in high schools, problems in the Slovak National
Theatre and diversification in literature, and reflected on Slovak scientific ef-
forts in comparison to Czech university research. As for the question that had
eventually led to the Congress—the codification issue in Matica slovenska—
Kostolny did not see the need to further dissect it as, according to him, Slo-
vak language was well-established by national literature, and professional and
scientific terminology—with both Slovak and Czech etymology—had already
crystallised. The results of the Congress are often seen as expression of gener-
al dissatisfaction with the political system, a crisis of Czechoslovak unity and
a rejection of Prague centralism.?® As a representative of the journal Politika,
which organised the event, Kostolny remained one of the few participants to
defend the official Czechoslovakist state policy, or at least attempt to reach a
compromise with the Slovak voices rejecting it.”

The second work was a booklet entitled Polemika s dr. L. Novdkom, autorom
“Jazykovednych glos k ¢eskoslovenskej otdzke” (A Polemic with Dr. L. Novak,
the Author of “Linguistic Commentary on the Czechoslovak Question”) pub-
lished separately in 1937. It was a polemical answer to a work by Slovak lin-
guist Ludovit Novak that advocated for the practical equality of Czech and
Slovak languages, employing a linguistic analysis of Slovak to prove it as an
independent language. Kostolny declared that he will not try to refute these
claims on linguistic grounds, but rather focused on the moments in which he
provided “dangerous and confusing excursions into non-linguistics” Aside
from deeming the book unscholarly, Kostolny accused Novak of delving into
indirect advocacy of Slovak autonomism and outdated “Hungarism”, or as he
explains through Ivan Dérer, perceiving the issue of Slovak self-determination
as akin to traditionally described relationships between Slovak and Magyars
in the old Hungarian Kingdom.*® Kostolny concluded his work with a chapter
titled Czechoslovak National Problem, in which he repeatedly assured readers
that the Slovak language was sufficiently independent, and that Czechoslovak
culture alone would not lead to uniformity.” In the end, the booklet demon-
strated how Kostolny, by adhering to official state policies—albeit under the
guise of political unity—ignored the core of the Czechoslovak language prob-
lem: most Slovaks who opposed the idea of two “dialects” saw it as a patron-
ising way of denying the chance for national self-determination.’> As Rudolf

28  ARPAS, Rébert. Zjazd mladej slovenskej generacie. In HANULA, Matej — KSINAN, Michal (eds.)

Slovensko a Eurépa medzi demokraciou a totalitou: kapitoly z dejin 20. storocia k jubileu Bohumily
Ferencuhovej. Bratislava : Historicky ustav SAV; Veda, 2017, p. 128.

29 According to an article in Slovdk, his speech, which followed that of Cernak, was met with loud

laughter from spectators. See Sjazd mladej slovenskej generacie jednohlasne: Proti centralizmu
a za autonomiu Slovenska. In Slovdk, 28 June 1932, p. 2.

30 KOSTOLNY, Andrej. Polemika s dr. L. Novdkom, autorom ,,Jazykovednych glos k ceskoslovenskej
otdzke.“ Bratislava : Universum, 1937, pp. 6-9.

31 KOSTOLNY 1937, Polemika, pp. 26-27.

32 RYCHLIK, Jan. Cesi a Slovdci ve 20. stoleti. Spoluprdce a konflikty 1914-1992. Praha : Ustav pro
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Chmel describes this paradox, Czechoslovakist intellectuals who argued for
Slovak and Czech unity asserted that in essence there were no major differ-
ences to consider Czechs and Slovaks unique nationalities, yet at the same
time they admitted that both nations had different customs, laws, history and
levels of civilizational, spiritual and material progress.*

Is)

Kostolny’s politically charged writing and activities intensified by the late-
1930s, at a time when “Czechoslovak unity” had largely become an artificial
phrase used in the public space and media, holding only the superficial func-
tion of official, festive, state-loyal rhetoric.”* Even in a 1938 article lauding
Milan Hodza, Kostolny maintained that Czechoslovak unity was against cen-
tralism and spiritual uniformity, and that it allowed for healthy national life.*”
He was also very active in the restored Luhacovice meetings, whose original
iteration (1908-1913) organised by the Ceskoslovanskd Jednota (Czecho-
slavic Unity) association played a key role in bringing the pre-1914 Czech
and Slovak political and ideological avant-garde together.”® At one meeting
in July 1938, Kostolny and Milan Pigut debated what hinders the convergence
of Czech and Slovak cultures as well as plans on how to cultivate Czechoslo-
vak ideology in schools.” Kostolny also co-authored Dvacat rokov slobody.
Prirucka k jubilejnym oslavam 20. vyrocia nasej samostatnosti (Twenty Years
of Freedom. A Handbook for Celebrations of the 20" Anniversary of Our
Independence),’”® a booklet intended for the celebrations of the founding of
the First Czechoslovak Republic, including articles, speeches, quotes, poems
and excerpts from theatre plays by famous politicians and writers, as well
as statistics connected to the social situation in Slovakia and references for
further reading.

Michal Chorvath rarely wrote solely on nationalism and politics before 1939.
However, his literature reviews and essays often discussed the national and
religious aspects of art and the social impact of literature. His seminal es-
say, The Upset Generation,” outlined the position of Slovaks from the young
generation’s perspective, articulating the conflict between the anti-modernist
revivalism and modernism of the 20" century.*’ Chorvath detailed a previous
generation of inactivity and servility towards the Czechoslovak state and the

studium totalitnich rezimi, 2012, pp. 89-96.

33 CHMEL, Rudolf. Slovenska otazka v 20. storo¢i. In CHMEL, Rudolf. Romantizmus v globalizme.

Malé ndrody - velké myty. Bratislava : Kalligram, 2009, p. 236.

34 DUCHACEK, Milan. Cechoslovakismus v prvnim poloc¢ase CSR: statotvorny koncept nebo flos-

kule? In HUDEK, Adam - KOPECEK, Michal - MERVART, Jan V(eds.) Cecho/slovakismus. Pra-
ha : Nakladatelstvi Lidové noviny; Ustav pro soudobé déjiny AV CR, v. v. i., 2019, pp. 180.

35 KOSTOLNY, Andrej. Jeden z receptov dr. Milana Hodzu. In Politika, 1938, vol. 8, no. 2, pp.

22-23.

36  JURCISINOVA, Nadezda. Cesko-slovenské porady v Luhacoviciach (1908-1913). Bratislava :
Ustav politickych vied SAV, 2015.

37  Kultarne problémy na luhac¢ovskych poradach. In Slovensky denik, 5 July 1938, p. 3.

38 DAFCIK, Jan - KOSTOLNY, Andrej - ZUBEK, Tudo (eds.) Dvacat rokov slobody. Prirué-
ka k jubilejnym oslavam 20. vyrocia nasej samostatnosti. Bratislava : Slovensky jubilarny vybor
v Bratislave, 1938.

39 CHORVATH, Michal. Otravend generacia. In CHORVATH, Michal. Cestami literatiiry. Cldnky,
kritiky, recenzie 1932-1944. Edited by Branislav Choma. Bratislava : Slovensky spisovatel, 1960,
pp. 19-29.

40  ZAJAC, Peter. Slovenské kargo. In ZAJAC, Peter. Slovenské kargo. Bratislava : Kalligram, 2015, p. 90.

Forum Historiae, 2022, vol. 16, no. 1



NADASKAY, Viliam. Slovakness in the Making: The Concept of “Nation” and “National Literature” in the Works...

idea of unity, blaming them for the hardships of his generation and encourag-
ing the destruction of the system operated by Czechs and any ideas of Czech-
oslovak unity, which to him was most vividly represented by the situation in
public schools. He also pointed out crucial differences between Czechs and
Slovaks that substantiated coexistence within one state—the unity of Czechs
exceeded the fragmentation of Slovaks, who had only recently experienced
what becoming a nation really yields. In this respect, Chorvath asked, “What
was the nation? Could those villages, scattered across our mountains be called
a nation?” However, he criticised the idea of Czechoslovak unity as a mere
phrase covering cold official relations. Chorvath’s tone was sharply confronta-
tional, accusing contemporary society of aimlessness and doubtfulness as he
provocatively invoked the narrative of a thousand-year oppression of Slovaks
by the Hungarians, hinting that the Czech colonisation of Slovaks was just a
different form of national oppression.

Chorvath later shifted his aggressive tone to a more constructive one, yet still
sharply critical and vehemently opposing political nationalism. In a scathing
review of Martin Razus’s historical novel Odkaz mftvych (Legacy of the Dead)
(1936), set in the protestant central Slovak town of Brezno in the years of the
counter-reformation, Chorvath derided the work and its author for spread-
ing dangerous nationalism and fascism, attributing it to the author’s lack of
knowledge and his ignorance, with the book promoting brutality, stupidity,
intolerance and spiritual vileness.* Using the term fascism was not random
as at the time, the majority of writers and literary professionals were aware
of the Nazi threat to Europe and Czechoslovakia. Following the First Vienna
Award, Chorvath returned to the idea of Slavic unity as a possible defence
against German expansion. He argued that this type of harmony had been
impossible in the previous decade due to rising nationalism and the need for
national self-determination. Although—in accordance with much of leftist
intelligentsia—he criticised the Czechoslovak republic, it was seen as a useful
model for the future but with a much broader Slavic presence, a “consensus
omnium” that would stand above ideological differences.*

In 1939, Chorvith voiced similar views in the essay The Romantic Face of Slo-
vakia.* Of all his pre-war texts, this best mirrored his interest in the theory
and praxis of Czechoslovakism, a topic central to the Slovak leftist intelligent-
sia in 1930s.** He viewed Romanticism not as an event, but as a way of think-
ing that pervaded the Slovak mind set as some relic of national revivalism, and
which prevented Slovakia from advancing into modernity. He saw the notion

41  CHORVATH, Michal. Odkaz pre mftvych (Nad Rdzusovym Odkazom mftvych). In CHOR-
VATH, Michal. Cestami literatiiry. Edited by Branislav Choma. Bratislava : Slovensky spisovatel,
1979, p. 211. Originally published in DAV, 1937, vol. 9, no. 1, pp. 12-14.

42 m. ch. [Michal Chorvath]. ,...nech sa ti ozve ¢lovek® In Slovensky hlas, 30 December 1938, p. 6.

43  CHORVATH, Michal. Romantickd tvar Slovenska. In CHORVATH, Michal. Cestami literatuiry.
Cldnky, kritiky, recenzie 1932-1944. Edited by Branislav Choma. Bratislava : Slovensky spisovatel,
1960, pp. 30-54.

44  BENKO, Juraj. Miesto a funkcia inteligencie v slovenskom komunistickom hnuti v medzivojno-
vom obdobi. In MICHALEK, Slavomir - LONDAK, Miroslav et al. Gustdv Husdk. Moc politiky
- politik moci. Bratislava : VEDA, 2013, p. 80.
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of a “romantic soul” as a foundational myth for the Slovak nation that was
used to legitimise its history and could only be overcome with modern crit-
ical rationalism. Within the context of the Czechoslovak republic, Chorvéth
deemed it important to explain that Czechs had passed through the phase of
national self-determination earlier and yet showed no understanding for Slo-
vaks during the same process much later, ignoring their efforts to become an
independent, productive and creative force within the common republic. Will
to participate in Czechoslovak unity was, to him, a symptom of Czechoslovak
romanticism that would be overcome once the Slovak political and nation-
al romanticism was overcome. Nevertheless, Chorvath criticised clinging to
national myths—especially the legend of the hot-headed, sanguine nature of
Slovaks—and narratives that justified political and historical passiveness.

Slovakness vs Worldliness in Literature

Attempts to define what makes a literature Slovak were not strictly products of
rising nationalist tendencies in the 1930s. Well before 1918, literary intellec-
tuals of differing ideologies were interested in defining the character of Slovak
literature as a part of the natural process of self-determination. In the context
of art history, the identification of specific national art was categorized by the
Slovak myth; bluntly put, a programmatic focus on the Slovak countryside, its
inhabitants and the use of folklore influences with a modernist approach to
art. These features are generally associated with the depiction of Slovakness,
of one’s face and one’s own form.* Literature fought its own similar struggle
to define national works in between the wars.

There are several ways of defining “a literature”, one more complicated than
the other. From today’s point of view, to speak of “national literatures” is walk-
ing on thin ice. It is a notion complicated by a plethora of issues, starting
with “simple” things such as the nationality of an author or the language of a
work, and culminating with historical circumstances and inter-literary pro-
cesses. For the sake of simplicity, literatures can be defined as “techniques or
practices of reading texts, and specifically of linking texts together, through
a series of relationships that usually begins with language and/or the polity,
but which also include questions of genre and influence, among other crite-
ria.”*® It is reasonable to assume that literature is “one and unequal” since the
times of Johann Wolfgang Goethe, as Franco Moretti asserts.”” Regarding the
case of Slovak literature in the interwar period, the issue is underlined by a
visible struggle to define what constitutes the specifics of Slovak literature and
the number of influences acting on it. Despite attempts to identify the idio-
syncrasy of Slovak art, there were many influences on Slovak literature, most

45 KVOCAKOVA, Lucia. Cesta ke slovenskému mytu. Konstrukce identity slovenské moderny v kon-
textu ideje ¢echoslovakismu. Translated by Martin Luka¢. Praha : Filozoficka fakulta Univerzity
Karlovy, 2020, p. 10.

46  BEECROFT, Alexander. An Ecology of Literature from Antiquity to the Present Day. London; New
York : Verso, 2015, p. 16.

47  MORETTI, Franco. Conjectures on World Literature. In New Left Review, 2000, vol. 1, no. 238,
p- 56.
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transparently Czech, French, Hungarian, German, Russian, or Polish, but also
English, Italian, or south Slavic, as is evidenced even in the case of the three
critics of this study. These men had first-hand, cosmopolitan experience with
world literature; Meciar was well-versed in German and Polish, translating nu-
merous works, Kostolny was fluent in Hungarian and French and Chorvéth
belonged to a group of Slovak Prague students who were in touch with the lat-
est artistic movements. To elaborate on Moretti’s claim, Slovak writers mainly
struggled to rightfully become “one” with world literature, while simultane-
ously feeling “unequal” to it. Authors differed in the way Slovak literature
should be legitimised, which inherently related to the issue of its function,
form and content. The oft-repeated term “worldliness” was frequently applied
to the evaluation of Slovak literature in these discussions.

The relationship between tradition and modernity became a focal point for de-
fining Slovak literature. Meciar favoured a form of Slovak writing that would
share both; he called the best post-1918 literary works a conscious syntheses
of lart pour lart tendencies and a humanistic approach to national issues.*
A reconstruction of Meciar’s publishing history indicates what he considered
a canon, a guiding line for modern Slovak literature; on the one hand, he con-
sidered Janko Jesensky, Pavol Orszagh Hviezdoslav or Ivan Krasko canonical
authors, but on the other, he was positively aware of contemporary modern
artistic movements. Seeing literature as a “reservoir of values that outlast indi-
viduals and generations,”* he reconstructed the narrative of Slovak literature
as truly beginning with Sttr’s Romantic generation, even explicitly stating
that “producers of spiritual values” should consciously utilise their legacy and
complement it with modern world influences in a way that would ultimate-
ly be distinctly Slovak and only then, modern.” From 1934 to 1938, Meciar
published a series of articles in Eldn that commented on the state of Slovak
literature and culture. He championed the view of universality and equality
with other European and world literatures,” but also repeatedly criticised Slo-
vak authors for their lack of values,* overt focus on fashionable slogans™ and
the reluctance or inability to find a common ground in cultural work for the
sake of national progress.” There are some key points to be found in Meciar’s
thinking. Although receptive to modern trends in literature, he cautioned
against their mechanical use, and though he insisted on worldly qualities for
Slovak literature, he was critical of most authors for not creating works with
such character. To sum up, Meciar did not reject modernity, but considered
it in relation to national art as a return to a purely Slovak literary form, to its
folk roots and legacy of previous generations,” evoking the long-time attitude

48  MECIAR, Stanislav. Slovenskad literatra a tradicia. In Slovenské smery, 1936, vol. 3, no. 8-9,

49 IF\)/[;O@ZIAR, Stanislav. Nesmrtelny hlas. In Eldn, 1938, vol. 8, no. 10, pp. 1-3.

50 MECIAR, Stanislav. Nad duchovnym dedictvom Sturovym. In Slovenské pohlady, 1936, vol. 52,

51 ?/?Egliﬁ,létanisla\h My a takzvana eurdpska troven. In Eldn, 1934, vol. 4, no. 6, p. 1.

52 MECIAR, Stanislav. Sine nobilitate. In Eldn, 1936, vol. 7, no. 1, pp. 1-3.

53  MECIAR, Stanislav. Bezideovost v literature. In Eldn, 1937, vol. 8, no. 1, pp. 5-6.

54 ME@IAR, Stanislav. Niet Iudi. In Eldn, 1937, vol. 7, no. 10, pp. 1-2.
55  MECIAR 1936, Sine nobilitate.
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towards “national revivalist” and educational art>® that can be traced back to
L. Stur. To Mediar, historical national values that largely corresponded to the
aforementioned stereotypical set of “Slovak” attributes described by Chmel
and traditional literary forms of both sophisticated and folk art were evidence
of the legitimacy of Slovak literature and assured its future progress.

As explained above, Kostolny maintained that the Slovak language was not
under threat from Czechoslovakist policies. To him, as in Meciar’s case, the
biggest merit Slovak literature should have headed towards was worldliness.
In addition, he mentioned professionalism and a scholarly approach that
would thoroughly analyse and uncover the specifics of Slovak culture, thus
anticipating its future needs.”” Generally, Kostolny opposed nationalist ten-
dencies in literature as remnants of the pre-1918 national and political sit-
uation. In fact, he was more interested in outlining its relationship to Czech
literature as a certain sign of worldliness. Like with language, which he saw
politically as united but distinct in practice, Kostolny spoke of one Czecho-
slovak culture®® that should only be evaluated in context of world literature.”
Yet he felt it necessary to discuss the cultural transfer and distinctions be-
tween Czech and Slovak culture. He repeatedly criticised the Czech side for
not particularly caring for Slovak literature, despite the best Slovak efforts to
export their national literature.®® He also criticised Slovak writers for their
close-mindedness, regionalism and overrating of national values.®’ To put
it simply, worldliness was Kostolny’s way of justifying Slovak literature as a
specific national literature, though still subordinate to the political unity of
Czechoslovak culture. At the core, one might consider him a light version of
a Czechoslovak nationalist.

Chorviath approached the issue of national literature in terms of both its his-
tory and function. Like Meciar, he deemed the legacy of Slovak Romanticism
important to modern Slovak literature, but he saw greater value in contem-
porary poetry developing on Romanticism in conjunction with new literary
forms and expressions.®* The notion of a romantic Slovak nature pervaded
Czechoslovak art reception; Czech art being high and sophisticated, and Slo-
vak low and “rustic’®—which Chorvath sharply opposed. However, he did
see the Slovakness of literature in its connection to the people. Not only was
Romantic art inspirational to contemporary artists due to its folk sources,
but among international art as well, offering jazz as an example of a modern
art form with folk roots. Chorvath’s solution was to resume the tradition of
Slovak art for the masses, with its distinctively sad, painful and defiant tone,

56 KVOCAKOVA 2020, p. 58.

57  KOSTOLNY 1932, Postavenie Slovenska, p. 151.

58 KOSTOLNY, Andrej. Mlada generdcia slovenskd (Pokrac¢ovanie.). In Luk, 1930, vol. 1, no. 7,
pp. 100-102.

59  KOSTOLNY, Andrej. Tiene diletantizmu. In Slovensky denik, 28 October 1933, p. 13.

60 KOSTOLNY, Andrej. Cesty slovenskej kulttry namierené do eskych zemi. In Politika, 1937,
vol. 7, no. 6, p. 68.

61  KOSTOLNY, Andrej. Poznamky k Razusovej prednaske v Bratislave. In Politika, 1931, vol. 1,
no. 9, pp. 102-103.
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but eschewing superficial folklore traits.** Chorvath attributed the issues
with Slovak art—obsoleteness, isolation, marginality—to the tradition of
testing the formal side of literary production that led to misunderstandings
by the general readership, and expressed hope that writers will realise their
new mission to speak to the masses.®® Although Chorvath was critical of the
Czech relationship to Slovak art, he nevertheless admitted that Slovak poetry
was closely connected to the Czech tradition, providing international influ-
ence. Besides this, he insisted that Slovak poetry is independent and only
explicable through a characteristically Slovak experience and environment.*
Chorvath thus found the legitimacy of national literature in its historical
function; to critically mirror the world of the masses, speak to them and to
establish enduring truths and values by overcoming the distance between
nationalism and universalism, intelligentsia and the people.®” Chorvath un-
derstood interwar modernity more socially than nationally and was more
receptive to avant-garde—revolutionary—aesthetics.

When trying to define Slovakness, one would have to admit sooner or lat-
er that it is impossible, as literature exists in complicated relationships with
and under important influence from other literatures, which is especially
true of a smaller nation’s one. Elaborating on Beecroft’s definition, one might
say that the three critics of this study were concerned with techniques on
reading literary works, which is clear. However, oftentimes they delved into
thoughts on creating texts from the perspective of national literature—which
is an uncertain territory—and inter-literary connections—which they did
inconsistently and vaguely. As Beecroft suggests, national literatures emerge
from vernacular ones.® This is also what the three considered, indirectly
and linguistically, in their evaluation of Slovak national literature. It is clear,
however, that despite general political programmes, the critics expressed a
certain will to compromise between the national characteristic of literary
production and a degree of international influence, one way or another.”

The Congress of Slovak Writers

In the 1930s, ideological differences among Slovak intellectuals became
gradually more palpable. Still, there were moments of cooperation on cer-
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Of course, there were instances of writers who unambiguously rejected any notion of internation-
alism or cosmopolitism in favour of purely national literature, such as Martin Rézus or Jan E. Bor,
as well as radical leftist writers who, in turn, rejected national literary tradition in the name of
new revolutionary art, such as authors connected with the journal DAV in their early years. For
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tain levels despite the ideological differences among literary intelligentsia.
One such occasion has already been mentioned; the Congress of the Young
Slovak Generation, where the majority of attendees agreed to reject the idea
of Czechoslovak national and linguistic unity. Another such occasion, albe-
it with seemingly different results, was the only pre-war Congress of Slovak
Writers that took place from 30 May until 1 June 1936. It was a seminal event
attended by more than 200 literary professionals of all worldviews, faiths and
generations.”” Many authors and critics gave speeches, including Meciar on
tradition in Slovak culture and Kostolny on fresh goals of literary criticism,
which were later published in a special issue of the journal Slovenské smery.
Chorvath was active as an initiator and critic of the Congress, but had only
limited participation in actual discussions. The result, a brief Joint Statement
of Slovak Writers addressing several key issues, declared: 1. “a faithfulness to
struggle for freedom and the great ideals of humanity that helped the workers
of our culture secure our national present;” 2. unity against any enemy and
cooperation with Czech authors; 3. co-responsibility for the Czechoslovak
state and Slovak nation; 4. an adherence to values of social freedom and jus-
tice as a base for literary and cultural progress; 5. the Slovak nation belongs to
the world cultural and social space.”

The role of leftist writers here was placed at the forefront of the Congress,
not only because subsequent historiography granted them special emphasis,
but also because they initiated the event’s organisation and were particularly
active in the surrounding discussions. Michal Chorvath was one of the first
to contemplate the idea thoroughly in reaction to the articles of Meciar, Laco
Novomesky and Jan Ponic¢an, who all had generally wondered whether an
event such as International Congress of Writers for the Defence of Culture
in Paris or the Congress of Soviet Writers could be organised in Slovakia.
Chorvath was mostly curious if an alliance of particular Slovak ideological
movements would be possible, outlining four specifically: 1. nationalist, that
he dubbed “new Sturism;” 2. Czechoslovakist; 3. internationalist/communist,
which, according to him, saw nationalism as a revolutionary idea; 4. Catholic
modernist, in terms of nationalism connected to the first movement.”> Chor-
vath asserted that the tying idea was that Slovaks are a cultured nation and
that art is supposed to educate the people. He later wrote several more arti-
cles after the Congress concluded, criticising it for theorising instead of fo-
cusing on practical measures. In this respect, he saw three positive results of
the event: solving the issue of tradition and worldliness, rejecting Czechoslo-
vakism—instead aiming to maintain a fruitful and healthy relationship with
Czech culture—and emphasising contact with ordinary people.”> Chorvath
reflected on the presence of Czechoslovakism on the Congress, eventually
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noting that Slovak writers and critics no longer consider it a vital issue, and
even known Czechoslovakists accepted Slovak culture as legitimate, singling
out Kostolny.” Although Chorvath capitulated a general acceptance of the
aforementioned third way, supported by the Joint Statement, in reality, all ma-
jor ideological movements (autonomist, Czechoslovakist, communist) inter-
preted the result as a win for their specific side.”

It might seem paradoxical that the writers and critics called for cooperation
and unity despite their disputes and apparent irreconcilable differences. They
were motivated by what was seen as a rising fascist threat, a strong desire
for delimiting and improving the Slovak position within the Czechoslovak
state and the perceived need to describe the specifics of Slovak art along with
creative and social conditions. The Congress had been seen in the past as an
event initiated by leftist writers that, in the end, united Slovak literary profes-
sionals in the so-called “third way” approach to the “Slovak question”; neither
demanding Slovak autonomy nor accepting the idea of Czechoslovakism, an
idea represented at the Congress by Laco Novomesky and later strengthened
by Marxist-Leninist literary historiography.” Debates were sparked in the af-
termath of the Congress and, considering the reactions in journals and news-
papers, revealed that the statement was more of a noble gesture which did not
tully correlate with the real situation in Slovak culture.””

Conclusion

This article explored how national and nationalist agenda manifested itself in
the writings of three well-known literary critics of the 1930s, Stanislav Meciar,
Andrej Kostolny, and Michal Chorvath, as representatives of their respective
ideological movements: nationalist/autonomist, Czechoslovakist, and com-
munist. Although each had different opinions on the Slovak position within
Czechoslovakia, they all regarded Slovakia as equal to the Czechs. The same
can be said about culture; not only the three critics, but the majority of liter-
ary professionals of the 1930s would agree that Slovak literature belonged to
the world—or at least strongly aspired to do so—either for its idiosyncratic
Slovakness with roots in national history, tradition and character, or for ab-
sorbing modern(ist) literary trends and adapting them to Slovak literary con-
text. These were the ways used to legitimise the Slovak nation and its culture
alike, which was the main goal of contemporary literary critics, theoreticians,
historians, and writers too.

74  CHORVATH, Michal. Cechoslovakizmus na spisovatelskom zjazde. In Slovenské zvesti, 4 June
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Stanislav Meciar represented the nationalist/autonomist movement, connect-
ing modern Slovak literature to its historical roots and utilising the narrative
of a thousand-year oppression and historical role of Slovaks on their way to
independence and self-determination. In literature, Meciar advocated for a
return to Slovak folk roots, its rich artistic tradition and depicted the Slo-
vak historical and social struggle, yet he was simultaneously aware of world
modernist and avant-garde movements, which he did not outright reject,
but cautioned against a mechanical adaptation. Just like he considered the
national issue in teleological dimensions, he saw Slovak art as destined to
become purely national, thus finally modern. On the other end of the spec-
trum, Michal Chorvath opposed political nationalism and its manifestations
in literary works and contested traditional Slovak autostereotypes regarding
history, tradition and character. Chorvath legitimised Slovak literature by its
ability to mirror social issues of the common folk and bridge gaps between
classes. Whether deliberately or not, his efforts were in certain union with
official Communist Party policies following its Bolshevisation, according to
which the national question was inseparable from communist revolution.

Among the three, Andrej Kostolny gives the oddest impression; an advocate
of Czechoslovak unity that, though official state policy, was no longer viable
in practice and was rejected by a significant part of Slovak intelligentsia. He
was a commentator, whose agenda was to amicably equate and bring together
Czech and Slovak cultures arguing that Czechoslovak unity is not a threat to
Slovak self-determination. He was also a literary critic, who wished to call
Slovak literature a part of European and world culture, yet subordinate to
common Czechoslovak culture. As to the legitimacy of the Slovak nation and
its literature, it was not an important issue to Kostolny. To him, the widespread
use of the Slovak language and writing perfectly legitimised the existence of
the nation and its literature. All three saw literature as a space for delimiting
a certain national idiosyncrasy that might comprise Slovak nation-ness—or
national identity—acting as a vehicle for, according to them, universal values.
Despite declaring a certain degree of cooperation and agreement on national
and cultural issues, concrete solutions diverged dramatically, as is evidenced
by the Congress of Slovak Writers and proceeding developments. It was an
event which, on the one hand, united the attending literati (as a social group)
in the moral imperative of being engaged and conscious writers, cultural
workers with duties to society. On the other hand, in practical terms, it only
accentuated the ruptures and differences that became more transparent after
the First Vienna Award and the founding of the Slovak state.
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Abstract

LENCESOVA, Michaela. The Concept of “Nation” and “National Community” in
the Thinking of Stefan Polakovi¢: A Case of the Nazi Idea of Volksgemeinschaft
Spread within Slovak Catholic Nationalism.

This study explores a range of shifts in the understanding of “nation” by Stefan
Polakovi¢, a Catholic intellectual, in the period of the wartime Slovak Republic,
focusing on the root causes of Polakovi¢'s adoption of Volksgemeinschaft—
the racial concept of “nation” that drew upon the ideology of German National
Socialism. The current paper examines the genesis of the Slovak adaptation in
Polakovic's interpretation and his coming to terms with the Catholic critique of
racism. Polakovic¢'s conceptualisation of the idea of “nation”is explored within a
wider context of its understanding in Slovak political Catholicism.

n September 1942, the ideological seminar Political School was

held in a small Slovak town on the Hron river called Sliac. The
five-day event brought together delegates from Hlinka’s Slovak Peo-
ple’s Party (HSLS),! cultural professionals and other specialists and
featured Catholic priest and philosopher Stefan Polakovi¢ (1912-
1999), who presented two papers. A public intellectual, thinker
and fascist-leaning Catholic corporatist,” Polakovi¢ played a role
in shaping the leadership cult of Jozef Tiso (1887-1947). He also
served as Head of the National and Political Formation Department
of Hlinka Youth (HY)? and was influential in developing Tiso’s ver-
sion of Slovak National Socialism, called People’s Slovakia. At the
seminar, he discussed the leadership principle and the concepts of
“nation” and “state,” asserting that the Slovak nation “evolved from
an original, single biological root not merged with the blood of oth-
er nations, and even used its invigorating blood to nurture some
nations.”* This emphasis on a biological foundation of the nation

Slovak orig. Hlinkova slovenska fudova strana.

On the fascination of Catholic clerics in the period of the Slovak State and the

theory of the fascist effect, see SZABO, Miloslav. ,,Klérofasizmus“? Katolicizmus

aradikédlna pravica v stredoeurdpskom kontexte (1918-1945). In Historicky casopis,

2017, vol. 65, no. 4, pp. 675-687.

3 Hlinka Youth emerged after 1938 as a youth organisation under the HSLS. MILLA,
Michal. Hlinkova mlddez 1938-1945. Bratislava : UPN, 2008, p- 73,90, 205.

4 Zakoncenie Politickej $koly HSLS na Sliaci. In Slovdk, 30 September 1942, p. 3.
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and the purity of blood is a direct reference to the racially instigated concept
of Volksgemeinschaft (national community) from the ideology of German
National Socialists. The term “national community” was employed in Slovak
Catholic nationalist discourse with the same connotations.’ In an encyclical,
Mit brennender Sorge (1937), Pope Pius XI condemned the anti-ecclesiastical
policies of the German National Socialists, along with racism, chauvinism
and statism, though he did not question the existence of races, nations or
modern secular states. He argued that the supreme place ought to belong to
God and order should not be based on race, nation or state, but on natural
law bestowed by God.® Notwithstanding the Pope’s criticism of racism, some
European Catholic intellectuals, including Slovaks, adopted the concept of
Volksgemeinschaft.” This study examines the rationale behind such incorpo-
ration of the German National Socialist concept of “nation” in the thinking
of Stefan Polakovic.

Research Scope

During the Second World War, Volksgemeinschaft was a construct of socie-
ty promoted by the Third Reich. Politicians and intellectuals across Europe
incorporated the language as a way to bolster their national projects, while
also defining themselves vis-a-vis other national schemes. In addition to ra-
cial exclusivism, Volksgemeinschaft was epitomised by social inclusion, thus
racial identity determined entitlement to state social welfare.® Earlier research
shows that adoption of the German concept of Volksgemeinschaft by Slovak
Catholic philosophers was quite marginal. In addition to Stefan Polakovi¢,
Ladislav Hanus (1907-1994) also engaged theoretically in the concept of a
people’s community and natural law,” and Ludovit Zachar (1888-1967) de-
scribed the racial principle as one of the main pillars of Slovak National So-
cialism.' Priest and president of the wartime Slovak State'' Jozef Tiso, who
constantly accentuated a social agenda throughout his political career, re-
vered some of the social enterprises of the Third Reich. Nevertheless, it was

5  The term “national community” is used in this study with a meaning close to that of “common-
wealth” or “togetherness,” as applied in the nationalist language of populists during the 1930s and
1940s.

6  WEIGEL, George. The Irony of Modern Catholic History. New York : Basic Books, 2019; CHAP-
PEL, James. Catholic Modern. Cambridge : Harvard University Press, 2018, p. 156; CONNELLY,
John. Catholic Racism and Its Opponents. In The Journal of Modern History, 2007, vol. 79, no. 4,
pp. 813-847.

7 See also cases in Hungary and Croatia. HANEBRINK, Paul A. In Defense of Christian Hungary.
Ithaca-London : Cornell University Press, 2006, pp. 137-221; YEOMANS, Rory. Visions of anni-
hilation. Pittsburgh : University of Pittsburgh Press, 2013.

8 SUSTROVA, Radka. Zasttené poédtky socidlniho stdtu. Prague : Argo, 2020, pp. 69-157.

SZABO, Miloslav. Klérofasisti. Bratislava : Slovart, 2019, pp. 84-97.

10 MUNZ, Teodor. Novotomizmus na Slovensku v prvej polovici 20. storo¢ia. In KOLLAR, Karol
- KOPCOK, Andrej. Dejiny filozofie na Slovensku v XX. storoci. Bratislava : Infopress, 1998, pp.
26-27; WARD, James. Jozef Tiso. Prague : Slovart, 2018.

11 Slovak Republic, 1939-1945, is the official name of the country that emerged as a result of the
Munich Treaty which led to the split of Czechoslovakia. Generally it is referred to as the Slovak
State, by historians as well. In respect of this practice, in this study, any reference to the name of
the country will be made as the “Slovak State” Elsewhere, to distinguish from the state- and na-
tion-building notions drawn by Slovak intellectuals, the phrase “Slovak state” will be employed.
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not merely a matter of Winter Aid as part of the moral reform of capitalism;'*
Tiso also personally admired the social inclusion associated with the concept
of Volksgemeinschaft. After declaring autonomy for Slovakia in October 1938,
he spoke of the dawn of a New Slovakia and “giving Slovak bread back to
Slovaks.” He referred directly to the term “national community,” though dis-
tanced himself from a racially constructed concept of “nation.”** It was only
later, after adopting racial arguments that he came to think of Slovaks in the
context of “cleansing the Slovak race from the Jewish one.”"*

The situation was somewhat different among Slovak political Catholicism cir-
cles.”” The prevailing discourse, as epitomised by Catholic corporatists, de-
fined “nation” as a spiritual community, though from the second half of the
1930s, it grew radical; first by emphasising the homogenisation and unity of
the Slovak nation and later by shifting towards racial positions. The roots of
the nationalist discourse among the Slovak National Socialists, who defined
a “nation” as a racial community, can be traced through Slovak political Ca-
tholicism to the second half of the 1920s. With the exception of the period of
1940-1942, the discourse did not prove to be predominant.'é Further research
shall explore how the representatives of the two factions of Slovak political
Catholicism imagined the concept of Volksgemeinschaft throughout the ex-
istence of the Slovak State. However, it was particularly during the period of
Slovak National Socialism that the concept was used increasingly frequently.
Research up to today suggests that Slovak National Socialists were particular-
ly keen on using the term “national community,” though corporativists adopt-
ed the notion as well."”

While biologism was quite negligible among Slovak Catholic philosophers
in conceptualising the idea of “nation’, the theory deserves further inquiry to
expose the various roots of the Catholic adoption of fascist elements along
with different approaches to reading Papal encyclicals and their interpreta-
tion by Catholics internationally. Though they considered some elements of
racial theory to be apostasy, they also realised that race was to be the foun-

12 WARD 2018, p. 238-239; Slovenska obetavost prehovorila. In Slovdk, 7 November 1939, p. 2.

13 FABRICIUS, Miroslav - HRADSKA, Katarina. Jozef Tiso, Prejavy a clanky. 2. diel. Bratislava : HU
SAV, 2007, p. 41. For antisemitic measures from this period, see e.g., dedicated issue Autonomia
Slovenska 1938-1939 : Pociato¢na faza holokaustu a perzekucii. In Forum Historiae, 2019, vol.
13, no. 1. http://www.forumhistoriae.sk/sk/tema/autonomia-slovenska-1938-1939-pociatoc-
na-faza-holokaustu-perzekucii

14  On Catholic racism and the penetration of racism into Catholic antisemitic discourse, see
SZABO, Miloslav. Catholic racism and anti-Jewish discourse in interwar Austria and Slovakia:
the cases of Anton Orel and Karol Korper. In Patterns of Prejudice, 2020, vol. 54, no. 3, pp. 258-
286, DOI: 10.1080/0031322X.2020.1759862; CONNELLY, John. From Enemy to Brother. Cam-
bridge : HUP, 2012.

15  Asasynonym for HSLS, the term “Slovak political Catholicism,” is used in this study. To distin-
guish between the two main ideological lines within the Party, the terms “corporatists” (conser-
vatives) and “national socialists” (radicals) are used. HRUBON, Anton. Fasizmus nds slovensky.
Bratislava : Premedia, 2021, pp. 17-174. The term “Slovak Catholic thinkers” in the study refers to
the philosophical environment. The term “Slovak Catholic national discourse” refers to a specific
type of Slovak Catholic nationalism, shaped by representatives of HSLS with other intellectuals.

16 HRUBON 2021, pp. 40-83; FELAK, James Ramon. At the Price of the Republic. Pittsburgh : Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh Press, 1994, pp. 142-208; LORMAN, Thomas. The Making of the Slovak
People’s Party. London; New York : Bloomsbury Academic, 2019, pp. 187-217.

17 HRUBON 2021, pp.100-123.
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dation of New Europe; the arrangement of Europe dominated by German
National Socialists.’® The attempt among Catholic intellectuals to conceptu-
alise Volksgemeinschaft was therefore an ideological manoeuvre between the
Papal critiques of racism and geopolitics. Moreover, Tiso was not the only
Slovak Catholic thinker to enter practical politics and bring his ideas into
political reality; Stefan Polakovi¢, Ladislav Hanus and Ludo Zachar were all
involved politically, though not to the same effect nor did they last as long.
Polakovi¢ and Zachar became ideologically involved in the power struggle
between Tiso and Vojtech Tuka. Polakovic held a post in Hlinka Youth which
allowed him to ideologically shape the young generation of people’s populists.
His theories were incorporated into Tiso’s concept of People’s Slovakia and in
the notion of folksiness promoted by the Hlinka Youth.'” Zachar chaired the
Slovak-German Association and Hanus spoke at a seminar for culture staff
of the Hlinka Guard.*

Polakovi¢ is a quite familiar figure in Slovak historiography, primarily seen
as the main ideologist of the Slovak State regime. His ideological texts tend
to be identified with the official opinion of the HSLS, even though many of
his proposals did not manifestly affect the language of political Catholicism.
His works are often analysed through the ideological roots of the thoughts of
Jozef Tiso or in the context of ideological rivalry between corporatists and
National Socialists.! This study examines the evolution of the concept of “na-
tion” in the thinking of Polakovi¢ during the Slovak State, and use of the idea
of Volksgemeinschaft in his works. In addition to the ideological roots of Po-
lakovi¢’s worldview, the study explores the environments within which he ar-
ticulated his concept of “nation,” examining closely his intentions in adopting
and adapting the racial construct of “nation” and the extent to which he was
able to go—in light of the Pope’s criticism of racism—in pursuing such goals
as a Catholic priest and thinker.

The present study is based on two propositions. The first is that Polakovic’s
shift towards the concept of Volksgemeinschaft was driven by a desire to re-
vise the Vienna Award with assistance from the German National Socialists
combined with a desire to refuse the territorial claims of the Hungarian gov-
ernment, which, in turn, expected some help with the revision of borders set
by the Treaty of Trianon.”* A Slovak-Hungarian battle for the status of top
Third-Reich collaborator and revision of the Vienna Award featured marked-

18 HANEBRINK 2006, p. 89.

19  Nesieme ohen a me¢. In Novd mlddez, 1942, vol. 5, no. 2, p. 1.

20  For conflicts within the people’s populists’ camp, see e.g. biographies of J. Tiso and A. Mach:
WARD 2018, pp. 245-277; HRUBON, Anton. Alexander Mach. Bratislava : Premedia, 2018;
SZABO 2019, Klérofasisti, pp. 84-97.

21 PEKAR, Martin. Stitna ideolégia a jej vplyv na charakter rezimu. In FIAMOVA, Martina et al.
Slovensky $tat 1939-1945: predstavy a realita. Bratislava : Historicky ustav SAV, 2014, pp. 137-152;
HRUBON, Anton. Slovensky narodny socializmus v koncepciach Stefana Polakovica a Stanislava
Me¢iara. In HRUBON, Anton. Slovensko v rokoch neslobody 1938-1989, II. Osobnosti zndme —
nezndme. Bratislava : Ustav pamiti ndroda, 2014, pp. 20-34; HRUBON 2021, pp. 103, 115-116.

22 SZABO 2019, Klérofasisti; KALLIS, Aristotle. The ‘Fascist Effect’: On the Dynamics of Political
Hybridization in Inter-War Europe. In PINTO COSTA, Anténio - KALLIS, Aristotle. Rethinking
Fascism and Dictatorship in Europe. London : Palgrave Macmillan, 2014, pp. 13-41.
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ly in the foreign policy of the Slovak State.” Polakovi¢ also was a chaplain in
the city of Nitra, where the Vienna Award issue resonated strongly during the
entire existence of the Slovak State.**

The second proposition suggests that adopting Volksgemeinschaft without
slipping into heresy enabled Polakovi¢ to operate within the “marginal con-
cepts” of Catholic ideology without touching its “doctrinal core” or the “outer
limits of orthodoxy.” Catholicism as an ideology is made up of interrelated
concepts; the “doctrinal core” is characterised by static and ever-present con-
cepts (e.g., a belief in God-given natural law) and the space beyond the “outer
limits of orthodoxy” is formed by notions outside of Catholic dogmatics (e.g.,
the presentation of race as the foundation of law). “Marginal concepts,” which
also provide space for defining the racial concept of “nation,” lay between the

“core” and the “frontier of orthodoxy.”*

The present study is divided into three parts. The first examines the founda-
tions of Polakovic’s idea of “nation” from the second half of the 1930s. This
is followed by a contextual study of the roots of Polakovi¢’s adoption of the
first concepts from the German National Socialist ideology. A final section
explores the gradual acquisition, design and subsequent abandonment of the
Volksgemeinschaft concept. Two different concepts of “nation” as coined by
Polakovic¢ are discussed. The first section describes his understanding of “na-
tion” within the discourse of Christian totalitarianism (1938-1939), which,
however, left no marked influence on the language of political Catholicism,
and the second part examines his ideas of “nation” and “national community”
within Slovak National Socialism (1941-1943), which were to become inte-
gral parts of Tiso’s concept of People’s Slovakia.

Polakovic¢’s Concept of the Slovak Nation within Christian Totali-
tarianism

In his view of “nation,” Polakovi¢ essentially followed the Slovak Catholic
national discourse as illustrated by the corporatists. From there, he drew on
its spiritual nature and an emphasis on spiritual attributes, including lan-
guage, culture and history, a positive perception of nationalism and its con-
nection to the Catholic version of Christianity. He also developed a narrative

23 SCHVARC, Michal. Nacionélno-socialistickd “nova Eurépa” a Slovensko. In FIAMOVA et al.
2014, pp. 69-80; LIPTAK, Lubomir. Madarsko v slovenskej politike za druhej svetovej vojny. In
KAMENEC, Ivan. 2217 dni. Bratislava : Kalligram, 2011, pp. 222-292.

24  Diocesan Archive in Nitra, Slovakia, fond (f.) Personal file of Stefan Polakovi¢, Appointment of
Stefan Polakovi¢, a new priest for the First Chaplain in Nitra, lower parish dated 24 September
1937; PALARIK, Miroslav. The City and Region Against the Backdrop of Totalitarianism. Berlin :
Peter Lang, 2018; ARPAS, Rébert. Od demokracie k autoritdrstvu: Ponitrie v obdobi autondémie.
Nitra : UKF, 2021; HETENY]I, Martin. Slovensko-madarské pomedzie v rokoch 1938-1945. Nitra :
FF UKE 2008; HASAROVA, Zuzana - PALARIK, Miroslav. Hospodérska a socioekonomicka
situdcia v Nitre a v Nitrianskom okrese v obdobi autonémie Slovenska. In Studia Historica Nit-
riensia, 2020, vol. 24, no. 2, pp. 456-504; PALARIK, Miroslav - MIKULASOVA, Alena - HE-
TENYI, Martin. Nitra a okolie v rokoch 1939-1945. Nitra : UKE, 2020.

25  FREEDEN, Michael. Ideologies and Political Theory: A Conceptual Approach. Oxford : Clarendon
Press, 1996; PORTER-SZUCS, Brian. Faith and Fatherland. New York : OUP, 2011, pp. 13-15;
SUSTOVA DRELOVA, Agéta. Co znamend nirod pre katolikov na Slovensku? In Historicky
casopis, 2019, vol. 67, no. 3, pp. 385-411, DOI: https://doi.org/10.31577/histcas0.2019.67.3.1.
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of the external threat to Christian morality and the nation, which resulted
in the subsequent need for national unity.** He also built upon the concept
of natural law, which was included in the arguments of proponents of the
Slovak political Catholicism. He used this concept when extoling the lan-
guage rights of the Slovak national community in Hungary, and later in their
advocacy of autonomy—the existence of a Slovak state—or calls for revision
of the Vienna Award.”

Natural law is an essential piece within Catholic thinking. Aquinas defined
it as the eternal law which arises from an unalterable human nature that
every person has inscribed in their conscience.”® This theory is the founda-
tion of Catholic universalism, of the social teachings of the Church, as well as
Catholic nationalism and the nascent concept of human rights.” In the 1930s,
Catholic discourse on the defence of Catholic values in modern society began
to change. Instead of a hitherto defence of ecclesiastical privileges, European
Catholic thinkers came to offer a defence of the rights and liberties of man as
a member of kin to be respected by secular states, arguing that everyone had
the right to life, dignity or religion. The Catholic concept of human rights
differed from the liberal form by emphasising man as part of community. In
the 1930s and 1940s, it was associated with a criticism of fascism, yet also with
anti-Semitism and the curtailment of civil and reproductive rights, both well
within the concept of Volksgemeinschaft.”® This applied to Polakovi¢ too.

Although the term “Christian and national community” was enshrined in
the constitution of the Slovak State in July 1939, Polakovi¢ did not refer to it
prior to the declaration of the era of Slovak National Socialism.”" Amidst the
pioneering atmosphere of “New Slovakia,” Polakovi¢ saw nations as spiritual
communities of individuals, bearers of irrevocable natural rights of divine or-
igin independent of secular power. Natural law was to become the foundation
of the legal system of the Slovak State. Polakovi¢ further argued that national-
ism was imperative to achieving salvation and culture was a way to elevate ed-
ucational attainment, morality, national consciousness and the unity of mem-
bers of the nation. They were to be re-educated, learned and ascetic Christian
nationalists, with the corporate Slovak State headed by an Italian-style leader
and a single political party until the remnants of liberalism and democracy
were removed. The Polakovi¢ project of Slovak nation building within the

26 BALAZOVA, Jana. Primordialistickd koncepcia Stefana Polakovi¢a. In KOLLAR, Karol -
KOPCOK, Andrej. Dejiny filozofie na Slovensku v XX. storo¢i. Bratislava : Infopress, 1998, pp.
181-193.

27  JURIGA, Ferdi$. Krajinsky snem. In Slovenské ludové noviny, 16 June 1911, pp. 2-3; WARD
2018, p. 135; PETRUE, Pavol. Téma ,,novej Eurdpy, ,,nového eurdpskeho poriadku® a ,,zivotného
priestoru na strankach novin Slovdk (1939-1940). In IVANICKOVA, Edita. Kapitoly z histdrie
stredoeurdpskeho priestoru v 19. a 20. storo¢i. Bratislava : HU SAV, 2011, pp. 338-354.

28  FINNIS, John. Natural Law and Natural Rights. Oxford : OUP, 2011, pp. 398-403.

29  POLLARD, John. Corporatism and political Catholicism: the impact of Catholic corporatism in
inter-war Europe. In COSTA PINTO, Antonio. Corporatism and Fascism. London : Routledge,
2017, pp. 42-59.

30 CHAPPEL 2018, pp. 59-107; TAYLOR, Leonard. Catholic Cosmopolitanism and the Future of
Human Rights. In Religions, 2020, no. 11, pp. 1-16; MOYN, Samuel. Christian Human Rights.
Philadelphia : University of Pennsylvania, 2015.

31 DRABIK, Jakub. Fasizmus. Bratislava : Premedia, 2019, p. 465.
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framework of Christian totalitarianism resembles an attempt at realizing the
Italian myth of national renascence.”

Polakovi¢ studied philosophy in Rome in the 1930s, which provided him di-
rect experience of how Catholicism operated within a fascist political frame-
work. He applauded the rise of Catholic action after conclusion of the Lateran
Treaties, the sense of protection against the imaginary enemies of Catholi-
cism and civilisation and the “ideological re-education of nation.”** His idea
of the transformation of the Slovak nation is a modification of the Italian
version containing several more contemporary notions of religious concepts
of the period, such as finding a sense of suffering or an emphasis on the lived
experience.”® Polakovi¢ espoused Blondelism, a stream of Catholic philoso-
phy of life epitomised by a relatively high openness to secular modernity in
light of European Catholic thinking in the first half of the 20™ century. French
Catholic intellectual Maurice Blondel (1861-1949) criticised nationalism and
integralism, while embracing democratic and left-wing values.”® Nonetheless,
in the 1930s and 1940s, Polakovi¢ read Blondel as a guide to opening himself
to a fascist-type of modernity by selectively adopting fascist elements and ap-
plying them to the Slovak environment while promoting the interests of the
Slovak nation and Catholicism.*

Blondelism is also apparent in Polakovi¢’s concept of “nation.” Blondel con-
sidered an individual to be the basis of being and individual’s path to God to
be the foremost earthly mission. Conscience was an important aspect in this
regard, as each person ought to have a naturally instilled hierarchy of values.
As a philosopher of life, Blondel emphasised reason and rational knowledge
along with emotions, will and, above all, activities.” Polakovi¢ also placed
God, man and salvation first, subjecting to them the nation, state and values
such as health, which were to be paths to salvation. He included love for na-
tion—meaning nationalism—among the emotions to be properly navigated
to not mislead man on his path to God and similarly, weaken the unity of

32 'WARD 2018, pp. 214-233; KATUNINEC, Milan. Rezim slovenského §tatu a jeho vyvojové
konotécie. In FIAMOVA et al. 2014, pp. 125-136; PEKAR 2014, pp. 137-152; POLAKOVIC,
Stefan. K zdkladom slovenského $tatu. Martin : Matica slovenskd, 1939, pp. 13, 20-22, 28, 33-56,
76-81, 85-90, 110-114; POLAKOVIC, Stefan. Integralizmus. In Svoradov, 1937, vol. 6, no. 3-4,
pp. 10-12.

33 POLAKOVIC, Stefan. Za aktivizmus kongreganistov. In Maridnska kongregdcia, 1934, no. 1, pp.
5-7; POLAKOVIC, Stefan. Na margo mojej knihy. In Slovenské pohlady, 1939, vol. 55, no. 11,
p. 638. On the relationship between Catholicism and fascism after the Lateran Treaty, see POL-
LARD, John. Catholicism in Modern Italy. London; New York : Routedge, 2008, pp. 69-107; POL-
LARD, John. “Clerical Fascism”: Context, Overview and Conclusion. In Totalitarian Movements
and Political Religions, 2007, vol. 8, no. 2, pp. 436-437.

34 DAGNINGO, Jorge. Faith and Fascism. London : Palgrave Macmillan, 2017, pp. 121-124.

35 BERNARDI, J. Peter. Maurice Blondel, Social Catholicism, & Action Frangaise. Washington : The
Catholic University of America Press, 2008; CONWAY A. Michael. Maurice Blondel and Res-
sourcement. In FLYNN, Gabriel - MURRAY, D. Paul. Ressourcement: A Movement for Renewal
in Twentieth-Century Catholic Theology. Oxford : OUP, 2012, pp. 65-82; SUTTON, Michael. Na-
tionalism, Positivism and Catholicism. Cambridge : CUP, 1982.

36 POLAKOVIC, Stefan. Scholastika a blondelizmus. In Svoradov, 1934, vol. 4, November, pp. 2-4.
POLAKOVIC 1937, pp. 10-12; POLAKOVIC 1939, Na margo mojej knihy, p. 638.

37  LETZ, Jan. Blondelizmus vo filozofii Stefana Polakovi¢a. In KOLLAR, Karol - KOPCOK, Andrej.
Dejiny filozofie na Slovensku v XX. storoci. Bratislava : Infopress, 1998, pp. 61-66; BLONDEL,
Maurice. Filosofie akce. Olomouc : Refugium, 2008.
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the nation. He argued that “love for the nation” is not chauvinism, but im-
portant means of human salvation. Linking “nationalism” with “salvation” is
mystical in itself, and the Blondelian emphasis on activity led Polakovi¢ to
celebrate different heroic forms of sacrifice for the nation, ranging from sup-
porting families to increase the nation’s population growth, and extending
as far as death on the “altar of the homeland.™® In Polakovi¢’ eyes, the young
Slovak generation of intellectuals was to play a key role in the renascence of
individuals, elevating the life of nation by creating high culture. This mis-
sion resembled that of the 19" century intellectuals and leaders surrounding
Ludovit Stur, leader of the Slovak national renascence that “awakened the
Slovaks from lethargy and endeavoured to inspire them to sacrifice their lives
and serve the nation.”*

Polakovi¢’s concept of “nation” included different religious themes and bibli-
cal images. Like other philosophers, he sought evidence of Christian nation-
alism in the Bible stating, “Jesus, too, loved his peoples; he wept bitterly at
their hardship and the destruction of the holy nation-city. Paul was willing to
perish for his people”* In a Christmas editorial for the Nitra-based periodi-
cal Svornost, he longed for “Christ the King [to] become King of Slovakia.” It
continued with, “Our generation is weak. The rotten European atmosphere
poisons also Slovak air. We therefore need cleansing from bacilli eating into
the Slovak souls and threatening us with severe mental conditions [...] Let us
also beg for national faith to be strong for any future events.”' Yet, he never
attempted to interfere with the very content of the Bible and reinterpret theo-
logical dogmas, as did the so-called German Christians. Their attempts to the-
ologically link Christianity to racism shall be discussed further in this study.*

Initially, Polakovi¢’s concept of “nation” also contained a critique of the the-
ory of pure race, which he explicitly applied to the Magyars.*> Marius Turda
suggests that the ideologically refined research by Hungarian anthropolo-
gists and the artificial construct of the “pure Magyar race” were important
arguments in disputes over new territories and a key part of negotiations of
the Vienna Arbitration.* Polakovi¢ therefore argued that though nations
evolved from a single biological tribe (family), it was altogether unimportant
as spiritual bonds outweighed biological origin. He asserted that pure races
no longer existed in Europe; they were mixed and a nation was defined by
culture: “Let’s realise how much Slovak blood was required for the Magyar

38 POLAKOVIC 1939, K zakladom slovenského $tatu, pp. 35-43, 48-54.

39  POLAKOVIC, Stefan. Nové vino do novych nédob. In Svoradov, 1935, vol. 5, no. 1, pp. 7-8.

40  POLAKOVIC 1939, K zékladom slovenského $titu, pp. 50-51; CHLADNY HANOS, Maxi-
milidn. Ldska k ndrodu. Martin: Matica slovenskd, 1941; MUNZ, Teodor. Nacionélna otézka
u katolickych teoldgov za slovenského $tatu. In Filozofia, 1992, vol. 47, no. 1, p. 21-29.

41  POLAKOVIC, Stefan. Adeste fideles. In Svornost, 24 December 1939, p- L

42 Cf. “theological” work of Karol Korper. SZABO 2019, Klérofasisti, pp. 73-75.

43 The term “Magyar” refers to a member of an ethnic group or “race” according to the terminology
of the time, which is subject to this study. “Hungarian” refers to an inhabitant of the state — either
the Kingdom or the Republic of Hungary.

44  TURDA, Marius. “If Our Race Did Not Exist, It Would Have to Be Created” In WEISS-WENDT,
Anton - YEOMANS, Rory. Racial Science in Hitler's New Europe, 1938-1945. Lincoln; London :
University of Nebraska Press, 2013, p. 246.

Forum Historiae, 2022, vol. 16, no. 1



LENCESOVA, Michaela. The Concept of “Nation” and “National Community” in the Thinking of Stefan Polakovic...

nation to lose the biological traits that connected them to the Mongols. Today,
everyone would consider the Magyars to be Aryans.”* Polakovi¢ repeated-
ly returned to this argument. Race anthropologists claimed that the Mongol
race was distinctive to Asia and Heinrich Himmler (1900-1945), and anthro-
pologists surrounding him considered it the worst racial type to be borne
into, inter alia, Jewish and Roma.*

At the same time, Polakovi¢ criticised the idea of the superiority of one race
and nation over another. He did not question the very concept of race nor
the ideas of “improving man,”*” understanding races and nations to be the
work of God and deeming them to be equal on the grounds of natural law,
yet different according to “culture height” Closely related was his idea that
nations without a suitably advanced culture could be “swallowed up” by those
with higher culture. He considered it a defining attribute of nation and an
important element of its integration and ideological re-education. So it is no
surprise that he supported anti-Semitic legislation and used it to defend the
revision of the Vienna Award and the reciprocity act applicable to the Hun-
garian minority.*

Adolf Hitler as the Advocate of Natural Law

It was in 1935 that Polakovi¢ warned against the ideology of German National
Socialists, which he compared—because of racism—to the same peril as (Jew-
ish) Bolshevism. Only with the establishment of the Slovak State did Hitler
begin to feature as the protector of the Slovak nation in his works, particularly
of the southern border of the Slovak State.* The initial stages of the adoption
of beliefs from German National Socialism can be traced back to Polakovi¢’s
time in Nitra in early 1940.

In February 1940, local chaplain Polakovi¢ addressed a debate session of
Nitra intellectuals on the sense of inferiority within the nation, contending
that it was a consequence of the absence of fine Slovak culture because of
its past systematic absorption by Hungarian culture. He then proposed to
build a monument to the medieval prince Svdtopluk on the local hill of Zo-
bor.”® In April 1940, a public rally was held in Nitra where Polakovi¢ wel-
comed Catholic priest Imrich Kosec who had served in Banov between 1938
and 1939, a village that became part of Hungary as a result of the Vienna
Award. The local Hlinka Guard newspaper Nitrianska strdaz reported that

45 POLAKOVIC 1939, K zékladom slovenského $tatu, pp. 58-59.

46 HEINEMANN, Isabel. Defining “(Un)Wanted Population Addition” In WEISS-WENDT, Anton
- YEOMANS, Rory. Racial Science in Hitler’s New Europe, 1938-1945. Lincoln; London : Univer-
sity of Nebraska Press, 2013, p. 40.

47  Distinctive for some young Italian intellectuals. DAGNINO 2017, pp. 74-75. See also Catholic
eugenic thought in the Slovak context. HRUBON, Anton. ,,Budujme slovenského nad¢loveka.
In Vojnovd kronika, 2020, no. 2, pp. 4-11. As the case of Croatia shows, it was also possible to
build the concept of an exclusive nation on the theory of a mix of several races. BARTULIN,
Nevenko. The Racial Idea in the Independent State of Croatia. Leiden; Boston : Brill, 2014, p. 151.

48  POLAKOVIC 1939, K zékladom slovenského $tétu, pp. 59, 61, 131-151, 169-173.

49  POLAKOVIC, Stefan. Bezboznictvo. In Svoradov, 1935, vol. 4, no. 8, p-4 POLAKOVIC 1939,
K zékladom slovenského $tatu, p. 98.

50  Nitra postavi Svitoplukovi pomnik. In Nitrianska strdz, 25 February 1940, pp. 1-2.
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Kosec vividly described the wrongs which Slovak Catholics had to face after
the annexation of their territory to Hungary. Stories about starving Slovak
workers, young people being punished or systematic Magyarisation did not
leave Polakovi¢ indifferent. His address included such proclamations as “We
are those to be entitled, for we are wronged and we act in a Christian manner
when calling for redress,” “Hungarians cannot boast of Christianity, if they
treat people so and claim other Slovak territories,” “the Slovak nation has had
a historical entitlement to this territory in Central Europe since the time of
Svitopluk” and “the atonement of this wrongdoing is not merely a matter of
divine justice, but also of the justice of the mighty of this world, including
our great protector, Germany.>'

Polakovi¢’s theory of a Svitoplukian crown was an attempt to construct an
otherwise missing Slovak historical constitutional tradition which fit into the
concept of history put forward by the chief historian of the Slovak State Fran-
tisek Hrusovsky (1903-1956), and into the propaganda of the Slovak State. It
also sought to legitimise the Slovak State by fostering the cults of Cyril and
Methodius, and also that of Svatopluk,® both associated with Nitra. It thus
comes as no surprise then that some Nitra-based priests, including Polakovic,
contributed to the advancement of these two cults.”

Polakovi¢ contended that Svitopluk was head of the first independent Slovak
state, which led him to try to legitimise its existence by citing an incompat-
ibility with the Czech idea of the crown of St. Wenceslas as justification and
creating a counterweight to the Hungarian crown of St. Stephen, thus setting
himself apart from the Hungarian heritage of Slovak Christianity. Polakovi¢
built upon the thesis of the time advanced by Slovak Catholic nationalists of
Cyril and Methodius and how leaders of the Slovak nation received Chris-
tianity and culture from them, which predated the “ancient Magyars” At
the same time, however, Polakovi¢ spoke of positive Christianity, unafraid of
cooperation between the state and religion.”*

Richard Steigmann-Gall describes positive Christianity as an ideology that
combines Christianity with the racist anti-Semitism and social ethics of Ger-
man National Socialism, including a reinterpretation of Christian doctrines.
Alfred Rosenberg, one of the ideologues of German National Socialism, sug-
gested that it was rather a matter of eliminating the distortions which the
Catholic and Protestant churches had brought to Christian theology. The aim

51  Krivdy musime od¢init. In Nitrianska strdz, 28 April 1940, pp. 1-2.

52 LYSY, Miroslav. ,,I Svitopluk sa zasluzil o slovensky §tat.“ Pouzivanie stredovekych symbolov
v 20. a 21. storo¢i. In Historicky ¢asopis, 2015, vol. 63, no. 2, pp. 333-345; HUDEK, Adam. Naj-
politickejsia veda. Bratislava : HU SAV, 2010, pp. 45-48.

53  Other priests who greatly contributed to the advancement of the cults of Cyril and Methodi-
us, and Svitopluk were Juraj Hodél and Michal Bole¢ek. HODAL, Juraj. Kostol knieZata Priv-
inu v Nitre. Nitra : Ndkladom vyboru cirkevno-narodnych slavnosti v Nitre, 1930; SZABOVA-
BOLECKOVA, Méria. Michal Boleéek v spomienkach. Nitra : Spolo¢nost Bozieho Slova, 1991, p.
15, 21; HETENYI, Martin. Cyrilo-metodské dedicstvo a Nitra. Nitra : FF UKE 2012; SKVARNA,
Dusan. Cyrilo-metodsky obraz v slovenskej kulture 19. storo¢ia. In PANIS, Branislav - RUT-
TKAY, Matej et al. Bratia, ktori menili svet. Bratislava : SNM, 2012, pp. 187-212; HUDEK, Adam.
Cyrilo-metodska tradicia na Slovensku v 20. storo¢i. In PANIS, Branislav - RUTTKAY, Matej et
al. Bratia, ktori menili svet. Bratislava : SNM, 2012, pp. 229—-235.

54  POLAKOVIC, Stefan. Idea svitoplukovskej koruny. In Slovenské pohlady, 1940, no. 6—7, pp.
341-352; HUDEK 2012, pp. 229-235.
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was to erase the Jewish tradition from the Christian faith and create an image
of the Aryan Christ with a strong social sense, actively fighting against tradi-
tional Judaism.>

Polakovi¢’s understanding of positive Christianity represents a modification of
the German concept. He was not interested in the syncretism of Christianity
with racism, nor in the removal of the Jewish tradition of the Christian reli-
gion. He was keen on defining the Hungarian tradition of Slovak Christianity
within the context of the territorial aspirations of the Kingdom of Hungary,
which he then presented as an attack on the natural law of the Slovak nation:
We are not untamed savages for someone disseminating, by the power of a holy
crown, culture among us. We are a nation culturally more ancient than the neigh-
bouring nations. They have much to thank the ancient Slovak culture for, as it
raised them [...]. The crown of St. Stephen, as presented by the Hungarian counts,
has, apart from its founder, little in common with genuine Christianity and true
understanding of culture. With this idea, the Hungarian lords merely cover their
preposterous territorial claims. They believe it is only within the crown St. Ste-
phen that Christianity is protected, and culture is possible. They thus attribute to

the crown of St. Stephen the mission to save Christianity and spread culture in
the Danube area.*

After the second Vienna Arbitration in September 1940 that resulted in the
annexation of part of Romanian territory to Hungary, Polakovi¢ came to call
upon the Catholic Church to also open itself to the vilkisch principle, “World
events clearly point to the leading idea of the new era. Only a blind man fails
to see that the idea of national community, volkisch (népi gondolat), wins
uncontrollably” This confirms the view that Polakovi¢’s adoption of con-
cepts from German National Socialism was originally based on Hungary’s
geopolitical aspirations. Polakovic later argued that it was the role of the cler-
gy to adapt National Socialism to the teachings of the Church. After all, “we
are those who subscribe to the populist ideology of HSL'S”*® Unsurprisingly,
the concept of Volksgemeinschaft in the form of Slovak “national communi-
ty” became part of this adaptation of National Socialism to Christianity.

Natural Law as the Foundation of People’s Populism>°

Polakovi¢ gradually constructed the concept of Slovak national community
between 1940 and 1943, during the so-called era of Slovak National Social-
ism. Although the adoption of the Leadership Principle in the Autumn of
1942 is deemed to mark the conclusion of the era, in terms of thinking, it

55  STEIGMANN-GALL, Richard. The Nazis' “Positive Christianity”: a Variety of “Clerical Fas-
cism’? In Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions, 2007, vol. 8, no. 2, pp. 315-327; STEIG-
MANN-GALL, Richard. The Holy Reich. Cambridge : CUP, 2003.

56 POLAKOVIC 1940, p. 350.

57  P. [POLAKOVIC, Stefan] Narodny socializmus a cirkev. In Svornost, 8 September 1940, p. 1.
“Népi gondolat” is the Hungarian term for the “Vélkisch idea”

58  P. Nérodny socializmus a cirkev, pp. 1-2.

59  As mentioned above, Polakovi¢’s concepts of “nation” and Slovak “national community” within
his theory of Slovak National Socialism became parts of Tisos vision of People’s Slovakia and of
the concept of “folksiness” of the Hlinka Youth. Therefore, the term “people’s populism” is used
in this part of the study in reference to these Polakovi¢ ideas of “nation” and Slovak “national
community”.
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continued to echo for some time. During a time of the introduction of fur-
ther antisemitic and paternalistic legislation, it is in this period that biologism
entered the nationalist discourse of Slovak political Catholicism in the most
significant way.®

Terms distinct of the German National Socialists social policy, such as “per-
formance,” “work” or “support for population growth,” became much more
pronounced for both Slovak corporatists and National Socialists. Among the
appropriated concepts, more attention was initially paid to the term “Slovak
National Socialism” instead of the concepts of “nation” or “national commu-
nity,” yet a consensus was apparently reached on both sides regarding the
segregating nature of “national community.” A simultaneous discussion was
held about the meaning of the terms “folksiness” and “people’s populism.”®*
Topics such as the “Slovak village” and “renascence of the Slovak folk” came
to the fore, in connection with attempts to create a Slovak version of the
volkisch ideology.®*

Polakovi¢’s vision of the Slovak version of Volksgemeinschaft within his theory
of Slovak National Socialism was an attempt to construct a Slovak alternative
to volkisch ideology. He adopted elements of Volksgemeinschaft into his own
concept of “nation,” and later began to use the term “national community”
as Slovak equivalent to the German term. The Slovak nation within the con-
cept of Slovak National Socialism bears a striking resemblance to the concept
of Volksgemeinschaft. He envisioned it as a homogenised and hierarchical
community, comprised exclusively of members of the Slovak nation, among
whom harmony reigns. They are willing to sacrifice their personal goals for
the higher interests of the nation, while the state has the right to rid itself
of those groups that are deemed to be threats to the interests of the Slovak
community. This homogenised Slovak national community was hierarchi-
cally divided into strata within which the members could rise as a reward
for their efforts. “Work” and “performance” were thus the foundations of the
national community.*’

The original aims of Polakovic’s project of Slovak nation building, like inte-
gration, ideological re-education, protection of morality or the revision of
the Vienna Award, were still present, plus a new goal was added: an attempt
to create a Slovak middle class. Polakovi¢’s idea of the implementation of

60 KAMENEC, Ivan. Vnutropoliticky vyvoj slovenskej republiky v rokoch 1939-1945. In KAME-
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NEGC, Ivan - HRADSKA, Katarina. Slovensko v 20. storo¢i. Bratislava : Veda, 2015, pp. 153—182;
SZABO, Miloslav. Potraty. Bratislava : N Press, 2020, pp. 50-88; SKORVANKOVA, Eva. Strdzkyne
rodinnych kozubov? Bratislava : Veda, 2020, pp. 88-106. For the advisers, see TONSMEYER,
Tatjana. Das Dritte Reich und die Slowakei 1939-1945. Paderborn : Schéningh, 2003. On Ariani-
sation and deportations see, e.g., FIAMOVA, Martina. ,,Slovenskd zem patri do slovenskych rik:
arizdcia pozemkového viastnictva zidovského obyvatelstva na Slovensku. Bratislava : Veda, 2015;
NIZNANSKY, Eduard. Politika antisemitizmu a holokaust na Slovensku v rokoch 1938-1945.
Banska Bystrica : Muzeum SNP, 2016.

In reference to the ideology promoted by the HSLS. In Slovak, “folksiness” refers to ludovost and
“people’s populism” luddctvo.

62  HRUBON 2021, pp. 84-123; SUSTROVA 2020, pp. 122-131; SKORVANKOVA 2020.
63  POLAKOVIC, Stefan. Slovensky ndrodny socializmus. Bratislava : Generalny sekretariat HSLS,
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“Hlinka’s spirit” by “Hitler’s methods” was also reflected in the ever-current
concepts he applied in connection with the nation, evidence of the overlap
of Catholic and National Socialist discourse. “Health,” “protection of family”
or “the right to work” were important parts of the social policy of the Third
Reich, as well as of the Catholic teachings of the Church.**

In conceptualising the “Slovak national community,” Polakovi¢ drew from a
number of sources, one being Hitler’s Mein Kampf. He was also well-versed
in other ideologues such as Alfred Rosenberg, Richard W. Darré and Nor-
bert Giirke.®® His key inspiration, though, came from Theorie der Politik by
Munich-based lawyer Wilhelm Glungler. Polakovi¢ believed that no work of
such importance had emerged since Aristotle’s Politics.® Glungler develops,
inter alia, his concept of a National Socialist state as a representative of abso-
lute power led by the Leader, who navigates members of Volksgemeinschaft to
achieve common good. He also spoke of the nation’s right to life (Lebensrecht)
that justified German expansionary policy."’

Glungler is considered a German National Socialist legal theorist, yet he also
had ties to representatives of the so-called conservative revolution.®® Although
as legal theorist he has since somewhat fallen into historical oblivion, in the
1930s and 1940s, his work was much discussed in the German context and also
read by Catholics in wider central Europe.® It is no coincidence that Polakovi¢
chose Glungler’s Theorie der Politik as the foundation for his concept of Slovak
National Socialism, “Blondel and Glungler have identical ideas, albeit inde-
pendent of each other” Glungler’s emphasis on dynamism, life, deed and prac-
tice was in line with Polakovi¢’s philosophy of life.”” In his concept of Slovak
National Socialism, Polakovi¢ subscribed to Tiso’s alternative, presented as a
Slovak version of social policy inspired by German National Socialism, and an
outcome of “the final solution to the social teachings of the Church” Accord-
ing to Polakovic¢, Tiso was to head the “Slovak community” as the Leader. His
construction of the leadership cult included a presentation of Tiso’s political
activity not merely as a struggle for achieving autonomy and the establishment
of the Slovak State, but also for achieving “social justice” for the Slovak nation.”

64 POLAKOVIC 1941, Slovensky narodny socializmus, pp. 57-118.

65  Polakovi¢’s review of Ludovit Zachar’s book Katolicizmus a slovensky ndrodny socializmus. In
Filozoficky zbornik, 1941, vol. 2, no. 1, pp. 62-65.

66  Polakovi¢s review of Wilhelm Glungler’s Theorie der Politik. Book review. In Filozoficky zbornik,
1940, vol. 1, no. 4, p. 250.
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Johann. Law of Blood. Cambridge : HUP, 2018, pp. 321-351.
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Polakovi¢ interpreted the Catholic concept of the right to work for fair remu-
neration as the right to work exclusively for members of the Slovak nation.
Instead of sympathising with the poor, he considered idleness to be social
crime. He even endorsed deportations, arguing that “it will be fair, if the state
deems it necessary, to deport another contingent of foreigners in the event of
a lack of work opportunities for Slovaks,” as was the case in Germany.”? De-
spite the endeavour to associate the “Slovak national community” with Tiso
and his Social Catholicism, such a concept of national community did not
have a long or stable tradition in the language of Slovak political Catholicism.
And so, Polakovi¢ had to invent it.

Use of the term “community” (pospolitost) in Slovak political and journalistic
discourse can be traced back to the end of the 19" century. It referred to spe-
cific groups of people based on nationality, religion, status and social stratum,
with attributes such as “Slovak,” “Catholic,” “People’s,” “Peasant,” “Czechoslo-
vak” or “Labour Democratic Community” across Slovak political currents,
including political Catholicism.” Thomas Lorman, who analysed the dawn
of the Slovak People’s Party in Hungary, compares “people’s populism,” or
“folk-populism”—a need to protect the rural environment as bearer of Slovak
identity, Catholicism, tradition and criticism of urbanisation—to the German

Vélkisch movement.”

In drawing the concept of “folksiness” and “Slovak national community,”
Polakovi¢ turned to the political concepts of Ludovit Star (1815-1856) and
Stefan Marko Daxner (1822-1892). In the period of the Slovak State, most of
Star’s works were published during the building of Slovak National Social-
ism.” As one of the leaders of the Slovak nationalist movement in the first half
of the 19" century, Stdr was a theorist of the Slovak national distinctiveness
within the great family of Slavic nations and tribes. He defined himself vis-
a-vis Magyar nationalism and was directly influenced by German Romantic
philosophers and their concepts of “nation.” In 1845, Stur published an article
in Slovenské ndrodné noviny to discuss community. In the spirit of Hegel’s di-
alectic, he attempted to justify the importance of individuality for the whole.”
Polakovi¢, however, applied Sttir’s concept of community differently, using it
to derive the “law of common purpose” and argued that the interests of indi-
viduals and minorities had to be subordinated to the majority and the high-
er interests of the nation. Polakovi¢ further referred to Stir when theorising
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the law of “kin-to-kin.” His appeal to members of the community to support
the enterprise of an exclusively Slovak population resembled the negative in-
clusivism of Volksgemeinschaft.””

Lawyer Stefan Marko Daxner was influential in the history of Slovak natural
law philosophy, considering natural law to be eternal, and placing it superior
to positive, historical law which derived its origin from God. In his mind, it
belonged to every individual and nation and was inalienable. He included
among such privileges the right to life, to self-determination, to a country,
speech, schooling in mother tongue and to political self-government. Daxner
derived these rights from liberalism and built upon the model of the French
Revolution.” Nonetheless, Polakovi¢ developed extreme anti-liberalism ten-
dencies while in Italy and considered it essential to strip nationalism of its lib-
eral roots. Moreover, the group surrounding Ludovit Stdr were Protestants.”
Polakovi¢ thus attempted to conceive the Catholic and “people’s” roots of Slo-
vak nationalism, arguing that the Catholic priest and poet Jan Holly (1785-
1849) had a fundamental influence on the entire Str generation. Just as the
volkisch ideology had its roots embedded in German Romantic philosophers,
when it came to Slovakia, Polakovi¢ contended, the ideology of “folksiness”
began to unfold from Holly, the first Slovak poet to artistically address the

»80

theme of the “Slovak peoples:

Just as Daxner extended liberal natural law concepts from man to nations,
Polakovi¢ did the same with the then Catholic concept of human rights, in-
cluding among those rights: life, land, the economic yield of the land, culture,
speech, honour to the state and autonomy over one’s own destiny. According
to Polakovi¢, the essence of natural rights should be the natural state and na-
ture, which Catholics understood as the work of God. Yet, in his words, races
were also a part of nature:

Like man, nations have certain rights that arise from the very natural state, from

the very substance of nations as such. Nature is the immediate source of these

rights. The last originator of the rights bestowed in nature is God, the creator of

natural state. As God awarded certain rights upon man by nature, so He awarded

some rights to nations by nature. No one in the world can abolish these natural

rights except for God, and neither can God abolish these rights until they abolish
the nature from which they derive.®!

Polakovi¢ elaborated more extensively on Daxner’s idea of natural rights in
1942, as he began to apply the concept of the “pure race” to his theory of the
nation. In the initial phase of the period of Slovak National Socialism at the
turn of 1940 and 1941, Polakovic still considered a nation to be a spiritual
community, though he no longer mentioned the insignificance of biologi-
cal nature of a nation which had faded over time. He defined a nation as a

77 POLAKOVIC 1943, p. 239-243; SUSTROVA 2020, p. 90.

78  DUPKALA, Rudolf. Socidlno-politické myslenie S. M. Daxnera. In Spoleczeristwo i edukacja,
2011, no. 1, pp. 99-105; HOLLY, Karol. Memorandum néroda slovenského ako historiograficky
pramen. In Studia Academica Slovaca, 2011, pp. 104-106.

79  POLAKOVIC 1939, K zakladom, p. 57.

80 POLAKOVIC, Stefan. Obsah [udactva a tradicia politiky. In Slovdk, 12 June 1942, p. 1.

81 POLAKOVIC, Stefan, Prirodzené préva narodov. In Slovenské pohlady, 1942, no. 11, p. 710.
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spiritual and blood line community where spiritual bonds play a more vital
role. His earlier criticism of the “pure race” had also vanished, while biologi-
cal arguments entered his thinking on the rivalry of nations based on culture
height. “The power of culture is so mighty that an awareness of biological
ties altogether disappears. How many so-called Magyars belong biologically
to the Slovak national community?”** Polakovi¢ referred to a contemporary
work by anthropologist Ludovit Franék, who conducted research of the Slo-
vak population through the academic category of race. Franék argued that,
although the Slovak nation was not the bearer of a pure race, the predominant
type was the Nordic race and the Magyar nation bore certain biological fea-
tures characteristic of the Slovak population.®

Polakovi¢ fully embraced the concept of a “pure race” when the Slovak author-
ities begun deporting the Jewish population (1942).%* Though he continued to
define the nation as a spiritual community during this period, he considered
blood and biological origin among its most important attributes. The distinc-
tiveness of the Slovak nation was thus to be proved not merely by its culture
and language, but above all by its blood, while the representatives of the Slovak
nation were to be the bearers of “the only pure blood in Central Europe:”

Slovak blood is the biological foundation of Slovak distinctiveness [...]. This blood

is the biological wealth of the Slovak nation. Its power was also proven by the fact

that the Danube basin has a biologically uniform character. For the signs of the

Mongol race disappeared from it [...]. We needn’t be afraid of speaking of Slo-

vak blood. Slovak blood is a fact. We emphasise our vital blood purity, because,

among all the nations of Central Europe, we have maintained an exceptionally
pure biological character.®

Polakovi¢ expressed the originality and primacy of the Slovak nation in central
Europe in the category of race, which was not only defining but also a superior.
The theory of a “pure race” of the Slovak nation was part of his wider concept
of “Slovak living space” (slovensky Zivotny priestor), which is a modification
of the National Socialist concept of Lebensraum (living space). To Polakovic,
the idea of “Slovak living space” meant the existence of an ethnically united
population of the Slovak State. In addition to revision of the Vienna Award,
it presupposed the deportation of the Magyars—after deportations of Czechs
and Jews. “Slovak living space” was to represent God-given territory, and the
deportation of ethnic minorities was the natural law of the Slovak nation, re-
sembling the concept of Lebensrecht:

Every nation has the sovereign right to live in its territory. Minorities in the na-

tional space of a nation are guests who have the right to life, but are not legal

subjects of the right to space. This ratio is akin that between the house owner and

its guests. If loyal, they may live in the owner’s house. The owner cannot and must

not take away their right to life. Nevertheless, he may expel them from his house,
if they cause it damage. Thus, it turned out to be important to evict the Czech

82 POLAKOVIC 1941, Slovensky narodny socializmus, pp. 123-125.

83  FRANEK, Ludovit. Staré Slovensko a jeho obyvatelstvo z hladiska antropologického. In Historica
slovaca, 1940/1941, pp. 138-154.

84  CASE, Holly. Between States. Stanford : Stanford University Press, 2009, pp. 182-184.

85  POLAKOVIC, Stefan. Slovenské ndrodné vyznanie. Bratislava : HVHM, 1942, Hlava prvé; POLA-
KOVIC 1943, p. 9.
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minority from Slovakia, as it exploited the existential options of the Slovak peo-
ple. Similarly, it proved vital to evict the Jewish national minority, as they morally,
culturally, economically, politically harmed Slovak national life [...]. For all the
nations of the world same laws apply. God established it so, and it is manifested
by nature itself: blood and the spirit of honour.*

Polakovi¢ did not consider these statements to be anti-Christian. On the con-
trary, he thought of them as a matter of Christian justice in accordance with
natural law. He read the Pope’s critique of racism in a way that the problem
with the concept of race lies in its stylisation into the status of eternal principle
and a justification of expansionary politics. “Nonetheless, we do not make our
Slovak blood a source of law or of any claim to power over others. Similarly,
our blood is not a source of religious thought. We merely see in our Slovak
blood a rich source of our physical ability and we protect this source” It was
this reason Polakovi¢ referred to Daxner’s idea of the natural rights of na-
tions and reinterpreted it in the spirit of the contemporary Catholic concept
of God-given natural human rights. This allowed him to adopt the concept
of “pure race” and Slovak exclusiveness on a racial basis without slipping into
heresy and colliding with the Pope.

Natural Law as the Foundation of Post-war Europe

Between 1944 and 1945, Polakovi¢ continued to legitimise the existence of
the Slovak nation, though without such radical concepts inspired by the Ger-
man National Socialists. The natural right of nations was to become the foun-
dation of post-war Europe, a condition of peace, and all attempts to build it
on another principle were deemed to be false.*® In German translations of
these texts, he did not use the term Naturrecht for natural law as at the time
it was used by German jurisprudence in reference to racial principles and by
Catholics as natural law. Polakovi¢ used the term natiirliches Recht instead.*

The concept of pure race and national community was abandoned by Po-
lakovi¢ and he continued to criticise the policy of expansionism and the be-
lief in power as the source of law. Jan Holly, Ludovit Sttr and Stefan Marko
Daxner remained part of Polakovic’s interpretation of the Slovak nationalist
discourse, though without ties to vilkisch ideology.”® His return to National
Socialist concepts was exemplified in a January 1945 address at the Congress
of the Young People’s Populist Generation. Though Polakovi¢’s retreat from
fascist to nationalist positions at the time is quite apparent, he did not with-

86 POLAKOVIC 1943, pp. 117-118.

87 POLAKOVIC 1943, p. 9.

88  POLAKOVIC, Stefan. Vyvin zdkladnych myslienok slovenskej politiky. Bratislava : Urad propagan-
dy, 1944, p. 44.

89  POLAKOVIC, Stephan. Die Etwicklung der Grundideen der slowakischen Politik. Bratislava : Wis-
senschaftliche Gesellschaft fiir das Auslandslowakentum, 1945, p. 56. The German correspondent
similarly translated Hanus’ concept of natural law in 1941. According to M. Szabd, this was done
to distinguish Hanus’ idea of natural law from the German concept. SZABO, Miloslav. Kriticka
diskusia, alebo apolodgia? In Déjiny — teorie - kritika, 2020, no. 1, p. 132; NISSING, Hanns-Gregor.
Naturrecht und Kirche im Sikularen Staat. Wiesbaden : Springer VS, 2016, pp. 1-10.

90 POLAKOVIC, Stefan. Warum eine freie Slowakei? Bratislava : Wissenschaftliche Gesellschaft fir
das Auslandslowakentum, 1945, p. 16; POLAKOVIC 1944, pp. 15-38.
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draw from political involvement or collaboration.” It wasn't until his exile
in Argentina that Polakovi¢ reassessed the idea of the role of a Catholic in
secular world through close and active cooperation with fascist politicians to
achieve Catholic and nationalist goals, which arose from his own interpre-
tation of Blondelism. Methodical positioning centred around the concept of
race as an eternal principle and the foundation of law or vis-a-vis the expan-
sionary policy occurred in his thinking largely within the context of Hungar-
ian nationalism. This allowed him to retrospectively declare himself an open
and courageous critic of German National Socialism during the period of
the Slovak State.”> The deportations of the Magyar minority, which Polakovi¢
called for in 1943, did not occur until after the war when Czechoslovakia was
restored and named the People’s Democratic Republic (1946-1947). Histo-
rian Radka Sustrov4 offers evidence of the link between the concept of the
Czech “national community” and the expulsion of the Sudeten Germans.*
Nonetheless, the legacy of the Slovak “national community” remains a subject
of further research.

Conclusion

In addition to active resistance or the adoption of fascist elements in an identi-
cal form, the selective acquisition and modification of certain fascist ideals was
another of the Catholic responses to the “fascist effect” of the time. Polakovi¢’s
method of working with Volksgemeinschaft as a racial foundation for the con-
cept of “nation” shows how learned Catholic intellectuals who did not reject
modernity and thoroughly understood Catholic dogma often balanced on the
edge of Catholic Orthodoxy in their tactical support to fascism.

The concept of “nation” evolved gradually in Polakovic¢s thinking. He followed
the corporatist line of national discourse within Slovak political Catholicism
and at the same time, deviated when necessary, having found inspiration in
Blondelism and in the fascist myth of the renascence of nation. His understand-
ing of race was also dynamic; he resorted to it when positioning himself against
the Hungarian minority and the territorial plans of the Kingdom of Hungary.

A number of events demonstrate the method and origin of Polakovi¢’s work
with the Volksgemeinschaft concept. Initially preferring the political model of
Italian fascism for the rise of Catholicism, Polakovi¢ perceived of German Na-
tional Socialism as a patron of the existence of the Slovak nation and Catholi-
cism since the establishment of the Slovak State. A critical topic in Polakovic’s
mind was the endeavour to achieve a revision of the Vienna Award, which has
so far escaped the attention of Slovak historiography. Hitherto research has
focused rather on Stefan Polakovi¢ exclusively as an ideologue of Jozef Tiso’s
politics in the power struggle with Vojtech Tuka.

91 POLAKOVIC, Stefan. Za Zivot ndroda, za trvanie stdtu. Buenos Aires : Zahrani¢nd Matica slo-
venskd, 1985, p. 155-157.

92 POLAKOVIC 1985, pp. 105-118.

93 SUSTROVA 2020, p. 101.
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Even though the era of Slovak National Socialism represented a period of
the greatest escalation in the adoption of German National Socialist concepts
among Slovak Catholic corporatists, Polakovi¢ began a few months earlier.
This challenges the notion that the relationship of Slovak corporatists to Ger-
man concepts was the exclusive result of ideological pressure from the Slo-
vak National Socialists. Despite Polakovic’s effort to unite the Slovak national
community with Slovak and Catholic sources, the ideas were inspired by the
racial understanding of the German National Socialist nation.

Polakovi¢’s concept of “nation” and the Slovak national community signifi-
cantly relied on the idea of natural law, which was a part of Slovak Catholic
nationalism and of the Catholic critique of the ideology of German National
Socialists in terms of the protection of human rights. This enabled Polakovi¢
to adopt the concept of a “pure race” without combating with Catholic Or-
thodoxy. Meanwhile, it also served as the basis for his apologetic arguments
in the post-war period. The legacy of the Slovak national community in the
context of Slovak post-war right-wing emigration, and in that of Czechoslo-
vak people’s democracy, remains a subject for further research.
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Abstract

BALIKIC, Lucija. Between Historiographies of Finitude and Appropriation of the
Annales School: The“National Question”in Post-1945 Croatian Intellectual History.

The present article outlines the main trends in post-1945 Croatian intellectual
history writing, with special attention paid to the unique dynamics of the recep-
tion and influence of the Annales school, plus other external historiographical
trends dominant in “Western” historiographies of the time. Moreover, the intel-
lectual history was oftentimes written from a teleological perspective, culminat-
ing in either the people’s liberation struggle (narodnooslobodilacka borba) and
socialist revolution, or in the making of an independent Croatian nation-state,
whereby numerous ideologies were fashioned to fit these two goals. In con-
trast, a more self-reflexive and open-ended intellectual history inspired by the
Annales School opposed these type of schemes. Nevertheless, both historio-
graphical traditions of the period primarily grappled with the so-called national
question and the historical interplay between the Yugoslav and Croatian na-
tional movements and ideologies, debating the intellectual and social origins of
the former from a zero-sum perspective, while attempting to alienate the latter
from the projects of Yugoslavism and socialism in the period after the wars of
the 1990s. Using primarily the example of Mirjana Gross and her treatment of
the ideology of rightism (pravastvo) together with the polemics she developed
with other historians about its morphology and relevance for the development
and content of Croatian nationalism, the article demonstrates the aforemen-
tioned argument about historiographical trends and debates, as well as their
notable transformations in the given period.

he writing of intellectual history in Croatia in the period after

1945 materialized amidst a wider context of noticeable tension
between the current historiographical approaches, mainly Marx-
ian (non-dogmatic),' self-centred, positivistic history and a more
self-reflective, theoretically sensitive and widely understood social
history (comparative perspective), primarily adopted from outside
socialist Yugoslavia.

However, the main debate surrounding the position intellectu-
al history should take, as well as alternatives to such a narrowly

1 The term Marxian (instead of Marxist) is used in order to demonstrate that this
genre had only certain elements of positivist Marxist historiography (e.g. teleolog-
ical stucture with dialectical class struggle as the dominant explanatory model for
historical development), but it was also oftentimes underpinned by the “frozen” na-
tional conflict (esp. Serbian-Croatian). It served as analaytical framework for a de-
bate on the nature of common history and measuring national achievements against
each other.
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conceived political history, was occurring within broader historiographical
debates about theoretical and methodological innovation, its origin, necessi-
ty, applicability and relevance. Intellectual history was often simultaneously
researched in the adjacent fields of political philosophy and political science,
outside of the framework of history departments, yet with a strikingly similar
approach. Moreover, after the collapse of socialist Yugoslavia and the procla-
mation of an independent Croatia, a new and stronger wave of positivistic,
teleological nation-building historiography expanding on the achievements
of nationalizing historiography during the socialist period* gained momen-
tum and became the new focal “opponent” of social historians, who were be-
coming increasingly more receptive to wider historiographical trends such
as the linguistic turn, constructivist theories of nationalism and comparative
history. Due to unique geopolitical, historical and intellectual circumstances,
the post-1945 development of Croatian historiography ofters fertile ground
for a more abstract inquiry into the dialectical dynamics of theoretical and
methodological innovation between Western and East-Central European his-
torians, as well as related questions regarding the translation of new vocabular-
ies, personal and institutional cooperation around the Cold War and the mor-
phology of the nationalization® of this particular historiographical tradition.*

Furthermore, the widespread perception of theoretical and methodological
innovation as inherently of external origin often resulted in a false dichot-
omy between contemporary historiography’—oftentimes conceptualized as
inauthentic, supranationally-focused and hardly applicable to local history—
and the allegedly timeless national historiography—thought of as neutral and
positivistic with positive connotations.

Such conceptualizations were strongly reflected within institutional policies
as well, whereby “contemporary historiography” became almost entirely sep-
arated from the rest of historiographical culture and production, soon real-
izing its own university department chair and peer-review positions in jour-
nals. Throughout the second half of the 20™ century and the beginning of the
21%, members of both camps reacted differently to the challenges and oppor-
tunities emerging from outside of the country or the broader region, often di-

2 The “national question” that subsumes discussions on Croatian history is defined here as the
historical, and in some contexts legal, legitimacy of independent Croatian statehood.

3 Nationalization will, in this instance, be defined not only in terms of a resurfacing of older de-
bates and arguments that primarily served a sort of nation-building agenda, as would more be
the case in the states of the Eastern-bloc proper, but more importantly, as a process which func-
tioned both within the socialist and Yugoslavist framework without questioning or undermining
any of them, and thus performing the function of both appropriating national narratives into
those frameworks as well as redefining such meanings in themselves. In other words, the main
actors in focus here will not be those who overtly claimed that there was a process of denation-
alization during the socialist period, but rather those who were protagonists of the debates and
appropriations of national narratives into the aforementioned frameworks, and who managed to
remain in those positions later, during the period of democratic transition and the realization of
independent Croatian statehood.

4 For wider regional context, see SORIN, Antohi - TRENCSENY]I, Baldzs - APOR, Péter. Narra-
tives Unbound: Historical Studies in Post-Communist Eastern Europe. Budapest : Central Europe-
an University Press, 2007.

5  Not Zeitgeschichte, but rather understood as a field that subsumes contemporary theoretical and
methodological approaches in historical sciences.
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vided through self-attributed labels of professional or non-professional histo-
rians—intellectualized as apolitical or political—or those who were explicitly
doing the work of nation-building and those who aimed at toning down the
national level of inquiry® in favour of regional and comparative perspectives,’
especially after the fall of Yugoslavia.

One notable consequence of both camps repeatedly acknowledging the ex-
ternal agency of theoretical and methodological innovation, and often using
external—primarily Western in both a broader and looser sense—points of
reference in studying local or national historical development, resulted in a
distorted image of local history dominated by the actions of political actors,
often with a teleological tone, and the regional, European and world history
by the social, intellectual and other motors of development. Moreover, the
somewhat patronizing, self-proclaimed mediators between Western “contem-
porary” historiographical trends and local historiography helped to deepen
existing hierarchies and animosities between the camps, at times excluding
the possibility of original local thought on those issues. However, it is the
social history in fact, in the broadest possible sense, often incorporating in-
tellectual history in particular, that came out of the 20" century as a win-
ner in terms of theoretical and methodological innovation, as various gen-
erations of historians, spanning from the early 1950s until the present day,
made efforts to provide alternative constructions of the national history, not
only by offering legitimization for the communist project through the means
of Marxian historiography, but also very much contributing to the genre of
historical sociology.® The aim of this article is, therefore, to first theoretically
assess the general trends and tendencies among relations between Western
and East-Central European historians and historiographies, not only in terms
of content, but mainly regarding theoretical considerations.

In this light, a specific Croatian case will be examined through the prism
of generations that vacillated between approaches and maintained different
understandings of the aforementioned relationships with Western historiog-
raphies as well as their theoretical stakes as generators or/and recipients of
innovations. Besides introducing the protagonists and their intellectual biog-
raphies, the intention here is also to partially reflect on the main debates they

6  Alively discussion about the various traditions that different generations of Croatian intellectual
historians belonged to, and comparison with other Central European historiographies, can be
followed in the transcribed roundtable organized by the Department of History of the Facul-
ty of Humanities and Social Sciences at the University of Zagreb in 2003: Okrugli stol Opus
profesorice Mirjane Gross u srednjoeuropskoj historiografiji: iskustva i poruke: Ivo Goldstein,
Mirjana Gross, Horst Haselsteiner, Genevieve Humbert-Knitel, Alojz Ivani$evi¢, Zdenka Jane-
kovi¢-Romer, Drago Roksandi¢, Niks$a Stanci¢, Arnold Suppan. In Radovi: Radovi Zavoda za
hrvatsku povijest Filozofskoga fakulteta SveutiliSta u Zagrebu, 2012, vol. 44, no. 1, pp. 17-57.

7 Some of the most successful works which went in the direction of localizing a multitude of im-
perial heritages (Habsburg, Ottoman, Venetian) in Croatian national identity, as well as develop-
ing theoretical models based on those cases, were products of an international research project
Triplex Confinium, led by Drago Roksandié. See: Triplex Confinium ili O granicama i regijama
hrvatske povijesti: 1500-1800. Zagreb : Barbat, 2003; or BLAZEVIC, Zrinka. At the Crossroads.
Methodologies for Liminal Spaces. In PRIJATEL] PAVICIC, Ivana et al. Liminal Spaces of Art
between Europe and Middle East. Cambridge : Cambridge Scholar Publishing, 2018, pp. 1-11.

8  JANKOVIC, Branimir. Mijenjanje sebe same: preobrazbe hrvatske historiografije kasnog socijaliz-
ma. Zagreb : Srednja Europa, 2016.
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were part of, namely the historicizing of Croatian nationhood and statehood,
through carefully mapping the ideological underpinnings of the intellectual
history they were writing. Finally, in conclusion, a contribution will be made
to possible future avenues of research as well as the opportunities Croatian
historical and geographical settings offer to the latest historical studies in the
wider region and beyond.

A Sui generis Historiographical Environment within and beyond
the Cold War

To begin, it is important to note several historical factors that contributed
to Croatian historiography’s unique situation during the Cold War and later.
Firstly, after the Tito-Stalin split and the exclusion of socialist Yugoslavia from
the Communist Information Bureau, the diplomatic position of the country
enabled historians to maintain strong professional and personal relationships
with historians from both sides of the Iron Curtain, an advantage in compar-
ison to colleagues from each of those blocks. In other words, their research
was not strictly limited to the archives and libraries of any given country or
region and as such, was much more prone to placing Yugoslav historical ac-
counts among broader spatial and temporal contexts. Moreover, this enabled
many personal or institutional connections from the interwar period to con-
tinue in a certain way and maintain the dominant reference points of the past,
especially with regard to Germany and Austria, but also those of Western
Europe in the narrower sense.

Lastly, the civil war that turned into an intensively mythologized® war for in-
dependence (1991-1995)," provided historians with opportunities as well as
a responsibility to re-focus on the national history, and in fact reinforced the
divisions detailed above into supporters of those more sensitive to and re-
spective of theoretical innovations and the positivistic nation-builders and
memory entrepreneurs.'! However, despite the beneficial diplomatic position
of Yugoslavia and resulting ability to maintain connections with traditional
historiographical hubs and centres of interest such as German-speaking his-
toriographies, in the generations of historians that marked the second half of
the 20" century in Croatia, the pioneers of intellectual history and its con-
temporary developments were not as numerous and often did not strictly

9  CVIJANOVIC, Hrvoje. On Memory Politics and Memory Wars: A Critical Analysis of the Cro-
atian Dialogue Document. In Politicka misao: casopis za politologiju, 2018, vol. 55, no. 4, pp.
109-146.

10  The interpretation concerning the character and length of the war is still a very controversial and
troublesome task as there is no consensus among historians or the general public; neither on
the moment when it transformed from a civil war into a war of independence, not least due to
war crimes and ethnic cleansing committed in the context of the latter. See for instance: PRLIC,
Jadranko et al. (IT-04-74). United Nations, International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugo-
slavia. https://www.icty.org/en/case/prlic (last viewed on 11 April 2022).

11 The process of democratic transition in Croatia, particularly in the context of the war and the
post-war developments following the break-up of Yugoslavia as well as the ramifications on his-
toriography, has been analytically noted and tentatively evaluated recently by Drago Roksandi¢
in a collection of essays: ROKSANDIC, Drago. Historiografija u tranziciji. Zagreb : Srpsko kul-
turno drustvo “Prosvjeta’, 2018.
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distinguish between social history, primarily in the context of the Annales
school in Croatia,' and intellectual history as a distinctive unit of analysis.

Furthermore, the overarching topic of study in intellectual history was na-
tionalism, often in a teleological way, with a sort of nation-state as the ulti-
mate goal, including questions related to statehood and inter-ethnic relations
in the Yugoslav space or in its immediate surroundings. More specifically,
the key debates revolved around the character and the nature of the early
19" century Illyrian movement," the ideology of Croatian Rightism'* and the
extent to which it inspired the Ustasa movement, the history and the devel-
opment of the Croatian left accentuating the social-democrats, as well as Ser-
bo-Croatian relations, (integral) Yugoslavism' and the history of the Serbs
in “Croatian lands,”'® in the Military Frontier in particular."” It is, however,
important to note that both the camp of Marxian positivist historians, who
prioritized the League of Communists’ discursive approach to history in the
state-socialist period, and the group engaged in nation-building through his-
toriography during the 1990s structured their narrative in a similar, teleo-
logical way, oftentimes insisting on the finitude of history. In the case of the
first, the goal was the realization of a classless society in socialist Yugoslavia
and the triumph of the Partisans’ revolution in the—paradigmatic victory—
of the Second World War, while in the case of the latter, it was the realization
of independent Croatian statehood through—also a paradigmatic victory in
the War of Independence—the idea of which, embodied in the concept of a

“Croatian state-creating idea,”'® allegedly persisted throughout history."

12 The lasting potency and influence of the Annales school for the orientation of Croatian his-
toriography can be exemplified by the most recent contribution by the younger generation of
Croatian scholars of the Habsburg Monarchy and their new publication: ROKSANDIC, Drago
— SIMETIN-SEGVIC, Filip - SIMETIN-SEGVIC, Nikolina. Annales in Perspecitve: Designs and
Accomplishments. Zagreb : Centar za komparativnohistorijske i interkulturne studije, 2019.

13 While this was the topic of many heated debates because of its underlying implications on the
tension between the Croatian, Serbian, and Yugoslav solutions for national integration of the
South Slavic peoples, it escalated most notably in the case of Roksandi¢’s PhD defense, where he
was accussed of “national disloyalty;” with the case receiving the international attention of prom-
inent émigré scholars from East Central Europe, see: BANAC, Ivo et al. Fired in Belgrade. In The
New York Review of Books, 29 March 1990. https://www.nybooks.com/articles/1990/03/29/fired-
in-belgrade (last viewed on 25 March 2022).

14  GROSS, Mirjana. Povijest pravaske ideologije. Zagreb : Institut za hrvatsku povijest Sveucilista,
1973.

15 GROSS, Mirjana. Vijek i djelovanje Franje Rackoga. Zagreb : Novi Liber, 2004.

16  “Croatian lands” (hrvatske zemlje) is one of the key, pervasive concepts used to extend the con-
temporary territory of the Croatian nation-state into the historical past, often used to decontex-
tualize—especially when discussing imperial state structures—the story and ascribe indepden-
dent statehood with historical legitimacy.

17  The debate on this issue was most prominent between Croatian and Serbian historiography, and
the question of the cultural authenticity of Serbs from Croatia-Slavonia where Serbian histo-
riography often went off into various victimization narratives, generalizing the national and his-
torical facets, their identity, and Croatian historiography, mainly in the socialist period, chose a
much more nuanced perspective which called for incorporating them into Croatian history as
one of its indispensible elements.

18  Often also conceptualized as a Croatian state-creating (drZavotvorna) political thought, idea
or movement, its meaning is closest to the German concept of Staatsbildende Idee; a focus on
quality and not the process. It was a prominent trope in nationalist political discourse and
Croatian historiography of the 1990s, aiming at providing the nation-state with historical con-
tinuity and legitimacy.

19  GOLDSTEIN, Ivo. Od partijnosti u doba socijalizma do revizionizma 90ih: ima li gradanska his-
toriografija $ansu? In LIPOVCAN, Sre¢ko - DOBROVSAK, Ljiljana (eds.) Hrvatska historiografi-
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Thus, both groups were much less concerned with external theoretical and
methodological input, unlike the social historians, whose narratives were of-
ten more open-ended, analytic in nature, based on problematizing certain
issues and, in the most recent period, post-structuralist in character. On the
contrary, finite historiographies depend on the portrayal of a series of sub-
sequent political thinkers whose ideas are teleologically about to be realized
in the given political order and asserted by contemporary political actors,
whether it is the independent ethnonationalist state or the realization of a
communist classless society.

The Case of Mirjana Gross and the Ideology of Rightism

Taking the example of one of the most notable Croatian intellectual histori-
ans of the period, Mirjana Gross (1922-2012), it is in fact possible to claim
that the study of intellectual history was highly influenced and mediated by
the appropriation of the Annales school of Croatian historiography.? While
Gross was the first Croatian historian to explicitly and systematically touch
upon the nature of the relationship and penetration of external historiograph-
ical trends into Croatian historiography,” and thus to inspire her contem-
poraries and students to critically reflect on the same questions and strive
towards developing their own theories and methodologies, it was her work on
intellectual history that deserves the most attention here.

Intellectually, she grew from the traditions of her predecessors, Jaroslav
Sidak and Vaso Bogdanov, both of whom were members of the Department
of History at the Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities of the Universi-
ty of Zagreb. Bogdanov, a notable member of the League of Communists of
Yugoslavia, protagonist of the interwar “conflict on the literary left”>> and a
staunch defender of arguably one of the most known left-wing intellectuals
and Croatian literary figures of the 20" century, Miroslav Krleza, represented

ja XX. stoljeca: izmedu znanstvenih paradigmi i ideoloskih zahtjeva. Zagreb : Institut drustvenih
znanosti Ivo Pilar, 2005, pp. 57-71.

20  In particular, historiographical trends inspired by the Annales school included going beyond
positivist and idealist approaches, with an emphasis towards tracing the changes and transfor-
mations within broader social structures, as well as generalizations and abstractions of the data
analyzed thereat. This was reflected in studies of nationalism and analyzing the way ideas spread
from the elite to the masses, for instance, in the seminal study by Miroslav Hroch and in the de-
velopment of fields such as memory studies or microhistory, which contribute to the knowledge
of one individuals’ or communities understanding and actions within broader transformations
of nationalist ideas. In the Croatian context and that of Mirjana Gross’ works, however, it was
comprised of the understanding of societal modernization as one of the main contexts for the
emergence of nationalism, imparting a combination of Annales-inspired social and intellectual
history without determinist claims.

21  GROSS, Mirjana. Suvremena historiografija: korijeni, postignuca, traganja. Zagreb : Novi Liber,
1996; JANKOVIC, Branimir. Rijetka predanost metodologiji historije. Mirjana Gross (1922
2012). In Historijski zbornik, 2012, vol. 65, no. 2, pp. 479-500; JANEKOVIC-ROMER, Zdenka.
Mirjana Gross: traganje za novim putevima povijesnog misljenja. In Radovi: Radovi Zavoda za
hrvatsku povijest Filozofskoga fakulteta Sveucilista u Zagrebu, 2000, vol. 32-33, no. 1, pp. 481-484.

22 BROZOVIC, Domagoj. Sukob na knjzevnoj ljevici u novohistoristickom klju¢u. In Umjetnost ri-
jeci: Casopis za znanost o knjiZevnosti, 2015, vol. 59, no. 1-2, pp. 133-154; PERUSKO, Ivana. The
short life of socialist realism in Croatian literature, 1945-1955. In DOBRENKO, Evgeny - JONS-
SON-SKRADOL, Natalia (eds.) Socialist Realism in Central and Eastern European Literatures
under Stalin: Institutions, Dynamics, Discourses. New York : Anthem Press, 2018, pp. 165-182.
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Marxian historiography and was primarily working, both during the interwar
and the post-war periods, on the topics of Southern Slav participation in the
revolution of 1848-1849 in the Kingdom of Hungary and the conspiratorial
Jacobine group of Ignjat Martinovic.

What connects him to Gross are his studies on rightism, social history—pri-
marily labour history—and matters of the Illyrian movement, the ideology
behind it as well as questioning its scope and a sort of proto-Yugoslav, Ser-
bo-Croatian orientation.? Sidak was, on the other hand, a formative figure for
Gross in a more personal and professional sense, since it was him who was
her supervisor and included her in some of the most notable collaborative
projects at an early stage of her career, such as a comprehensive synthesis of
Croatian history between the renewal of constitutionalism and the beginning
of the First World War. It was published in 1967,* shortly after and arguably
in a similar tone as the famous “Declaration about the name and the status
of the Croatian literary language,”* which was one of the main cornerstones
in the build-up to the highly decentralized massive political-cultural conflict
around the Croatian language and political claims, also known as the “Croa-
tian Spring,” that would follow in 1971.%

In the aforementioned roundtable discussion from 2003, one of Gross’s clos-
est colleagues, Niksa Stanci¢, overtly brings that book as well as her best rec-
ognized intellectual history piece, The History of Rightist Ideology (1973), into
connection with the Croatian Spring and a rethinking of the history of Croa-
tian political thought and Serbo-Croatian relations from the early 19" centu-
ry onwards.” Sidak, himself coming from a background of the most notable,
complex and eventually controversial collaborative project in the history of
historiography in socialist Yugoslavia, an unfinished Marxian state-spon-
sored multi-volume synthesis The History of Yugoslav Peoples,?® introduced
Gross to the network of his collaborators, both inside and outside of Yugosla-
via. Sidak was an important intellectual mentor to Gross as well, since he was
very much focused on 19" century Croatian intellectual history as well as the
Illyrian movement and the Croatian role in the 1848-1849 revolution, simi-
lar to Bogdanov. While he was often accused of Marxian positivism and had
some open conflicts on methodological grounds with Gross in later periods,
he can still be considered one of the decisive figures of Croatian intellectual
history writing of that period.

23 SVAB, Mladen. Vaso Bogdanov. In Hrvatski biografski leksikon. Zagreb : Leksikografski zavod
Miroslav Krleza, 1989, http://hbl.Izmk.hr/clanak.aspx?id=2219 (last viewed on 25 March 2022).
24 SIDAK, Jaroslav et al. Povijest hrvatskog naroda 1860-1914. Zagreb : Skolska knjiga, 1968.

25  Declaration on the name and status of Croatian Literary Language, 1967, http://cultural-opposi-
tion.eu/registry/?uri=http://courage.btk.mta.hu/courage/individual/n247666 (last viewed on 25
March 2022).

26  Additional proof of the controversy this book created can be found in the reactions received in
Belgrade as well as Gross” response: GROSS, Mirjana. Maliciozne marginalije o ‘delikatnim’ pi-
tanjima. In Casopis za suvremenu povijest, 1971, vol. 3, no. 1, pp. 211-222.

27
28

Okrugli stol Opus 2012, p. 22. .
GRAFENAUER, Bogo - PEROVIC, Dusan - SIDAK, Jaroslav. Historija naroda Jugoslavije. Vol.
1-2. Zagreb : Skolska knjiga, 1953, 1959.

Forum Historiae, 2022, vol. 16, no. 1


about:blank
http://cultural-opposition.eu/registry/?uri=http://courage.btk.mta.hu/courage/individual/n247666
http://cultural-opposition.eu/registry/?uri=http://courage.btk.mta.hu/courage/individual/n247666

31

BALIKIC, Lucija. Between Historiographies of Finitude and Appropriation of the Annales School: The “National...

Regarding any concrete consequences of Gross’ inspiration from the Annales
school, which she first got introduced to at the 10" International Congress of
the Historical Sciences in Rome in 1955,” it is necessary to explore her research
interests for gender history, the development of civil society®® and the history
of everyday life,’" as well as her rapprochement with structuralist approaches.

One of the main contributions of Mirjana Gross, besides mediating the An-
nales school perspectives into a Croatian context, was providing new meth-
odological vocabulary in translating many terms from French, German and
English. The primary theoretical concepts and longue durée processes she
identified and worked on were those of modernization and national integra-
tion.”” These were two key concepts which also provided a background and
structure to her work on the national themes, bringing them together with
the Marxian philosophy of history embodied in societal modernization—in
the structuralist and relational manner, taking into account broader Euro-
pean intellectual history.”” In this context, her most notable works on the
“original” Croatian rightism of Ante Starcevi¢ and Eugen Kvaternik show al-
legiance to the aforementioned Annales-inspired concepts and approaches,*
outlining its ideological tenants against a backdrop of societal “moderniza-
tion” and portraying it as one of the engines of national integration, and more
broadly, history. Her understanding of nationhood is in this context not es-
sentialist, but rather explicitly constructivist as she is constantly situating and
comparing the concept of nation within Ante Staréevic’s rightism to multiple
alternatives within and outside of the Party of Rights, ranging from political
Catholicism to different versions of Yugoslavism. Crucially, this positioned
her against the dogmatic Marxist and emerging nationalist historiographies
of finitude as she maintained an open-endedness of history and developed a
considerable amount of conceptual sensitivity to the various incarnations of
nationhood espoused in the material she studied.

29  GROSS, Mirjana. Plaidoyer za profesionalnu historiografiju. In Radovi: Radovi Zavoda za hrvat-
sku povijest, 1996, vol. 29, pp. 7-10.

30  More in the sense of 19" century biirgerliche Gesellschaft than the projection of contemporary
transitologist conceptualization of civil society.

Perhaps her most notable social history work in the strict sense, which incorporates all of the
aforementioned elements is GROSS, Mirjana. Poceci moderne Hrvatske: neoapsolutizam u civil-
noj Hrvatskoj i Slavoniji 1850-1860. Zagreb : Globus, 1985.

32 While adopting classical social-science normative modernization theory and also most often
successfully integrating a sort of “class struggle” in her 19" century narratives of Croatian history,
the notion of national integration is often an ambigous one in her works. It actually comprises all
the intellectual and ideological positions of the available options for the realization of indepen-
dent statehood, most often either Croatian, to which the book on rightist ideology mainly refers
to, or Yugoslav, to which her book and articles on Franjo Racki and the People’s party (Narodna
stranka) refer to.

33 For a discussion of Gross’ attempts at arguing for the applicability of structuralism in historical
science in a comparative perspective, see: KRIZMANICS, Réka. Fruitful Inconsistencies: Histori-
cal Knowledge Production in Late Socialist Hungary and Croatia. Doctoral dissertation. Budapest;
Vienna : Central European University, 2020, pp. 81-82.

34  On Mirjana Gross reception of the Annales school and employing of Braudelian structuralist
framework in the Croatian context, see: RADONIC, Ljiljana. Post-socialist politics of history
in Croatia. In LUTHAR, Oto (ed.) Red Dragons and Evil Spirits: Postcommunist Historiography
Between Democratization and New Politics of History. New York : Central European University
Press, 2017.
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Gross’ Intellectual Legacy: Between Fertilization and Nationalist
Exploitation

Among her students and intellectual successors, such as the aforementioned
Niksa Stanci¢, or Iskra Ivelji¢, Mario Strecha, Drago Roksandi¢ and Branimir
Jankovi¢, it was Zrinka Blazevi¢ who wrote a significant number of essays
exploring and translating the new concepts and terms that were in circula-
tion among European and American historiographies around the turn of the
millennium.* It was another of Gross” students, Mario Strecha, who focused
much more on confronted national ideologies (pravastvo and narodnjastvo;
rightism and populism),* particularly on the Croatian tradition of political
Catholicism as well as its interplay with liberalism.”” An additional strong
influence Gross exerted upon Croatian historiography was the adoption of a
comparative perspective and the employment of comparative methodologies
in general, which eventually resulted in a notable volume of translations of
key theoretical texts in that field, edited by Drago Roksandi¢.?®

Her books on rightist and populist ideologies maintain a strong comparative
perspective and bring wider Western and East-Central European compara-
tive cases and existing entanglements to light as a relevant context. Further,
Gross was not afraid to portray the inherent contradictions and extreme posi-
tions held by historical actors, especially Ante Starcevi¢ and Eugen Kvaternik,
who have typically been idealized and utilized for nation-building purposes
in Croatian nationalist historiography, which oftentimes selectively reads and
decontextualizes their calls for independent Croatian statehood based on a
“historical right.”

Nevertheless, almost the entirety of her students and successors continued to
base their perspectives of Croatian historical development on modernization
theory inherently, with a few nuances. This valorisation and thematization of
the multiplicity of imperial and hence, cultural borderlands in Croatia and
the Balkans more broadly has also been analysed in the Braudelian key and
portrayed as a historical “added value” in terms of the originality of political
concepts and ideologies devised therein.

War In and Around Historiography: New Readings of Rightism
and the Birth of Independent Croatia

It is important to put Gross’s writings and research choices into the context of
the late socialist Yugoslav crises, spanning from the massive political and cul-
tural movement and conflict that raised the issue of Croatia’s position within

35  BLAZEVIC, Zrinka. Prevodenje povijesti: teorijski obrati i suvremena historijska znanost. Zagreb :
Srednja Europa, 2014.

36  The former being a radically democratic Croatian exclusivist independentist tradition and the
latter belonging to a typical mid-19" century liberal national tradition with a strong orientation
towards South Slavic cultural and political cooperation.

37  STRECHA, Mario. Katolicko pravastvo: politicki katolicizam u Banskoj Hrvatskoj u predvecerje
Prvoga svjetskog rata (1904-1910). Zagreb : Srednja Europa, 2011.

38  ROKSANDIC, Drago. Uvod u komparativnu historiju. Zagreb : Golden marketing, 2004.
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the Yugoslav federation in 1971, namely the Croatian Spring,” to the begin-
ning of the civil war in Croatia in 1991 and beyond. In this particular setting,
it can be asserted that the role of researching the ideologies behind various
“solutions” for the “national integration” of primarily Croatian peoples had
multifold implications. First of all, the intellectual history around the right-
ist movement directly tackled, heavily contextualized and partially affirmed
the legitimacy of the question of independent Croatian statehood. The paral-
lel between the Yugoslav federation and the multi-ethnic Austro-Hungarian
Empire, as well as legally strained relations with other nations and an eco-
nomically and politically exploited Croatia, might have resonated with the
moderately nationalist voices around the Croatian Spring and the civil war,
especially during the War for Independence.*

In fact, while Gross was approaching the topic seriously and using her intel-
lectual resources to show the ideology of rightism as relationally and dialog-
ically as possible, the political thinkers and historians around her managed
to selectively extract arguments and motives from her narrative, fashioning
the figure of a mid-19™ century radical democratic—almost Jacobine—eth-
nonationalist Ante Starcevi¢ as “Father of the Homeland” by accentuating
his anti-Serbian stances as well as those that overtly evoked the integration
of Bosnians and the territory of Bosnia and Herzegovina into the Croatian
state.! Moreover, in this new reading of her work and the ideology of right-
ism, nationhood became increasingly essentialized, dehistoricized and natu-
ralized, while independent Croatian statehood was shown to be legally and
historically legitimate.

Most importantly perhaps, these tendentious interpretations cantered around
the concept of Croatianness and Croatian statehood, breaking away from the
Yugoslav and socialist frameworks more broadly. Furthermore, the rehabili-
tation of the Ustaga movement and symbols during the war itself went hand
in hand with the politicization of the history of rightist movement by the
political and part of the intellectual elite, which used it to inflate the claim
on the historical continuity of Croatians striving for independent statehood.
Another partially intellectual* historian was in fact responsible for drawing
the direct, uninterrupted line of development of Croatian political thought

39  For a more detailed inquiry into the popularization of history as well as the use of history for
political purposes in and around the Croatian Spring see: BRANDOLICA, Tomislav — SIME-
TIN-SEGVIC, Filip. Historiografija i popularna historija u vrijeme Hrvatskog prolje¢a. In Casopis
za suvremenu povijest, 2019, vol. 51, no. 3, pp. 699-739.

40  However, it is worth mentioning that this parallel was previously raised in interwar Croatian
historiography by the notable Croatian intellectual historian and journalist Josip Horvat in his
works: HORVAT, Josip. Ante Starcevié: kulturno-povijesna slika. Zagreb : Antun Velzek, 1940;
HORVAT, Josip. Stranke kod Hrvata i njihove ideologije. Beograd : Politika, 1939.

41  For instance, one of her opponents in this context was a historian of political Catholicism, see
KRISTO, Jure. Presucéena povijest. Katolicka crkva u hrvatskoj politici 1850-1918. Zagreb : Hrvat-
ska sveucili$na naklada, 1994.

42 While many contemporary professional historians disapprove of Tudman’s academic status and
historiographical contributions, it is important to note that he was essentially tackling very sim-
ilar research questions and topics as other historians who gradually transitioned from studying
the social and/or intellectual history of 19" century Croatian lands to questions of the legitimacy
of independent statehood and the national others (e.g., Serbian, Yugoslav) against which the con-
temporary Croatian identity could be defined.
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between the two (namely the rightist movement and Ustasa regime as histor-
ical forces that worked towards Croatian independence); the first president
of independent Croatia, Franjo Tudman, who relatively tacitly permitted the
use of these arguments for the purposes of ideological mobilization.* Gross
worked hard to counter these tendencies and references in the Croatian pub-
lic discourse around the war, due not only to her Jewish identity and sur-
viving the horrors of Holocaust as a child, but also her professionalism as a
historian. Playing an important role before and after the collapse of socialist
Yugoslavia, the ideology of Yugoslavism is another complementary research
choice of hers. Not only did it subsume the work of major political thinkers
of the 19 century who were engaged in a dialogue with those on the side of
Croatian rightism, and thus showing how they managed to reinforce each
other, but the work also provided her an opportunity to portray the complex-
ity of the issue of South Slavic political and cultural integration in and around
the Habsburg Monarchy. She also recognized, as did many other historians,
that one of the key elements and intellectual origins of integral Yugoslavism
at the turn of century was Dalmatian rightism.*

Furthermore, this allowed her to reflect on the assumptions and implica-
tions the unification had for the Croatian people in particular, which was
rarely discussed separately in Marxist political historiography. It was espe-
cially after the war that the entirety of Yugoslav-related topics were extremely
problematic to deal with and were often discriminated against in favour of
projecting Croatian nationhood and statehood into the historical past. This
is when her work on these topics managed to ease tension and normalize the
discussion about intellectual tendencies and political thought in relation to
integral Yugoslavism.

In other words, while she used her works on Yugoslavism to openly criticize
some arguably more “official,” ideologically-motivated and unprofessional
approaches to the history of Yugoslavism in socialist Yugoslavia,* she used

43 Nevertheless, Tudman’s role as a historian is also relevant, not only because of his intellectual
history works on Croatian nationhood and statehood, such as: TUDMAN, Franjo. Velike ideje i
mali narodi. Zagreb : Matica Hrvatska, 1969; but also his personal situation as a sort of “national
dissident,” which additionally publicized and realized the question of the position of Croatian
intellectual history within the broader Yugoslav historiography at the time. For a deeper analysis
of the ideological underpinnings of his view of history, see DPURASKOVIC, Stevo. Nation-build-
ing in Franjo Tudman’s Political Writings. In Politicka misao: casopis za politologiju, 2014, vol.
51, no. 5, pp. 58-79, whereby Puraskovi¢ argues that it was based on “the narrative on the na-
ture of humankind as teleological struggle to achieve independent national states; the narrative
of supranational ideologies—such as liberalism and communism—acting as a pure geopolitical
means used by the great nations to subjugate small ones. And finally the narrative of the Croatian
thousand-year long struggle to achieve an independent national state”

44  Dalmatian rightism, while immensely heterogeneous in terms of party politics and ideological
associations throughout the second half of 19" century, had a liberal strain which went beyond
political Catholicism and Dalmatian autonomist pro-Italian traditions, both of which were dom-
inant forces up to the turn of century. This liberal and progressive rightist thread, personified
in the figures of Frano Supilo and Ante Trumbi¢, argued for unification of Dalmatia with Cro-
atia-Slavonia in cooperation with Serbian political actors as part of their broader Yugoslavist
framework, with the support of Ferenc Kossuth’s Independentist Party of ‘48ers, all against the
German Drang nach Osten. It thus differed from the narrowly Croatian, Catholic and socially
conservative rightist traditions that were dominant in Croatia-Slavonia and Istria at the time.

45  GROSS, Mirjana. Viadavina Hrvatsko-srpske koalicije 1906-1907. Beograd : Institut drustvenih
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the result of that same research to bring it back into the picture at a time when
it was being severely and pro-actively distorted and abused in the 1990s and
early 2000s. In the first case, during state-socialism, she managed to decentral-
ize and conceptually excavate the intellectual origins of Yugoslavism through
her work on the ideology of one of the key thinkers of the 19" century who
espoused it, Franjo Racki, even if it went against the political assertions of the
day. Her polemic with Serbian historians Vladimir Dedijer, Milorad Ekmeci¢
and others, on the occasion of publication of the notable volume History of
Yugoslavia (1973),* which was an attempt to substitute the aforementioned
never-finalized comprehensive state-sponsored project History of the Yugo-
slav Peoples, is especially worth mentioning here.*”

In a staunch criticism of the book, she exposed and countered numerous
fallacies, baseless claims and tendentious nationalist arguments around 19*
century conceptions of South Slavic integration, particularly those which at-
tempted to portray the Serbian state and intellectual actors as the crucial “in-
ventors” of the content and carriers of Yugoslavism as an ideology, but also as
the main contributors of Yugoslavism’s political realization, allegedly due to
Serbian peasantry-based and Croatian aristocracy-based political cultures. In
order to add some complexity, she disconnected the class base from the ar-
ticulation of national ideologies and demonstrated the ideological interaction
and also cross-fertilization between Croatian, Serbian and Yugoslav national-
isms in the Habsburg Monarchy of the time, showcasing them as vehicles of
societal and state modernization.*®

After the war, she countered the exclusionary, nation-building historiogra-
phy which promoted a narrow understanding of the origins and develop-
ment of Croatian national ideology by abusing and de-contextualizing the
results of previous studies on rightism and 19" century intellectuals, portray-
ing such political ideas as “state-creating” (drZavotvorne) in character, and
thus over-stating the continuity and potency of the movement towards inde-
pendent Croatian statehood.* In particular, she invested into countering the
then-dominant decoupling of Croatian and Yugoslav ideological frameworks
within Croatian historiography. Namely, in the second edition of her book on
“original rightism” published in 2000, about three quarters of the content be-
ing the results of a completely new study, she relied on the Annales-inspired
longue durée perspective, employing the methodology of the histoire des men-
talités and portraying it in relation to multiple other intellectual streams in

nauka, 1960; GROSS, Mirjana. Ideja jugoslavenstva u XIX st. u “Istoriji Jugoslavije”. In Casopis
za suvremenu povijest, 1973, vol. 5, no. 2, pp. 8-21; GROSS, Mirjana. Ideja jugoslavenstva u XIX
stolje¢u i “dogmatski nacionalizam”. In Jugoslovenski istorijski casopis, 1975, vol. 3-4, pp. 121-160.

46  BOZIC, Ivan et al. Istorija Jugoslavije. Belgrade : Prosveta, 1973; translated to English: BOZIC,
Ivan et al. History of Yugoslavia. New York : McGraw-Hill, 1974.

47  SINDBAEK, Tea. Usable History. Representations of Yugoslavia’s Difficult Past From 1945 to 2002.
Aarhus : Aarhus University Press, 2013, p. 96.

48  GROSS 1973.

49  MATKOVIC Stjepan. Cista stranka prava 1895-1903. Zagreb : Hrvatski institut za povijest, 2001;
TURKALYJ, Jasna - MATIJEVIC, Zlatko - MATKOVIC, Stjepan. Pravaska misao: zbornik rado-
va. Zagreb : Hrvatski institut za povijest, 2007; MATKOVIC, Stjepan. Izabrani portreti pravasa:
prilozi hrvatskoj politickoj povijesti. Zagreb : Hrvatski institut za povijest, 2012.
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a synchronic and diachronic perspective. In this way, she denaturalized and
showcased rightism as solely one of many rather politically marginal “solu-
tions” for the national integration of Croatian and other South Slavic peoples
in the mid- to late-19" century when it transformed from a youth sect centred
around charismatic leaders such as A. Starcevi¢ and E. Kvaternik to a massive
political movement at the turn of century.

Importantly, she also went against the predominant reading of Yugoslavia in
the paradigmatic vision of the “Homeland War” of the 1990s/2000s—akin
to understanding the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy of the triumphalist his-
toriography of the 1920s—as a “prison of peoples” in which Croatia could
not realize its otherwise historically and legally justified claims to independ-
ence and, hence, free cultural and economic development. Simultaneously
with Gross” and others’ efforts inside local historiography, there were intel-
lectual historians who attempted to answer similar questions from an émigré
perspective, and it is in that context, important to mention the role and the
work of historian, writer and politician Ivo Banac, who was awarded a PhD
from the University of Stanford and subsequently taught at Yale University,
Central European University and the University of Zagreb. While principally
researching a narrowly conceived political history, Banac’s contribution to-
wards Croatian intellectual history can in part be recognised as one of raising
the “nationality question in Yugoslavia” in his most notable book,* as well as
the closely related “Croatian language question.”

The postmodern perspectives and linguistic turnaround in the 1990s en-
joyed a somewhat mixed reception within Croatian historiography, which
can be exemplified not only by Mirjana Gross’s essay in which she explicit-
ly expresses scepticism towards the new trends arriving from social sciences
and partially from other humanities,” but also by the notable discussion it
prompted between her and one of her students and intellectual successors,
Zrinka Blazevi¢, who became a practitioner and participant in some of the
schools which grew out of these traditions relatively quickly, relying mainly
on post-structuralist approaches and literary theory. Lastly, a number of his-
torians and political scientists who dealt with conservative and radical right
thought as well as the relationship between culture and the UstaSa move-
ment, all of which were pertinent questions after the 1990s war when Ustasa
symbolism and ideologuemes were rehabilitated by state institutions, used
historical methodologies and constructivist traditions promoted by Gross to
contextualize, diversify and interpret the ideas of the thinkers they were stud-
ying. Stevo Duraskovi¢’s studies on the “mediterranism” of Bogdan Radica™

50 BANAGC, Ivo. The National Question in Yugoslavia: Origins, History, Politics. Ithaca : Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1984.

51  BANAC, Ivo. Hrvatsko jezi¢no pitanje. Zagreb : Drustvo hrvatskih knjizevnika, 1991.

52 GROSS, Mirjana. Dekonstrukeija historije ili svijet bez proslosti. In Historijski zbornik, 2009, vol.
62, no. 1, pp. 165-194.

53  DURASKOVIC, Stevo. Mediteranizam Bogdana Radice kao ideja slobode nasuprot
totalitarizmima. In ROKSANDIC, Drago — CVIJOVIC-JAVORINA, Ivana (eds.) Split i Vladan
Desnica 1918-1945. Umjetnicko stvaralastvo izmedu kulture i politike: Zbornik radova sa znanst-
venog skupa Desnicini susreti 2015. Zagreb : FF Press, 2016, pp. 233-244.
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and the conceptual intricacies of Franjo Tudman’s ideology, or Tihomir Ci-
pek’s work on the numerous ideological incarnations of Croatian national
identity, as well as Viseslav Aralica’s reading of Croatian nationalism in the
agrarian populist, fascist and totalitarian contexts all strongly contributed
to nuancing the otherwise plastic, teleological perspectives on the ideologi-
cal morphology of Croatian nationalism in the modern era, even beyond its
perceptions as “useful” for the 1990s political moment and historicization of
a homogenous nation-state.

Enduring Legacies and the Prevalence of Historiographies of
Finitude

Intellectual history writing in Croatia from 1945 onwards displayed a per-
sistent tendency to reflect upon questions of Croatian nationhood and state-
hood from a more or less social perspective. Furthermore, literature was rare-
ly conceptualized as a separate unit of analysis and was either imagined as a
part of social history, or as cultural history defined strictly against what was
considered political history. The main concepts that came to be juxtaposed to
Croatian nationhood and statehood towards the 1990s were the projects of
Yugoslavism and state-socialism, with special attention paid to the role of the
Serbian minority in Croatia and its conduciveness to the development of the
modern Croatian national identity and the (nation-)state. Yugoslavism was
increasingly portrayed as alien to Croatian intellectual history and the pro-
cess of national integration, as well as a vehicle for the realization of Serbian
national interests at the expense of Croatian intentions. After the 1990s war,
however, the Serbian national minority in Croatia became the constitutive
“other” of Croatian national identity, which was consequently strongly re-
flected in nationalist historiography and contemporary political discourse.**
Croatian historiography attempted to follow certain trends and turns that
were occurring in other national or regional historiographies around Europe
throughout this period, but they were often heavily negotiated with Marxist
political ideals and gradually nationalizing positivist historiographies. There
were several notable exceptions which genuinely invested effort into com-
parative contextualizing and accounting for the latest developments on the
international historiographical stage, especially with regard to social history.

Along with attempts to make use of Croatian and wider Yugoslav heritage by
multiple imperial histories overlapping for the purpose of developing innova-
tive perspectives, theories and methodologies, went the process of re-focus-
ing on other levels of research (e.g., regional or micro-history), leaving aside
the national account, or putting it into a comparative perspective. Though,
due to the experience of the war and the realization of national independence,
there was immense political pressure to rethink existing historiographical ap-
proaches and patterns and to provide a new, much more Croatian history for
the state in the making, something that managed to seriously distort efforts

54  JOVIC, Dejan. Rat i mit. Politika identiteta u suvremenoj Hrvatskoj. Zagreb : Fraktura, 2017.
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that were underway in the late socialist period and beyond. In a nutshell,
writing the “national” history and thus the “national” intellectual history of
those intellectual figures who claimed to be Croatian, became an imperative
and any questioning of the new canon, even if it was completely progressive
and aligned with the contemporary European and global historiographical
trends, became problematic and was rejected in favour of positivistic, na-
tion-building master narratives.

The most contemporary trends often build on such work, mainly by omit-
ting the heritage of Marxist, socialist and communist thinking from Croa-
tian intellectual history and hence, the national identity, simultaneously reha-
bilitating radical right wing or fascist thinkers fashioning them primarily as
“victims of communist terror” or as intentionally “forgotten” by the Marxist
positivist historiography.”

Moreover, the most recent example of decontextualization and new under-
standings of thinkers from multiple traditions of rightism can be found in a
recently published book* by Stipe Kljai¢ from the Croatian Institute of Histo-
ry, which combines a series of biographies of, he argues, conservative political
thinkers, spanning from Mihovil Pavlinovi¢ to Bogdan Radica. The author
claims that the reading of the “true”, namely conservative or counterrevolu-
tionary, intellectual character of their writings can only be done in the present
day, after the “silence” induced by alleged liberal-communist hegemony in
historiography was lifted.

Nevertheless, as intellectual history gains momentum as an independent field
of study internationally, Croatian state institutions are investing in relatively
large-scale domestic and international research projects in the field.”” Includ-
ed are some less positive examples of such collaborative projects in which
the wider East-Central European paradigms, such as cultural opposition and
dissidentism,*® are intentionally mistaken and applied to the Yugoslav case

55  KLJAIC 2022; TOMAS, Domagoj. Ideologija, krivnja i odmazda. Viaho Lovri¢ i (dis)kontinuiteti
prve polovice 20. stoljeca. Zagreb : Alfa, 2021.

56  KLJAIC, Stipe. Povijest kontarevolucije. Hrvatska konzervativna misao od 1789. do 1989. Zagreb :
Naklada Pavi¢i¢, 2022; KLJAIC, Stipe. Nikada vise Jugoslavija. Intelektualci i hrvatsko nacionalno
pitanje (1929-1945). Zagreb : Hrvatski institut za povijest, 2017.

57  Hrvatska znanstvena i filozofska bastina: transferi i aproprijacije znanja od srednjeg vijeka do
dvadesetog stoljeca u europskom kontekstu (IP-2016-06-6762), (Croatian scientific and philo-
sophical heritage: transfers and appropriations of knowledge from the Middle Ages to the 20™
century in the European context) led by Zeljko Dugac from the Department for history and
philosophy of science at the Croatian Academy of Arts and Sciences (2017-2021); Moderne mis-
le¢e Zene: intelektualni razvoj Zena u Hrvatskoj 20. stolje¢a (IP-2018-01-3732) (Modern thinking
women: intellectual development of women in 20" century Croatia) led by Andrea Feldman
from the Faculty of Teacher Education, University of Zagreb.

58  This particularly refers to the way in which the Hrvatski institut za povijest (The Croatian Institute
for History) participated in the international project COURAGE, Cultural Opposition: Under-
standing the Cultural Heritage of Dissent in the Former Socialist Countries, funded by Horizon
2020, the EU Framework Programme for Research and Innovation (2016-2019), which was nota-
bly problematized by Dubravka Ugresi¢ in her article, An Archaeology of Resistance, in New York
Review of Books, 16 November, 2020, whereby she argued that one of the intellectual intentions
behind the Croatian part of the project was to refashion certain problematic thinkers as dissidents
and labeled it part of a campaign of historical revisionism and a lumping together of liberal and
democratic, as well as Nazi-supporting enemies of the socialist Yugoslav regime; see: https://www.
nybooks.com/daily/2020/11/16/an-archaeology-of-resistance/ (last viewed on 11 April 2022).
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in such a way as to rehabilitate the ultranationalist intellectual figures and
portray them as merely culturally dissident, without problematizing their
ideological legacies. This tendency is especially evident in a recently opened
question in Croatian intellectual historiography and memory politics from
the present day, which is the totalitarian paradigm and its applicability to the
Yugoslav case. The institutions of the European Union and Western European
historiographies often insist on equating the totalitarian experiences of Na-
zism and Communism in their memory cultures, and post-Yugoslav histori-
ography tends to count Yugoslav history as one of those.

As long as this continues, there will be legitimacy for the occurrences such
as the state-led “Council for Dealing with Consequences of the Rule of
Non-Democratic Regimes,”® which was established by the Croatian parlia-
ment in 2017 in an attempt to “finally come to terms with the past”—fol-
lowing the German example of Vergangenheitsbewdltigung—and close some
interpretations and discussions once and for all. It could be argued that this
attempt in itself displays totalitarian tendencies by establishing a “historical
truth,” firmly remaining in the Croatian tradition of the historiographies of
finitude. The case of Mirjana Gross demonstrates how an attempt to provide
a comprehensive intellectual account of a local intellectual stream of thought
without serving the contemporary political agenda evoked equally unprofes-
sional reactions, both in the state-socialist and nationalist historiographical
environments, which then served as a basis for dehistoricized, decontextu-
alized, selective and politically tendentious reading of local thinkers in the
period of establishing of a new political order from the 1990s onwards.

Conclusion

Croatian intellectual history writing in the post-1945 period was marked-
ly characterized by a duality between the historiographies of finitude and a
self-reflexive, open-ended ones. The former relied on a teleological view of
history, culminating either in Tito’s partisans’ revolution and the creation of a
socialist, federal Yugoslav state, or in the independent Croatian statehood, de-
pending on the period. On the other hand, the latter stream countered these
tendencies by introducing constructivist, relational and comparative meth-
odologies with a focus on similar themes and historical periods that often had
to do with historicizing Croatian nationhood and statehood. Moreover, the
historiographies of finitude were generally less receptive to external or inter-
nal theoretical and methodological developments and advances, remaining
mostly on the positivist line throughout the period.

On the other hand, the historiography that was more self-reflexive predomi-
nantly engaged in appropriating trends originating from the Annales school to
local context, and used concepts from political or literary theories to analyse
crucial political ideas and ideologies that shaped Croatian nationalism and
59  Recommendations adopted by the council for dealing with the consequences of undem-

ocratic  regimes, https://vlada.gov.hr/recommendations-adopted-by-the-council-for-deal-
ing-with-the-consequences-of-undemocratic-regimes/23539 (last viewed on 10 March 2022).
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claims for statehood throughout the ages. Both in the state-socialist period
and in the subsequent period, the historiographies of finitude can be said
to have been less inclined to cooperate or engage in the polemics with their
counterparts within the Yugoslav state or in the post-Yugoslav space, instead
closing themselves into self-referential circles, which oftentimes resulted in a
decontextualized and one-sided perspective on key topics.

The case of Mirjana Gross, who was arguably one of the most significant intel-
lectual historians in Croatia and belonged to the self-reflexive historiograph-
ical tradition, demonstrates the sophisticated strategies of transgressing chal-
lenges posed by the historiographies of finitude through engaging in direct
scholarly polemics with unfounded positivist arguments by showcasing the
constructed, relational, mundane, comparative, longue durée and contingent
aspects of one nationalism’s development. Finally, during the state-socialist
period, Mirjana Gross’ work on the ideologies of rightism and Yugoslavism
countered state-promoted interpretations simplified for the political legiti-
mation of the state, as well as the Serbian nationalist current that was aiming
at a gradual rewriting and replacing of the 19" century input of Croatian in-
tellectuals to a Yugoslav political integration with the Serbian one. Further-
more, after the 1990s wars and the establishment of an independent Croatian
state, her expertise was applied to the intellectual history of Europe and the
Habsburg Monarchy in re-contextualizing the history of original rightism
and its subsequent incarnation in the original ideological and intellectual
context, arguing for understanding it as a marginal radical movement until
the turn of century, which was in dialogue with the much more influen-
tial program of South Slavic cultural and political integration that the 1990s
historiography was increasingly attempting to remove from the intellectual
history of the period.
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Abstract

HUDEK, Adam. The Nationalist Perspective within Slovak Communist Intellectual
Thinking (1921-1968).

This study deals with the idea of nationalism in the thinking of Slovak commu-
nist intellectuals from the early 1920s until the end of the 1960s. The variety
of roles that national communism took during these decades are detailed, in-
cluding an “intellectual exercise” in the 1930s, an ideological deviation in the
1950s, a program of national emancipation in 1960s and finally, the narrative
of legitimizing the normalization orthodoxy after the 1968 Warsaw Pact inva-
sion into Czechoslovakia. The aim of this paper is to explore the variety of ways
Slovak communist intellectuals connected the Marxist-Leninist worldview with
their own nationalist discourse in different periods, describing how encoun-
tered ideological dilemmas were solved and then integrated into the program
of Slovak national communism. The opening pages discuss the first generation
of Slovak Marxist intellectuals in the interwar period, who defined the essential
points of the Slovak national communist program. Next, following the exam-
ple of historian Lubomir Liptak, the second part documents the “intellectual
de-Stalinization” of the 1960s, which included profound criticism of the Slovak
position in the republic. The final piece of this study analyzes the culmination
of discussions regarding Czech-Slovak relations in 1968 and 1969.

hroughout the last decade, questions of “socialist patriotism”
and “national communism” maintained a constant presence in
any analysis of the socialist states of Central Eastern Europe (CEE).
Questioning traditional interpretations of communism as a foreign,
forcefully implemented “anti-national revolution” reshaped dis-
cussions on the historical development of the Soviet bloc. Current
research reveals that communist party ideologists and Marxist in-
tellectuals did not understand nationalist discourse solely as an in-
strument of communist legitimization but rather, for a significant
part of the communist intellectual elite, nationalism was an essential
part of their ideological self-identification. Communism was viewed
not as a program of one political group, but as an ideology of the
whole nation. Paraphrasing a statement from Bradley F. Abrams,
the struggle for the socialist project was, to a great extent, a “struggle
for the soul of the nation.™
Tsstudyis part of a project funded by the European Union’s Horizon 2020 Widen-
ing Fellowship No. 101038067. It was researched in the scope of the Agency for the
Support of Research and Development project no. APVV-20-0526 “Political social-

ization in the territory of Slovakia during the years 1848-1993,” carried out at the
Institute of History of the Slovak Academy of Sciences.

1 ABRAMS, Bradley E. The Struggle for the Soul of the Nation. Czech Culture and the
Rise of Communism. Lanham : Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2005.
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9)]

Since the end of the Second World War at the very latest, communist par-
ties in CEE have presented themselves as heirs of national traditions and
guardians of national interests. Resonating ideas of “national unity;” “na-
tional rebirth” and “social and national revolution” were based on a mix
of socialist and pre-communist nationalist traditions. However, the latter
point had to be reinterpreted in a way that supported communist mobili-

zation of the population.

In scholarly works, the phrase “national communism” is employed to de-
scribe a process of “positive reevaluation of the patriotic legacy” as well as
“the use of the concept of national sovereignty as a legitimizing device.”* In
general, “national communism” can be understood as applying universal
Marxist-Leninist ideology to individual national political, economic, so-
cial and cultural conditions. However, since late 1970, nationalist principles
tended to overshadow the communist utopia in most CEE communist dic-
tatorships, and since the 1980s, the national communists were inclined to
speak more about national issues and less about Marxism-Leninism.? In the
end, connecting national traditions with “proletarian internationalism” was
contradictory and generally unsuccessful. The problem of nationalism and
its relationship to the socialist project remained one of the most obvious di-
lemmas of the communist ideologists, especially Marxist intellectuals.

The dispute between modern nationalism and communist ideology can be
clearly seen in the works of Marx and Engels. As Walter A. Kemp noted, “the
classics” left their followers with many unanswered—or very ambiguously
answered—questions.* Even Lenin’s interpretation of Marxism did not ad-
dress such issues. He approached nationalism very pragmatically and viewed
it exclusively in terms of achieving the goals of the Bolsheviks. Communist
International (Comintern) founded in 1919, utilized and supported ethnic
cleavages and conflicts to destabilize European “bourgeois” states, and the
Leninist recognition of the right of all nations to self-determination until
secession needed to be perceived accordingly. The right to national freedom
was only one step toward eliminating national conflicts, which Lenin saw
as an obstacle on the way to proletarian internationalism.” However, after
the Russian Civil War, it became clear that with the victory of Bolshevism,
the concept of the “nation” would not go away, even later becoming self-evi-
dent in the conditions of building communism in one state.

TRENCSENYTI, Balézs et al. A History of Modern Political Thought in East Central Europe. Negoti-

ating Modernity in the ‘Short Twentieth Century‘ and Beyond. Part II: 1968-2018. Oxford : Oxford
University Press, 2018, p. 13.

KOLLAR, Pavel. Soudruzi a jejich svét. Socidlné myslenkovd tvdfnost komunismu. Praha : NLN,
2019, pp. 104-107.

KEMP, Walter A. Nationalism and Communism in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. A Basic
Contradiction? London : Macmillan Press, 1999, p. 31.

KEMP 1999, pp. 47-48.

KEMP 1999, p. 54.
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Discussions on nation-building concepts could not be avoided in a mul-
ti-ethnic Central Europe full of national conflicts.” There was no possibility
for communists of CEE to ignore this topic, and most did not even try. For
communist intellectuals in particular, nationalist discourse sooner or later
became a crucial part of their narrative. In Czechoslovakia, the relationship
between Marxism and the national question came to the fore immediately
after 1918, remaining an integral part of the ideological development of—not
only—Slovak communists since the establishment of the Communist Party of
Czechoslovakia (CPC) in 1921.

The founding Congress of the Slovak Communist Party that took place in
January 1921, immediately and without any reservations approved the con-
ditions for admission to the Comintern, which required the existence of only
one centralized, hierarchical Communist party per state and explicitly reject-
ed any other separate ethnic groups. However, this rule resulted in perpetual
tension as, despite strict directives from Moscow, leading Slovak communists
again and again sought an arrangement that would allow them to address
“specific problems of Slovak development” with a certain independence from
the center in Prague.

This study deals primarily with nationalism in the thinking of Slovak com-
munist intellectuals, covering the period from the early 1920s to the Prague
Spring in 1968, and starting with the first generation of Slovak Marxist in-
tellectuals in the interwar period. Despite their initial critique of Slovak na-
tionalism in the 1930s, the so-called Davists® defined the essential points of
the Slovak national communism program for the following decades, which
eventually led to an accusation of “bourgeois nationalism” and subsequent
silencing in the early 1950s. Based on historian Cubomir Liptak, the second
part of this study documents the “intellectual de-Stalinization” process of the
1960s, which led to renewed interest in the problem of Czech-Slovak relations.
The final part analyzes the culmination of this process during the liberaliza-
tion era of the Prague Spring (1968). The main aim is to explore how Slovak
communist intellectuals in various periods connected the Marxist-Leninist
worldview with their nationalist discourse; how they solved the ideological
dilemmas encountered and integrated them into the ever-evolving program
of Slovak national communism.

KOPECEK, Michal. Historical studies of nation-building and the concept of socialist patriotism
in East Central Europe 1956-1970. In KOLAR, Pavel - REZNIK, Milo$ (eds.) Historische Na-
tionsforschung im geteilten Europa 1945-1989. Koln : SH-Verlag, 2012, p. 123.

A group of authors named after the journal DAV, which was stablished as a platform of the left-
wing, Marxist literary avant-garde. Its founders and main contributors were often called “Da-
vists,” even among themselves. The Slovak word “Dav” means “crowd” and refers to the worker
masses and collectivism of the radical left. See NOVOMESKY, Ladislav. Slovensko — DAV - Ko-
munizmus. In ROZENBAUM, Karol. Spldtka velkého dlhu. Publicistika 1963-1970. I. zvizok.
Bratislava : Naddcia Vladimira Clementisa, 1992, pp. 282-316; ROSENBAUM, Karol (ed.) DAV.
Spomienky a $tidie. Bratislava : Vydavatelstvo SAV, 1965; DRUG, Stefan. DAV a davisti. Bratisla-
va : Obzor, 1965.
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Intellectuals of the Interwar Slovak Communist Movement

The history of the communist movement in Czechoslovakia suggests that
communists could never complain about the lack of sympathy from intellec-
tuals. Support for Marxism in this milieu was already considerable during the
interwar republic, significantly more so in the Czech part, though in post-war
Czechoslovakia, the phenomenon grew to mass proportions. However, initial
intellectual support for the communist movement in the Slovak territory was
far from straightforward. There were several reasons for this.

At the end of the 19" and beginning of the 20" century, most Slovak intel-
lectuals still associated the socialist movement with the lowest strata of so-
ciety. It was thought of as imported from the German, Hungarian, Jewish
or Czech environment, and seen as contrary to the alleged Slovak national
traditions that most Slovak intellectuals sought to protect. As historian Juraj
Benko explains, the Slovak intelligentsia “was politically exhausted by the na-
tional question” and saw in the workers’ movement only “mass potential for
supporting the national movement.”

Before the First World War, no one from the small group of Slovak intellec-
tual and political elite anticipated any possibility of the Marxist left entering
the struggle for the Slovak “village and factory” Leaders of the Slovak labor
movement reacted critically to such disinterest,'’ and the result was bitter-
ness and distrust towards intellectuals, which made its way into the Slovak
communist movement.'' Unlike the situation in neighboring Hungary, Aus-
tria, Germany, or even to a lesser extent, the Czech lands where intellectuals
played an essential role in the communist movement, no relevant intellectual
in Slovakia joined the radical left in the turbulent times after the end of the
First World War.'?

There was some anticipation by the Slovak radical left that after resolving the
Slovak national issue in the form of the Czechoslovak Republic, the interest
of intellectuals will focus on solving Slovakia’s social and economic problems.
On the contrary, a brief episode in the Hungarian Soviet Republic in 1919
had a significantly negative impact on the image of the communist move-
ment in Slovakia. The invasion of Hungarian communists into eastern Slo-
vakia enabled a connection between the “Bolshevik threat” and Hungarian
irredentism. In this way, Soviet-style Bolshevism threatened simultaneously
the traditional social and economic order and the newly acquired national
freedom of Slovaks. From the Marxist point of view, the events of 1919 were
considered a wasted opportunity to start a socialist revolution, an opinion that
appeared during the 1920s and in the post-war period, became a permanent

BENKO, Juraj. Miesto a funkcia inteligencie v slovenskom komunistickom hnuti v medzivojno-
vom obdobi. In MICHALEK, Slavomir et al. Gustdv Husdk: moc politiky — politik moci. Bratislava :
Veda/Historicky ustav SAV, 2013, p. 58.

10 RUTTKAY, Frano. Storo¢nica prvého slovenského robotnickeho ¢asopisu. In Otdzky Zurnalistiky,

1997, no. 3, pp. 233-240.

11  CONNELLY, John. Zotr:oéend univerzita. Praha : Karolinum, 2008, p. 425. §
12 CHORVATH, Michal. Co je to Dav? In CHORVATH, Michal. Z prielomu. Stiidie, ¢ldnky, recen-

zie. Bratislava : Slovensky spisovatel, 1970, pp. 256-266.
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part of the Slovak Marxist national story. The narrative also included a judge-
ment about the failure of the Slovak intelligentsia, which did not support
“progressive development.”

In a retrospective, the foremost member of the first generation of Slovak
communist intellectuals, poet Ladislav Novomesky, wrote that “fear about
nationality made the older intelligentsia shut away from new and different
ideas unregistered in the national vocabulary”"” According to Novomesky,
the central role of “nationality” in the minds of the old and new generations
of the Slovak intelligentsia caused a rejection of communist ideas. As the
journal DAV wrote in the editorial of its first issue, “Slovak intelligentsia is
like a docile maiden, entering the service of the capital.”'* This belief shaped
the intellectual development of the first generation of Slovak Marxist intel-
lectuals in the 1920s, feeling that if the Slovak national tradition moved Slo-
vaks towards direct conflict with the secular, progressive left ideas, it must be
abandoned as soon as possible.

Representatives of the DAV group (Davists) formed in 1924, considered
themselves the only part of the Slovak intelligentsia that successfully resist-
ed the encumbering pressure of Slovak national traditions. They believed it
was because some of them were brought up in the Hungarian environment
(Ladislav Szant6, Ladislav Novomesky) with a solid revolutionary tradition.
The “internationalist” contribution of Jewish Davists (Eduard Klinger) was
also viewed positively. The Czech element, in turn, mediated contacts with
the most influential left-wing intellectuals (Zdenék Nejedly, Vitézslav Nez-
val, Franti$ek Xaver Salda, Jaroslav Seifert, Stanislav Kostka Neumann) and
Prague based communist student organizations (Proletkult and Kostufra)."

Davists found only one useful current in Slovak politics—the Czechoslova-
kists. Czechoslovakism, or the idea of the Czechoslovak nation, was a belief
that had existed in various forms since the early 19" century. During the First
World War, it was used as the crucial legitimizing argument for the creation of
the Czechoslovak Republic. After its establishment in 1918, the Czechoslova-
kist idea that Czechs and Slovaks are two branches of one nation became the
official state doctrine, though during the second half of the 1920s this view
became strongly contested in Slovakia, where it was seen as a tool for Czech
dominance in the common state. As a result, an emancipating credo stressing
that Slovaks are an independent nation with a right to self-determination and
at the least, political autonomy, gained popularity among Slovak voters.'® The
problem of Czechoslovakism was very much present also among the Czech
and Slovak communists.

13 NOVOMESKY, Ladislav. O DAVe. In ROZENBAUM, Karol. Spldtka velkého dlhu. Publicistika
1963-1970. I. zvizok. Bratislava : Naddcia Vladimira Clementisa, 1992, p. 91.

14  DAV.In DAV, 1924, vol. 1, no. 1, without page number.

15 CHORVATH 1970, p. 261.

16 See HUDEK, Adam - KOPECEK, Michal - MERVART, Jan. Czechoslovakism. Abingdon,
New York : Routledge, 2022.
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However in the early 1920s, leading Slovak communist intellectual Vladimir
Clementis continued to argue that the right solution to the Czechoslovak
question was to establish the closest possible connection of Slovaks with the
more advanced Czech environment,'” aiming to eliminate an alleged Slovak
cultural and intellectual backwardness. Despite statements about genuine in-
ternationalism coming from the Marxist-Leninist doctrine, the Davists pre-
sented themselves as convinced Czechoslovak patriots. In other words, the
young Davist generation was moving towards “national communism” from
the beginning, though until the mid-1930s, it was Czechoslovak national
communism. The Slovak version was created elsewhere and met with the dis-
approval of the Davists.

In the mid-1920s, Julius Ver¢ik, leading Slovak communist personality, be-
came the most vocal proponent of Slovak national communism. In many
aspects, Verc¢ik was a typical representative of the first generation of the Slo-
vak Marxist left; young, he was 31 in 1925, a former social democratic trade
unionist, Marxist autodidact radical and politically inexperienced. In 1921,
he stated openly that Slovak communists firmly supported the unified Czech-
oslovak Republic and rejected any form of “autonomist separation.”*® His sup-
port of Czechoslovakia was based on the hope that it could be transformed
into a communist country.” However, Ver¢ik made it clear that if the Slovak
communists were to lose that hope, their opinion would change on the “Slo-
vak question” in Czechoslovakia. Czechoslovakia was far from becoming a
communist state in the mid-1920s and Vercik lost his patience. In Slovakia,
communists were dwarfed by their archenemy; the autonomist, clerical-pop-
ulist Hlinka’s Slovak People’s Party (Ludaks).?

Ver¢ik came to the conclusion that if the Communists were to be successful in
Slovakia, they must defeat the Luddks on the issue of Czech-Slovak relations.
He argued that the communists needed a straightforward, feasible national
program, stating that the national question is as important as the social one
and that solving social problems does not mean automatically solving na-
tional issues. Thus, the Communist Party needs both an attractive social and
national program. Vercik declared that autonomism is a specific manifesta-
tion of the Slovak working-class struggle against the Czech bourgeoisie and

17 QLEMETIS, Vladimir. Kapitoly o nds. In Mladé Slovensko, 1923, vol. 5, no. 3, p. 68.
18  SUCHOVA, Xénia. “Heslo autonémie alebo prévo na odtrhnutie?” (Komunistické ponimanie

nérodnostnej a “slovenskej” otdzky do polovice 20. rokov). In SUCHOVA, Xénia (ed.) Luddci
a komunisti: Superi? Spojenci? Protivnici? PreSov : UNIVERSUM, 2006, p. 36.

19 SUCHOVA 2006, p. 36.
20  Hlinka’s Slovak People’s Party, colloquially called the Ludaks, was the strongest party in interwar

Slovakia, gaining about a third of the votes. It formed at the beginning of the twentieth century
as a Catholic wing of the Slovak national and political movement under the leadership of charis-
matic Catholic priest Andrej Hlinka. As a clerical and ethno-populist party, the Ludaks strongly
opposed the state idea of the Czechoslovak nation as well as the concept of a unitary, centralized
state. The party demanded recognition of Slovak national particularity and the associated right to
self-government in the form of political autonomy. During the 1930s, the party gradually moved
to an anti-democratic, authoritarian platform. See LORMAN, Thomas. The Making of the Slovak
People’s Party: Religion, Nationalism and the Culture War in Early 20th-Century Europe. London :
Bloomsbury Publishing, 2019.
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its Slovak allies.”! It was only because of mistakes by the CPC that the Ludaks
were able to misuse this authentic movement.*

His arguments caused strong disagreement among the Davists. In an article
K narodnostnej otdzke (On the National Question),” Clementis argued that
the solution to the Slovak question has no national but only a social dimen-
sion, which must be the only focus of the communists. According to Clemen-
tis, creating a national program means accepting the demands of the Slovak
bourgeoisie. Moreover, Slovak political autonomy would only help the Hun-
garian irredenta as Slovakia is not sufficiently prepared for greater indepen-
dence, and the Slovak people do not even demand autonomy.** However, there
was one specific manifestation of nationalism among the Davists that was not
mentioned by Ver¢ik; a warning against the excessive influence of communist
functionaries of Hungarian origin who allegedly supported Hungarian chau-
vinism.” A certain degree of anti-Hungarian resentment remained typical for
several Davists, and also became a trait of Slovak national communism.

In the 1920s, the foremost figures of the Davist group considered Czecho-
slovakism, or at least the close connection between Czechs and Slovaks, to
be a useful concept in serving the goals of the communist movement. In the
Davist view, Slovak autonomy would only complicate the influence of the
progressive Czech cultural environment in Slovakia. For them, the impact
of Prague’s left-wing circles, which fundamentally shaped their worldview,
was irreplaceable. Until the late 1920s, the sporadically issued journal DAV
and its circle of editors, who also worked for other communist periodicals,
barely mentioned the varied views on the Slovak question within the com-
munist movement.

The continuous existence of the Czechoslovak state remained an indisputable
axiom of the Slovak Marxist intellectuals™ political activities. However, from
the Great Depression in 1930, their understanding of Czechoslovakism, the
Czechoslovak nation and the problem of Czech-Slovak relations in general
gradually began to change. The desperate economic situation in Slovakia led
the Davists to the conclusion that Slovakia needed a different approach regard-
ing its problems than the Czech lands; therefore, in their view, Slovakia had
had to acquire some form of autonomy. In the 1930s, the topic of Czech-Slo-
vak relations, the rejection of Czech hegemony and Prague centralism became
fundamental issues for the entire Slovak political and intellectual spectrum.
Davists, and especially the younger generation of radical left-wing intelli-
gence around Gustav Husdk, vehemently joined the discussions. Ideological

21  KRAMER, Juraj - MLYNARIK, Jén. Revolu¢né hnutie a narodnostnd otdzka na Slovensku

v 20. rokoch. In Historicky ¢asopis, 1965, vol. 13, no. 3, pp. 423-443.

22 PLEVZA, Viliam. KSC a revolu¢né hnutie na Slovensku 1929-1938. Bratislava : Vydavatelstvo
SAV, 1965, p. 20.

23 CLEMENTIS, Vladimir. K narodnej otazke. In DAV, 1924, vol. 1, no. 1, pp. 2-4.

24  Pamflet. Zapas o davy na Slovensku. In DAV, 1924, vol. 1, no. 1, pp. 41-49.

25 ROZNER, Jan. Dav a problematika jeho doby. In ROSENBAUM, Karol (ed.) DAV. Spomienky

a Studie. Bratislava : Vydavatelstvo SAV, 1965, p. 49; BENKO, Juraj. The Hungarian communist
exiles and their activities in the years 1919-1921. In Historicky ¢asopis, 2016, vol. 64, no. 5, pp.
873-897.
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changes in the Soviet Union also played a significant role as Stalin’s turn to
“national Bolshevism™ in the early 1930s was noticed by the Slovak commu-
nist intellectuals. This turn resulted in a departure from materialist proletari-
an internationalism and a focus on state-oriented patriotic ideology and eth-
nocentric traditions in order to support state-building and the legitimization
of Party leadership.”

Influenced by the new Soviet cultural policy, Davists decided to reconsid-
er their radically pessimistic view of the “heritage of the past” and national
traditions.” It meant that the ideas of the Slovak national emancipation and
Marxism-Leninism could be complementary, and the idea of national eman-
cipation could also be part of the Slovak communist movement. The speed
and radicalness of this process ultimately manifested at the 1932 Congress of
Young Slovak Intelligentsia in Trencianske Teplice. Here, Clementis openly
spoke in favor of cooperation with young Ludaks as long as it was directed
“against exploitation and social as well as national oppression caused by the
Czech-German bourgeoisie in Slovakia”* Clementis did not question the
idea that Slovaks are an independent nation with the right to self-determina-
tion, and thus, also autonomous status in Czechoslovakia.

At the Congress, Clementis suggested a nationwide program that would put
national and social exploitation on the same level. He was not seeking a fight
against the weak domestic opposition, but primarily the ruling Czech-Ger-
man bourgeoisie, offering cooperation on development of the “national cul-
ture” to his ideological enemies.*® His understanding of this phrase is hard to
define. Most likely, it was a general appeal for collaboration on further mod-
ernization of Slovakia, which was not limited only to the sphere of culture.
What is probably more important, all this happened during the most sectar-
ian period in the development of the Communist Party, when an uncompro-
mising struggle was announced against the Czech bourgeoisie’s imperialism
and the chauvinism of the Ludaks.”!

The fact that CPC leadership did not criticize the Slovak communist intellec-
tuals may seem strange, but it had its logic. Davists did precisely what the Par-
ty expected from them—their activities resonated in the intellectual milieu
and offered a more attractive, less sectarian face of the communist movement.
They also effectively linked the national issue with the communist protest
against Czechoslovakia’s current social and economic situation. In addition,
although Clementis’ national program was radical at first glance, contrary to

26 BRANDENBERGER, D. L. - DUBROVSKY, A. M. “The People Need a Tsar”: The Emergence

of National Bolshevism as Stalinist Ideology, 1931-1941. In Europe-Asia Studies, 1998, vol. 50,
no. 5, pp. 873-892.

27 ~ BRANDENBERGER - DUBROVSKY 1998, pp. 873-874.

28  DRUG 1965, p. 61.

29  CLEMENTIS, Vladimir. Tren¢ianskoteplické rozcestie: K socializmu ¢i k fasizmu. In DAV, 1932,
vol. 5, no. 6, p. 76.

30 CLEMENTIS 1932.

31 SOMMER, Vitézslav. Revoluce nebo spoluprace? KSC a otdzka sjednocent levice pied VII. kon-

gresem Kominterny. In KARNIK, Zdenék - KOCIAN, Jiti - PAZOUT, Jaroslav - RAKOSNIK,
Jakub (eds.) Bol$evismus, komunismus a radikdlni socialismus v Ceskoslovensku. Zv. VI. Praha :
Dokotan, 2011, p. 25.
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Ver¢ik’s proposals, it did not include any plan for implementation. Clementis
stayed loyal to the traditional Marxist-Leninist axiom that the question of
nationality can and will be resolved only after the definitive victory of the
proletariat, a position that degraded the Davist national program to a mere
ephemeral manifesto.

The destruction of Czechoslovakia, the establishment of the Slovak state in
March 1939 and subsequent start of the Second World War led to a radi-
cal new approach from the Slovak communist movement on the issue of
Czech-Slovak relations. Firstly, the Communist Party of Slovakia (CPS) was
established by order of the Comintern. In August 1939, top members of the
illegal leadership of the CPS refused to use the slogan, “For a new Czecho-
slovakia!,** and introduced the Soviet Slovakia program. However, after the
German invasion of the USSR in 1941, Stalin ordered the Czech and Slovak
communists® to return to restoring Czechoslovak statehood and start collab-

oration with non-communist elements in the anti-fascist resistance.

Due to prior massive arrests of high ranked communists in Slovakia, this
mission fell on improbable candidates: communist intellectuals Ladislav No-
vomesky and Gustav Husak. Led by the CPC emissary from Moscow, Karol
Smidke, their ascent to the illegal Party leadership provided an unexpected
opportunity to infuse their federalist ideas into not only the CPS program,
but also the unified Slovak resistance. The program of unified resistance from
December 1943 was clear in this regard, “We desire that the Slovak nation
and the Czech nation, as the closest related Slavic peoples, form their further
fates in a new Czechoslovakia, a common state of Slovaks and Czechs, and on
the basis of the equal peers principle.”* The agenda of Slovak national com-
munism, formulated into a political program, was built strictly on the demand
for federal organization of a renewed Czechoslovakia.”” The federalisation of
Czechoslovakia thus became one of the main imperatives of the anti-fascist
insurrection, later named the Slovak National Uprising (SNU), which broke
out at the end of August 1944.

Slovak communist intellectuals generally perceived the SNU as the beginning
of a new era, when the communist program became the program of the entire
Slovak nation. Direct participation in the Uprising, the status of heroes, ac-
knowledgment from the Party leadership and non-communist politicians gave
them confidence that they would play a major role in building a new (Czecho)
Slovakia. In 1946, L. Novomesky elaborated on this vision in a lecture entitled
Komunizmus v slovenskej ndrodnej idei (Communism in the Slovak National
Idea), in which he defined the Slovak communists as “an assembly of the best,

32

33
34

35
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most self-sacrificing and to Slovak affairs, most devoted sons of this nation.”*
For him, the communist program was the essence of decades-long Slovak
emancipatory efforts: “In this sense, the ideology of Slovak communism is not
an ideology of one party, but an ideology of the Slovak nation. Novomesky
promised that Slovak communists would consistently fight against the Czech
hegemonic demands. “It is indisputable that our cultural venture will be Slovak
in all respects. We will no longer have to argue with anyone about the national
character of cultural life in Slovakia.”*®

However, Novomesky, Husak and their supporters did not realize that the
leadership of the Czechoslovak Communist Party did not support these vi-
sions for resolving Czech-Slovak relations. In the highest echelons of the CPC,
it was known that Stalin did not consider the Soviet type of federalization to be
a suitable solution for Central Europe.”” Slovak national communists did not
realize that in postwar Czechoslovakia, the existence of the CPS as an inde-
pendent actor lost its justification. It was not disbanded but downgraded to a
mere territorial organization fully under the control of the Central Committee
of the Central Committee of CPC (CC CPC). This means it could not function
as a powerbase for the Slovak national communists.

Instead of federalization, removing Slovakia’s economic and social backward-
ness* became the preferred course of CPC leadership. Paradoxically, in this,
the communist official policy was very similar to the DAV program from the
mid-twenties, long forgotten by its original creators. The Tito-Stalin Split in
mid-1948 put “federalists” in the CPS into a dangerous situation. Subsequent-
ly, in the early 1950s, the Stalinist concept of an escalating class struggle, which
included a campaign against “bourgeois nationalists” among the Slovak com-
munists, silenced an entire generation of communist intellectuals who had
been formed in the inter-war period.*”" The following decade in Czechoslova-
kia was dominated by state ideology celebrating the fraternal unity of Czech
and Slovak working classes.
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The Communist Intellectual of the New Type

The new political reality required a new type of intelligentsia. After 1948, the
Communist Party grew suspicious of independent thinkers, even if they were
Party members. It was no longer necessary to create and cultivate any dis-
course for the movement, to stimulate heated debates or attract politically
indifferent people. After seizing power, the Communist Party was more inter-
ested in “soldiers” obediently performing tasks decided by Party ideologists,*
and as such, the Party decided to create a new intelligentsia better suited for
the tasks at hand. On IX Congress of the CPC in May 1949, Party leader Kle-
ment Gottwald introduced the general line of building socialism in Czech-
oslovakia. He drew attention to the necessity to educate a new intelligence
which was class conscious, ideologically connected with the working people
and who were brought up in the spirit of Marxism-Leninism and dialectical
as well as historical materialism.*

Young Slovak student Lubomir Liptak became an enthusiastic supporter of
the project. He had just turned eighteen at the time of the communist take-
over in 1948 and was thus a member of the first generation of students who
were no longer exposed to the “ideological heritage of the past” during their
university studies. As he wrote in the late 1960s, he belonged to a generation
that, considering the prevalent spirit in society at the time, had a very intense
feeling for laying the foundations of something completely new; the self-con-
fidence of pioneers, the zeal of missionaries and the blind faith of sectarians.
Marx’s claim that it is not the job of intellectuals to explain the world but to
change it was extremely appealing to many young, ambitious students,** espe-
cially when the communist regime provided some of them the means to make
such changes.

Liptak did not come from an ideal class background, but he was enchanted
with the new reality after 1948. Choosing the University of Political and Eco-
nomic Sciences (UPES), a Communist Party college, he studied journalism
and economics. Established in the second half of 1949, its curriculum and
staff were directly controlled by the Department of Culture and Propaganda
at the Central Committee of the Communist Party.* According to Liptak’s
memoir, “with only a few exceptions, the chairs of the University professed
a vulgarized substrate of the new faith”*¢

After a wave of arrests and subsequent political trials in the early 1950s, Party
officials openly expressed their trust in the young generation who had been
indoctrinated by the communist school system. The two most prominent rep-
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resentatives of Slovak Marxist historiography from the 1950s and 1960s came
from the UPES, Lubomir Holotik and Lubomir Liptak. They were colleagues
at the Institute of History of the Slovak Academy of Sciences (SAS) for almost
20 years. At the time of their admission to the Institute, both were considered
promising scholars. It was also no coincidence that the leadership of the Slo-
vak Academy and the relevant party bodies turned their attention to Prague
graduates in the search for young scholars as there remained an assumption
that during studies in the capital, they did not come into contact with Slovak
bourgeois nationalism or the ideas of “Slovak separatism.” Working or stud-
ying at a school directly managed by the CC CPC was seen as a guarantee of
ideological purity.”

Initially, their work was significant in shaping the Stalinist construction of the
national narrative, though ultimately, the men played quite opposing roles in
Slovak historiography. While Ludovit Holotik, a former assistant at UPES,
became the leading creator of a Stalinist conception of the Slovak modern his-
tory in the 1950s, his seven years younger student, Lubomir Liptak, became
one of its foremost critics in the 1960s.

The admission process at the Academy was very thorough. The institute, the
SAS presidium, and the communist party apparatus assessed the prospects
of future employees. However, the inspection did not always end with an ac-
ceptance. In 1952, party authorities emphasized to scientific institutions that
young assistants and aspirants “cannot be burdened with bourgeois prejudic-
es. They must be constantly monitored through departments, the party and
trade unions, and those deemed unfit have to be dismissed.”*

Communist ideologists stated clearly that historical science is useful only if it
provides material for the current political practice, emphasizing to historians,
“Historical questions must be asked and answered from a Party point of view,
according to the goals of the Party”* In the early 1950s, the Party prescribed
the following task to Slovak historiography: A theoretical elaboration of the
fraternal coexistence of Czechs and Slovaks with special attention paid to the
struggle against hostile ideologies—bourgeois nationalism and Ludak ideolo-
gy, which represented both clericalism and separatism.”

Similarly to all his colleagues at the Institute, Liptak accepted Party directives
without question, stating later that the scientific process of writing history was
replaced by several formulas of the Stalinist conception of historical develop-
ment. Especially in the Slovak environment, Stalinism easily connected with
some pre-existing ideas regarding Slovak history. As Liptak noted: “In Slovak
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conditions, the Stalinist historical concept, which had many nationalistic ver-
sions, in its distinct and absolutist class nature, had a magical appeal” The
main reason was its strong plebeian character. In the Slovak case, without tra-
ditions of independent statehood and until 1918, with foreign ruling class-
es, only “ordinary working people” were considered the “permanent subjects
of Slovak history” In Liptak’s view “if our [Slovak] history without the [own]
state, the rulers, the nobility used to feel like something deficient, exceptional,
in this new conception, it became ‘normal’ or even surprisingly, exemplary.”

Careful and slow de-Stalinization in Czechoslovakia initially had little effect
on Slovak historians’ work and efforts to change the plebeian conception of
the national story were unnoticeable among the historical community. How-
ever, some changes did occur. In the early 1960s, Liptak emphasized that the
immediate contributions to socialist (re)education and the ideological strug-
gles of the Party are not the only tasks of a historian’s work. In the future, his-
torians should determine scholarly objectives that will not be directly linked
to the demands of “current political needs.”>*

The demand for de-ideologization of the humanities was a typical feature of
intellectual development in the 1960s. The intellectual should be no longer an
obedient soldier but a strictly analytical Marxist scientist. In the case of Liptdk,
there was a clear transformation by the Party-serving historian into a critically
thinking communist intellectual. On the other hand, the leaders and repre-
sentatives of the Communist Party began to realize that in their efforts to raise
their own “philosophical cadres,” they unknowingly created qualified critics.**

Liptak was well aware of the paradoxes of the Czechoslovak liberalization:

One of the specifics of Stalinism...is that it clears the ground of other alternatives
and their bearers so thoroughly that there is actually no other chance to over-
come it, only gradual development, beginning first with the struggle of Stalinists
among themselves, a battle clique which often, for tactical reasons alone, creates
a freer space used then for formulating other ideas about socialist development of
society and their gradual transformation into an effective political force.”

A more open discussion on the “Slovak question” was made possible precisely
by such struggles between the cliques of party officials. Without the benevo-
lence of certain members of the CC CPC who pursued their own goals, Slovak
intellectuals would not be able to express themselves as openly on the issue of
Czech-Slovak relations as they did in the second half of the 1960s. For Liptak,
the importance of history and especially historians for the reform process in
Slovakia was not in doubt: “History has received an urgent order, not from
the rulers but the opposition forces, to help revive what was seemingly buried
forever in 1960, namely the Slovak politics.”*

51 LIPTAK 2012, p. 43.

52 LIPTAK 2012, p. 45.

53  LIPTAK, Lubomir. Problémy spracovania dejin Slovenska v rokoch 1918-1938. In HOLOTIK,
Ludovit (ed.) Ulohy slovenskej historickej vedy v obdobi socialistickej vystavby. Bratislava : SAV,
1961, p. 134.

54 KOPECEK 2009, p. 97.

55  LIPTAK 2012, p. 46.

56 LIPTAK 2012, p. 51.
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The “revival” of Slovak politics through the activities of intellectual elites in-
cluded strong support for the federalization of Czechoslovakia. It was, in fact, a
return to the communist program of the Slovak National Uprising, combining
socialism and federation as the ideal outcome. From the Slovak point of view,
only the socialist part of the program was fulfilled, while the Stalinist devia-
tions, especially the persecution of alleged “bourgeois nationalists,” prevented
a just solution for Czech-Slovak relations. According to the majority of Slovak
communist intellectuals, this should have been righted as soon as possible.
Liptak himself was a diligent and sharp critic of centralism and the overall state
of Czech-Slovak relations. While acting as a “public intellectual,” he published
several essays dealing with the Slovak question arguing that the call for fed-
eralization is not a manifestation of Slovak nationalism or provincialism, but
a legitimate and logical requirement of Slovak society. “To become a herald,
promoter, or implementer of broad concepts without a clearly formulated and
institutionally secured own national interest means to be seemingly a preacher
of higher principles, but in reality, a facilitator of selfish foreign interests.”

From Liptak’s point of view, Slovakia had to rule itself first, only then it could
influence state politics; only a suitable solution to the Czech-Slovak problem
could persuade Slovaks for the further democratization process in Czechoslo-
vakia. Liptak remained a convinced communist for whom the events of 1948
meant a decisive step towards a better, fairer society, in which the Commu-
nist Party naturally played a crucial role. As such, he considered dealing with
the legacy of Stalinism critical to the successful development of socialism in
Czechoslovakia. Unlike many other Slovak politicians and intellectuals, Liptak
did not consider the achievement of Slovak political emancipation to be a uni-
versal solution to the Czechoslovak problems. He saw plenty of new challeng-
es, namely coping with the economic, cultural, and social backwardness of
Slovakia and the legacy of Stalinism. In 1968, he demanded Slovak elites over-
come the “narrow national-defensive character” of the Slovak interpretation of
history, which tended to slip into “uncritical apologetics.”® With this criticism,
he was undoubtedly referring to the speeches he had heard from fellow Slovak
communist intellectuals.

National Communism and Czech-Slovak Relations

Samo Faltan, a member of the young generation of Slovak national com-
munists, declared in 1968: “It turned out that even with the transformation
of the national democratic revolution into a proletarian revolution, the na-
tional moment does not even play a minor role He also reminded all that
the interwar Communist Party did not have a reasonable national program
regarding the Slovak question, something repeated and frequently pointed
out in Slovak discussions regarding the history of the CPC. For the first time,

57  LIPTAK, Lubomir. Nepre(tr)zité dejiny. Bratislava : Q111, 2008, p. 51.
58  LIPTAK 2012, p.57. )
59  FALTAN, Samo. Slovenskd otdzka v Ceskoslovensku. Bratislava : Vydavatelstvo politickej liter-

atury, 1968, p. 54.
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such hitherto unheard-of criticism appeared in the writing of historian Milo§
Gosiorovsky. In 1963, this former campaigner against bourgeois nationalism
sent a study entitled K niektorym otdzkam vztahu Cechov a Slovdkov v politike
Komunistickej strany Ceskoslovenska (On Some Questions of the Relation of
Czechs and Slovaks in the Policy of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia)
to Novd mysl, the magazine of the CC CPC. It was rejected but distributed
unofficially among Slovak intellectual, scholarly and political circles.®® Go-
siorovsky criticized the CPC’s lack of interest in the national equality of the
Czechs and Slovaks, describing the policy of the Party as a continual chain of
injustices towards Slovaks conditioned by Czech nationalism, emphasizing
that Slovaks are the only Slavic nation without adequate “national authorities

of socialist state power.”

How much the understanding of the relationship between national and eco-
nomic aspects of building socialism has changed since the 1950s can be seen
in the suggestive reaction of Ladislav Novomesky to the critique of Husak’s
interpretation of the Slovak National Uprising. “Since when does one ques-
tion contradict the second one? Since when is it possible to repress the na-
tional issue in solving another social issue? Since when is it possible to put
one question above the other, social over national, nota bene in the conditions
in which the Uprising took place?”®* Concepts such as nation, self-determi-
nation and sovereignty appeared more and more frequently in contemporary
journalism. Moreover, the “nation” was understood in a “bourgeois” mean-
ing; it did not refer only to the “Slovak working people” as in the 1950s but
to all social classes. There were repeated allegations from Slovak intellectuals
that Czechoslovakism is still alive in the Czech environment and that it is
thriving within the CPC.

Publicly very active Novomesky wrote, “various shallow conceptions of ‘two
branches of one nation’ which need to be ‘not divided but united’ have lived
in the consciousness of the ‘little Czech man’ for a very long time. This erro-
neous idea has effectively survived even the twenty years of the socialist era
in our social life”® In the Slovak environment, the motive of democratization
during the Prague Spring was inextricably linked to federalization of the state.
Slovak intellectuals generally perceived centralism and the idea of a united
Czechoslovak working class as part of the Stalinist deformations of the 1950s.
Thus, de-Stalinization meant removing factors that hindered a just solution
to the “Slovak question.” As the national communists emphasized, the liber-
alization process cannot be successful without a fair resolution of the nation-
al question.®* In 1968, the well-known communist intellectual Pavol Steveek

60 It was eventually published in 1968.

61  GOSIOROVSKY, Milos. K niektorym otdzkam vztahu Cechov a Slovikov v politike Komunis-
tickej strany Ceskoslovenska. In Historicky ¢asopis, 1968, vol. 16, no. 3, p. 369.

62 NOVOMESKY, Ladislav. Kralovo svedectvo, o ktorom nemozno inaksie. In Odboj a revoluce,
1966, vol. 4, no. 2, pp. 166-168.

63 NOVOMESKY, Ladislav. Zmysel federécie. In Karol ROZENBAUM (ed.) Spldtka velkého dihu.
Publicistika 1963-1970. II. zvizok. Bratislava : Nadacia Vladimira Clementisa, 1993, pp.197-198.

64  See BROWN, Scott. Socialism with a Slovak Face: Federalization, Democratization, and the
Prague Spring. In East European Politics and Societies, 2008, vol. 22, no. 3, pp. 467-495.
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wrote in the magazine Kultiirny Zivot, the central tribune of the Slovak re-
formists: “Whether yes or no to the federation can no longer be discussed. We
are talking here about the will of the nation, manifested by the history as well
as the direct voice.”®

The Slovak national communism program quickly assumed a place at the
center of intellectual, and gradually, political discussions, becoming vital part
of the Slovak reform plans. Thanks to the aura of martyrs, the national com-
munists, especially Husak and Novomesky who survived the 1950s purges
against “Slovak bourgeois nationalism,” gained enormous social and polit-
ical credit, enabling them to assume leading positions in the Slovak reform
movement. Unequivocal support from the public, especially its intellectual,
artistic and scientific elites, gave the Slovak national emancipation program
an unquestionable legitimacy, which was subsequently acknowledged—albeit
grudgingly—by Alexander Dubcek’s leadership of the Communist Party.

Slovak reformists, regardless of whether they belonged to the “democratic”
camp around the Kultiirny zZivot magazine or the more conservative wing led
by Husak and Novomesky, were very concerned that, according to them, no
one was preparing the Czech public for the federation and this alleged Czech
indifference, benevolence and lack of enthusiasm caused considerable re-
sentment on the Slovak side. According to Samo Faltan, the Czech rejection
of federalization was “a misunderstanding of the principles of democracy in
national relations, a testimony to the survival of old ideological and hegem-
onic views.”%

On 1 August 1968, the journal Nové slovo published a petition on the title
page, Slovo Cechom aj Slovdkom sticim na slovo (A word to the Czechs and
Slovaks worthy to be spoken to). Its author, historian Viliam Plevza,” claimed
that in the Czech lands, the Czechoslovak centralist spirit is still haunting in
many minds. It is taking on newer and newer forms and now focuses on the
preparation of federalization. His statement rejected curtailment of the prin-
ciple of national equality and attempts to delay the constitutional law “on a
just, federal organization of our socialist republic.”®®

Discussions about the form of federation continued even after the Warsaw
Pact invasion on 21 August 1968, though, it did not change the resolution that
Czechoslovakia would be federalized and the corresponding constitutional
law would be approved by the end of 1968. The details were no longer a sub-
ject of public debate but rather of the meetings of Czech and Slovak expert
teams due to both the nature of the issues discussed and the fact that after the
invasion, press freedom was the first victim of the normalization process.

65  STEVCEK, Pavol. Po prvé, po druhé. In Kultiirny Zivot, 1968, vol. 23, no. 15, p. 1.

66  FALTAN, Samo. Aku federaciu? In Nové slovo, 1968, vol. 10, no. 4, p. 1.

67 During the normalisation era, V. Plevza became the personal historian of G. Husak. See
MACHACEK, Michal. Gustdv Husdk. Praha : Vysehrad, 2017.

68 PLEVZA, Viliam. Slovo Cechom aj Slovdkom sucim na slovo. In Nové Slovo, 1968, vol. 10, no. 11,

pp- L, 3.
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Conclusion

Discussions on the problem of Czech-Slovak relations show a significant
split between Slovak communist intellectuals in the form of growing opposi-
tion between those who considered the national issue only part of a broader
process of democratizing the Czechoslovak socialist dictatorship and a fac-
tion that regarded the Slovak national emancipation and the solution of the
Czech-Slovak relation as a matter of primary and unparalleled importance.

The discussion around the priority of democratization or federalization was
solved after the Warsaw Pact invasion. “Democrats” were ousted by the new,
“normalized” leadership of the CPC under Gustav Husak, approved by the
Soviets. The display of Slovak communist nationalism was tolerated only if it
was not linked with political reformism. In the case of Liptak, the fact that his
writings went beyond the Czech-Slovak settlement and fostered democrati-
zation determined his fate. Slovak “normalizers” used his texts as an example
of “conscious negation of the gains of the previous [pre-1968] period,” where
“negation turned into negativism of everything that was created during so-
cialism, and finally to the negation of socialism itself’® This resulted in a ban
on any publishing activity, scholarly or popular, and relocation to a minor
position in the Slovak National Museum.

In analyzing the development and basic configuration of the nationalist per-
spective in the thinking of the Slovak communist intellectuals, one finds both
continuities and discontinuities. During the interwar period, emerging na-
tional communism movement positioned itself on the struggle against alleged
imperialistic ideological domination by the Czech bourgeoise and the ideol-
ogy of Czechoslovakism. Although Slovak Marxist intellectuals were late to
embrace Slovak national communism, in the 1930s, they became the fiercest
representatives in their demands for federalization of Czechoslovakia, relying
on the pragmatic benevolence of Communist Party leadership.

The period of the Second World War saw a transformation of the ephemeral
ideas of socialism and federation into a coherent political agenda for the unit-
ed program of the Slovak antifascist resistance. At the same time, Slovak na-
tional communist intellectuals suddenly became politically influential figures
in the Czechoslovak communist movement. Because of this new position, af-
ter the war and communist takeover in Czechoslovakia in 1948, the Slovak
national communists became part of a long-term internal party struggle, no
longer competing with external enemies, but with fellow party members.

Due to changes in the entire Soviet Bloc, the 1960s brought a massive reviv-
al of national communism. In the Slovak case, national communism played
a key role in the reform era of the late 1960s as the bearer of emancipation and
democratization efforts. As the national communists stressed, the liberaliza-
tion process could not be successful without a fair solution to Czech-Slovak
relations in the common state.

69 Ustredny’r archiv SAV, f. RO SAV, b. 83, 296, Zasadnutie Predsednictva SAV (25. 9. 1972), Rozbor

situdcie v spolo¢enskovednej oblasti SAV.
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In the 1970s and 1980s, national communism became the dominant legiti-
mizing narrative of normalization orthodoxy in Slovakia. The combination
of Marxism-Leninism and Slovak nationalism thus became part of the of-
ficial communist doctrine, though, the price was that Slovak national com-
munism had to give up any reform potential and defend the status quo in
the form of real socialism. In this respect, Slovak national communists of the
normalization era were in a similar situation as the Davists in the 1930s. The
radical nationalist statements barely masked the lack of any real impact on
political development.
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Tjasa Konovsek

Abstract

KONOVSEK, Tjasa. The Normativity of a Nation: A Case Study of Slovene Histo-
rians in Early Post-socialism.

This paper focuses on an issue many would consider a minor episode in Slovene
historiography. A public discussion took place on the pages of Delo, one of the
central Slovene newspapers in 1993, where some of the most prominent histo-
rians debated the relationship between the nation, politics and history, even-
tually roughly establishing two different world-views: one connected to past
experiences and the other focused on the unknown of the future. Within the
framework of conceptual history, this paper tackles the concept of “nation” as it
was understood by these debaters themselves, establishing an understanding
within the specific historical circumstances to which it belonged, thus histori-
cizing the debate itself. While the question of 1989 as a break has generally
already been well-researched with regard to politics, economy and memory,
much less is known about the connections between the break, historiography
and politics. Uncovering more than superficial disagreements within a commu-
nity of historians, this paper aims not to be solely a contribution to the under-
standing of nationalism in post-socialism between a small group of people,
but rather, to underline the link between a radically different view of the past
among professional historians and the establishment of a new political and
social order after 1989. Some historians involved realized the opportunity to
directly channel their views into political and state-related activities, such as a
bilateral commission and the educational system.

basic understanding of the concept of “nation” as set by Ben-

edict Anderson is that of the nation as an idea of an imagined
community based on the shared experience of a synchronized time,
enjoying roughly the same formative experience from the 18" centu-
ry onwards. However, at the same time, the concept of “nation” itself
as used in other contexts includes a number of radical asynchronic-
ities, between and within different communities, such as political,
generational, ethnic, professional and others.! One such instance is
Helge Jordheim’s case of the European nation states and their own
temporalities when meeting in the common European space in light
of European economic and political integration. The other is, on

The author acknowledges the financial support from the Slovenian Research Agency
(research core funding No. P6-0281).

1 ANDERSON, Benedict. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread
of Nationalism. London : Verso, 1991; JORDHEIM, Helge. Europe at Different
Speeds: Asynchronicities and Multiple Times in European Conceptual History. In
STEINMETZ, Willibald - FREEDEN, Michael - FERNANDEZ-SEBASTIAN, Javi-
er (eds.) Conceptual History in the European Space. New York; Oxford : Berghahn
Books, 2017, pp. 53-54.
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a much smaller scale, the debate under examination here. During the afore-
mentioned disagreement between Slovene historians in 1993, the concept
of “nation” emerged as an expression of asynchronized time and experience
among the participants, having lived through the same events but subjective-
ly experiencing them fundamentally differently. In their individual think-
ing, some parts of the historical narrative were pulled together while others
pushed further away. Divisions within the historical community revealed the
concept of “nation” as being infused with different temporal structures and
experiences by, in this case, historians in order to achieve different ends.

By analysing and charting the meaning of “nation” in Janko Prunk’s work,
Slovenski narodni vzpon (The Slovene national ascent),” as well as his fellow
historians’ reactions to the work, a certain understanding of “nation” will be
shown to have had telling consequences in the newly established Slovene na-
tion-state. Such a debate was indeed carried out in the years immediately after
a profound mobilization of national sentiment in Slovenia. Historians includ-
ed actively participated in consolidation of the political and social change of
early post-socialism beyond the narrow academic world, such as being active
in politics, state commissions, minority protection, writing primary school
textbooks and crafting entries in new, post-communist Slovene encyclopae-
dias and lexicons.

Unlike in the 1993 debate, however, questions about the historical events of
the last few centuries will take a secondary role. Instead, the understanding
of the concept of “nation” will unfold in the same way the discussion partici-
pants used it. Drawing from the field of conceptual history, meanings hidden
within the idea of “nation” will be examined and the concept itself connected
to the political and social circumstances that were entrenched in the debate,
which in turn, influenced the individual actions of the historians involved, in
this way taking into account the reciprocity between historical circumstances
and individual agency evident in the public discussion occurring in Delo’s
literature section which followed the publication of Slovenski narodni vzpon.?

The main actors in the debate were all prominent, publicly recognized Slo-
vene historians. Janko Prunk, author of the book that kindled the discus-
sion, obtained his doctoral degree in history at the University of Ljubljana
in 1976.* In later years, he became a researcher and visiting professor at the
University of Freiburg (1984-1985 and 1994-1995) and the University of Co-
logne (1988-1989), all the while staying in touch with the Slovene academic
circles. From 1966 to 1995, he was on the staff of the Institute of Contempo-
rary History in Ljubljana and the Faculty of Social Sciences of the University

PRUNK, Janko. Slovenski narodni vzpon. Narodna politika (1768-1992). Ljubljana : Drzavna

zalozba Slovenije, 1993.

KOSELLECK, Reinhart. Futures past. On the Semantics of Historical Time. New York : Columbia
University Press, 2004, pp. 75-76.

PRUNK, Janko. Pot krscanskih socialistov v Osvobodilno fronto slovenskega naroda: razvoj 1918-
1941. Doctoral dissertation. Ljubljana : University of Ljubljana, Faculty of Arts, 1976.
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of Ljubljana.” Within the setting of the early post-socialism, the Institute of
Contemporary History and the University of Ljubljana were the leading in-
stitutions in historiographical research of the post-1918 period in Slovenia.®

The first historian to respond to Prunk’s work, Peter Vodopivec, likewise ob-
tained his doctoral degree at the University of Ljubljana only two years after
Prunk, in 1978.7 Like Prunk, Vodopivec also spent considerable time abroad
continuing his studies in Paris (1978-1979) and the United States of America
(1982), and was a visiting professor in Klagenfurt (1987), Cleveland (1991),
Graz (1993) and Budapest (1995-1996). Also similar to Prunk, he maintained
a professional position in Slovenia, employed at the Faculty of Arts in Ljublja-
na from 1979 to 1999, and from 1999 to 2012, as a researcher at the Institute
of Contemporary History in Ljubljana.?

While both career trajectories feature many similarities, their historical per-
spectives developed through the early post-socialism years proved different in
many ways. Vodopivec was credited particularly for bringing new approaches
to Slovene historiography in the mid-80s through a professorship at the Facul-
ty of Arts. His teaching helped prompt a new generation of Slovene historians
to practice more innovative ways of writing history in the 1990s, including
economic and cultural history, the history of everyday life, and the history of
ideas in the traditionally tough and somewhat rigid field of political history.
Many of his students, such as Igor Grdina and Janez Cvirn (both employed
at the Faculty of Arts in 1993), were involved in the discussion that followed
the release of Prunk’s Slovenski narodni vzpon and Vodopivec’s reaction to it.’

The Book: Slovenski narodni vzpon

The many-sided unpredictable work, interests, and duties which the new time
has brought since the fall of 1989 prolonged my writing of the book more than I
planned. Still, I hope that with the gestation of both the time in Slovenia as well
as the views on Slovene history, I have also matured myself and all that was in
favour of the book. If nothing else, while writing this book I lived through the
end-period of the long Slovene national development, the break of the state unity
of the Yugoslav nations, and the creation of the independent Republic of Slove-
nia along with its international recognition. This fact alone allows and demands
a considerably different view on the Slovene national path travelled in the past.”

Janko Prunk

Early in the winter of 1993, the Slovene public was introduced to one of the
first research studies concerning Slovene political history, produced after
the tumultuous years of 1989-1992. The manuscript, Slovenski narodni vzpon.

GUSTIN, Damijan. Janko Prunk, sedemdesetletnik. In Contributions to Contemporary History,
2012, vol. 52, no. 2, pp. 295-299.

DOLENC, Ervin. Slovensko zgodovinopisje o obdobju 1918-1991 po razpadu Jugoslavije. In
Contributions to Contemporary History, 2004, vol. 44, no. 2, pp. 113-129.

VODOPIVEC, Peter. Socialni in gospodarski nazori v slovenskih in sosednjih pokrajinah v pred-
mar¢ni dobi. Doctoral dissertation. Ljubljana : University of Ljubljana, Faculty of Arts, 1978.
LAZAREVIC, Zarko - GODESA, Bojan. Peter Vodopivec - ob 70. obletnici. In Contributions to
Contemporary History, 2016, vol. 56, no. 2, pp. 205-207.

DOLENC 2004, pp. 115-116.

10  PRUNK 1993, Slovenski narodni vzpon, pp. 8-9.
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Narodna politika (1768-1992) (The Slovene national ascent. National politics,
1768-1992), was authored by well-known Slovene historian Janko Prunk. His
newly published work illustrated the two and a half century long process of
political development of a land that had only recently became an independent
Republic of Slovenia. The approach he chose and the conclusions he drew soon
turned out to be much more controversial for his historian colleagues than
Prunk anticipated. While the introduction expressed gratitude to co-workers,
colleagues and associates for their advice, collaboration, and support, many of
the Slovene historians soon publicly expressed their opposition to the work,
both for the way it was written as well as the conclusions it drew.

Starting in 1768, the book positioned the presumed beginning of the Slovene
national existence into the time and space of the “European era of enlight-
enment,” within the frame of the Habsburg monarchy as a central European
empire that offered sufficient civilizational ground for a “Slovene national re-
birth”!' Maintaining a primordialist position, Prunk followed an purported
linear path of the tiny Slovene nation through the hardships of the 19" and
especially the 20™ century towards national independence. With their own
hands, so Prunk’s narration went, Slovenes liberated themselves thrice. First,
from the chains of the Habsburg monarchy whose existence, despite its poten-
tial for enlightenment, was in opposition to the natural tendencies of the Slo-
vene nation to operate its own state. Second, liberation from the occupation
of fascist Italy, Nazi Germany and their ally Hungary, only to be faced with a
third enemy, communism, which forced Slovenes back into a Yugoslav state
and curtailed their national potential for decades. It was the final supposed
liberation, the fall of socialism and Yugoslavia, that the author lived through
while writing the book and that he interpreted as fair and just reparations for
the long and gruesome history the Slovene nation has had to endure. Prunk
used the fact that at the time of the book’s publication, Slovenes indeed lived
in an independent, internationally recognized nation state, as supreme evi-
dence for justification of his historical interpretation, which covered two and
a half centuries in a little more than four hundred pages.

In late January 1993, the first public response to Prunk’s account was pub-
lished in one of the most widely read Slovene newspapers, Delo. It was a short
article written by an anonymous journalist who described a great number of
visitors at the book’s launch, and praised the non-ideological affiliation of the
celebrated author, the clear connection he drew between Slovene national his-
tory and European values and the complete assurance that this seminal work
will become a fundamental, canonical work in the field of Slovene history and
broader Slovene historiography.'* As it transpired a few weeks later, not ev-
erybody shared the same enthusiasm in assessing Prunk’s interpretation. One
of the author’s colleagues, Peter Vodopivec, took on the books eschatological
reasoning in early March 1993, writing a sharp critique in Delos own book

11 Original: “evropska prosvetljenska doba” and “slovenski narodni preporod” PRUNK 1993, Slo-
venski narodni vzpon, p. 15.
12 M. Z. Slovenski narodni vzpon zgodovinarja Janka Prunka. In Delo, 23 January 1993, p. 5.
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review."” Vodopivec’ straight-forward and well-argued recension opened the
door to a months long public debate among Slovene historians. They passion-
ately discussed the place of socialism, World War II and recent democratic
changes in Slovene history along with historical methodology through the
lens that Prunk himself had established: the nation."

Context: Politics, History and Historiography

In 1993 Slovenia, the time was ripe for a debate on historical change and ac-
ademic records. The events between 1989 and 1992 enabled a sudden, birds-
eye perspective on what was only recently a living reality; with the end of state
socialism, the entire 20" century suddenly seemed to come to a close, offering
the opportunity for a different understanding of not only the present and the
future, but also of the past.”” Nineteen eighty-nine did bring crucial changes
on the level of reshaping the Slovene political space, most notably changes of
the republics’ constitutions, even if the consequences became visible only in
the next two years. Historiography—or more accurately, historians—did not
exhibit any immediate reaction to the changes, but still, the end of socialism
offered a unique backdrop for Prunk’s 1993 book and the ensuing discussion.'

After decades-long and only partly effective debates within the Yugoslav Fed-
eration on whether to further centralize or decentralize its structure, indi-
vidual Yugoslav Republics began changing their constitutions on their own
accords. After the Federal Republic of Serbia arbitrarily altered its constitu-
tion in March 1989 to diminish the autonomy of Kosovo and Vojvodina in its
favour, Slovene political leadership responded with a similar move, passing
amendments to the Slovene constitution in September and December 1989.
Under pressure from a well-organized Slovene civil society and supported by
the general public, the republic’s socialist political elite enabled the registra-
tion of political parties and created conditions for democratic elections that
took place in April 1990."

In the two years following the election, Slovenia’s political leadership was com-
prised of a group of newly established political parties joined in a coalition

13 VODOPIVEG, Peter. Zamujena priloznost. Kako je obravnavana tema, ki je “ze dolgo vabila

pisca’. In Delo, 4 March 1993, p. 14.

14 Most of the Slovene historians included in the 1993 debate knew or still know each other per-

sonally. Even if that sociological aspect is not at the forefront of this paper, it is still a factor that
played into the way the debate proceeded. The relatively small Slovene social space meant that
debaters were in some cases co-workers, or at the very least, familiar with each other’s profession-
al and political views and activities.

15 HOBSBAWM, Eric. The Age of Extremes: A History of the World, 1914-1991. London : Abacus,

1994, pp. 1-17; TRAVERSO, Enzo. Left-wing Melancholia: Marxism, History, and Memory. New
York : Columbia University Press, 2016, p. 2; LUTHAR, Oto. Post-Socialist Historiography Be-
tween Democratization and New Exclusivist Politics of History. In LUTHAR, Oto (ed.) Of Red
Dragons and Evil Spirits. Post-Communist Historiography Between Democratization and New Pol-
itics of History. Budapest; New York : CEU Press, 2017, pp. 188-193.

16 HOZIC, Aida A. It happened elsewhere. Remembering 1989 in the former Yugoslavia. In BER-

NAHRD, Michael - KUBIK, Jan (eds.) Twenty Years after Communism. The Politics of Memory
and Commemoration. Oxford : Oxford University Press, 2014, p. 233.

17 MARK, James et al. 1989. A Global History of Eastern Europe. Cambridge : Cambridge University

Press, 2019, pp. 12-20; REPE, Bozo. Jutri je nov dan. Slovenci in razpad Jugoslavije. Ljubljana :
Modrijan, 2002, pp. 177-183.
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called “Demos” Under their administration and in close cooperation with
the former socialist elites, Slovenia continued with political and economic
reforms, exited the Yugoslav Federation which was accompanied by ten days
of armed conflict, accepted a new constitution and gained international rec-
ognition.'® As elsewhere in the region, parliamentarism became the preferred
form of government." Therefore, after the first Slovene post-socialist coalition,
Demos, lost its majority in the national assembly, a second election followed in
December 1992. By 1993, the political space had reached a certain level of sta-
bility. With a convincing election win, control was handed to former socialist
youth organization turned political party, the Liberal democratic party.*

The last decade of state socialism in Slovenia was closely tied to the national
aspirations of the political and intellectual elite, who mainly expressed such
wishes through encouraging the right of the people to determine their own
form of statehood, more commonly known as the right to self-determina-
tion as it was formally stated in the constitution of 1974, through advocat-
ing broader use of the Slovene language in regard to the federation*' and an
intention to conserve the extensive study of Slovene literature in primary
schools. Many instances that involved use of the Slovene language instead of
Serbo-Croatian from the Yugoslav Federation, such as legal procedures and
debates in the assembly, became opportunities to demonstrate support for
Slovene anti-centralist politics.*

In the last decade of Yugoslavia’s existence, the question of Slovene nation-
ality surfaced among some of the most critical intellectuals of the time as a
vital, unanswered question that held the key to the end of the Yugoslav po-
litical, social and economic crisis. Much of the criticism in the second half
of the 1980s against the federation and socialist regime was articulated in
terms of national freedom and independence, and to a lesser extent, other
perceived European values. One such notable example was the 57" issue of
Nova revija published in 1987 with the subheading Prispevki za slovenski na-
cionalni program (Contributions to the Slovene National Program). In it, a
group of sixteen intellectuals, mostly prominent Slovene philosophers and
sociologists, published their thoughts on issues such as the nation, Slovene
statehood, use of the Slovene language, civil society, education and Slovenes

18  VILLA, Carlos Gonzales. Nova drZava za nov svetovni red: mednarodni vidiki osamosvojitve Slo-

venije. Ljubljana : Zalozba/*cf., 2017, pp. 181-237.

19  GASPARIC, Jure. Change and Continuity: Implementing Parliamentary Democracy in Eastern

Europe After 1989 with a Focus on Slovenia. In AERTS, Remieg et al. (eds.) The Ideal of Parlia-
ment in Europe since 1800. Cham : Palgrave Macmillan, 2019, pp. 239-254.

20  ZAJC, Marko. Pragmati¢ni, skepti¢ni, drobnjakarski: ideoloska in programska izhodis¢a ZSMS/

ZSMS-LS v letih 1989-90. In PEROVSEK, Jurij — SORN, Mojca (eds.) Narod - politika - drZava.
Idejnopoliticni znacaj strank na Slovenskem od konca 19. do zacetka 21. stoletja. Ljubljana : Institut
za novej$o zgodovino, 2020, pp. 243-266.

21  The most notable example that fuelled national sentiment was the trial of Janez Janga, Ivan Borst-

ner, Franci Zavrl and David Tasi¢, who in 1988 were charged with leaking classified military
information to the public in the magazine Mladina. Their trial was held in a military court and in
Serbo-Croatian language. RAMET, Sabrina Petra. Slovenia’s Road to Democracy. In Europe-Asia
Studies, vol. 45, no. 5, 1993, pp. 870.

22 GABRIC, Ales. Uveljavljanje slovenicine kot uradnega jezika po drugi svetovni vojni. In CEPIC,

Zdenko (ed.) Slovenija v Jugoslaviji. Ljubljana : Institut za novej$o zgodovino, 2015, pp. 213-240.
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living abroad.” As the editorial of this special issue specified, prompted by the
crisis of Slovenes in Yugoslavia which manifested as despondency, emigration
and the rising number of suicides in Slovenia, the contributors decided to pub-
licly introduce options the Slovene state and its inhabitants had available when
facing possible challenges within the Yugoslav federation in the near future.**

Stating an effort to minimalize self-censorship, the editors of Prispevki reserved
their decision to discuss the Slovene national, linguistic and state aspirations
openly in the moment, when the topic became “hot and contentious.”” Indeed,
this was a time when many Slovene intellectuals began to address the national
question and by doing so, to openly represent different segments of society. As
the editors of Prispevki explained, one of the most influential was none other
than Janko Prunk’s paper in Revija 2000, a journal that covered “Christianity
and culture” When his book, Slovenski narodni vzpon, was later published in
1993, he was already widely recognized not only as an esteemed fellow histori-
an by his colleagues, but also clearly publicly profiled as an important influence
and advocate of the nascent Slovene conservative political movement.

In return, Prunk primarily based the last chapter of Slovenski narodni vzpon,
concerning the era and demise of state-socialism, on the works of authors
who were published in the 57™ issue of Nova revija, most notably Dimitrij
Rupel, Ivan Urbanci¢, Tine Hribar and Spomenka Hribar.* His appropriated
diagnosis of the Yugoslav crisis of 1980s was a direct reflection of this. The
fault, according to Prunk, was in the socialist system itself, which had “a spe-
cific ideological blindness for the laws of nationalism,” suggesting that the
crisis was an indicator of an overexerted self-management system that could
offer no further possibilities for development. In its stead, the non-commu-
nist thinkers, with a direct focus on the nation, were the only ones that could
offer a path forward.”

At this point, a distinction needs to be made between the relatively limit-
ed activity of certain groups of intellectuals and politicians in comparison
with the general Slovene public, who mostly lived outside the capital and
had only second-hand experience with the events that resonated among the
political and intellectual elite. While the national sentiment in regard to
the possible creation of an independent nation-state entered the minds of
the broader Slovene public very late in the Yugoslav disintegration process,
“nationality” was already the main focus of many publicly active intellectuals
in the second half of the 1980s. The use of language, the national sentiment,
and the ambition to create an independent Slovene state were all passionately
debated within the Slovene public and political space, though, a clear distinc-

23 GABRIC, Ale$. Zaostrenost mednacionalnih odnosov. In FISER, Jasna et al. (eds.) Slovenska

novejsa zgodovina. Od programa Zedinjena Slovenija do mednarodnega priznanja Republike Slo-
venije 1848-1992. Ljubljana : Mladinska knjiga, 2005, pp. 1171-1174.

24  GRAFENAUER, Niko (ed.) Prispevki za slovenski nacionalni program. Ljubljana : Cankarjeva
zalozba, 1987, p. 1.

25 GRAFENAUER 1987, p. 2.

26  PRUNK 1993, Slovenski narodni vzpon, pp. 403-427.

27  PRUNK 1993, Slovenski narodni vzpon, pp. 412-418.
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tion existed between the political and intellectual elite on one side and the
general public on the other. While these issues came together to fuel political
and economic change in the years between 1989 and 1992, the majority of
Slovene citizens explicitly and repeatedly expressed their opinions in numer-
ous public surveys, clearly framing their horizon of expectation within the
Yugoslav Federation.?

Setting the Stage

The break of 1989, the contested use of language and the aspirations of the
Slovene political and intellectual elite for an independent nation state emerg-
ing in late Yugoslav socialism directly affected the analyses is Prunk’s book,
as well as the subsequent pointed reactions to it. Both Prunk and his fellow
debators were part of the intellectual, and in some cases political, elite that
was actively involved in the conception and discussion of ideas that shaped
the political and social development of the period between 1989 and 1992. In
this view, Slovenski narodni vzpon was intrinsically tied to the early transition
years and arrived as a final chapter, not only of Prunk’s assumed development
of the Slovene nation, but also of the political change of the last three years.
A return to Europe, as Prunk suggested:

The Slovene nation decided to return to the modern European civilizational and

integrational processes alone, independently, without a mediator, without the

federal Yugoslav form. With this, Slovenes have returned to the civilizational en-

vironment that allowed us to become a modern national entity before the First
World War (i.e. the central European environment of the Habsburg monarchy).”

The idea of “the return to Europe” was not, by far, a uniquely Slovene phenom-
enon of the time, it was more or less visible in all post-socialist countries, such
as the Czech Republic and Slovakia, where even specific political language
was formed around it.** In the same vein, Slovenski narodni vzpon was present-
ed to the public as a methodologically innovative synthesis that would support
the independent Slovene state as a direct realization of the self-confidence and
humanism of the Slovene national rebirth a couple of centuries ago.’*

This overreaching theme became one of the first and central points of criti-
cism that Vodopivec offered in his initial review, published at the beginning
of March 1993. The national logic of a linear development heavily neglected
the context and the reasoning of historical development and, as Vodopivec
argued, presupposed a claim not supported by any convincing evidence of the
“Slovene nation thinking about its complete state sovereignty in the last 200
years of the political development” On the contrary, Vodopivec continued,

28  TOS, Niko (ed.) Vrednote v prehodu 1. Slovensko javno mnenje 1968-1990. Ljubljana : Fakulteta
za druzbene vede, 1997, pp. xi—xii.

29  PRUNK, Janko. Sedanji narodni trenutek, perspektive. In Sobotna priloga, 7 August 1993, p. 21.

30 IVANCIK, Matej. State of Grace: A Probe into Understanding Democratic Trust and Legitimacy
Through the Eyes of the VPN (The Public Against Violence). In Forum Historiae, 2021, vol. 15,
no. 2, p. 136, https://doi.org/10.31577/forhist.2021.15.2.9; TULMETS, Elsa. East Central Europe-
an Foreign Policy Identity in Perspective. Back to Europe and the EU’s Neighbourhood. Basingstoke
: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014, pp. 1-24.

31 PRUNK 1993, Slovenski narodni vzpon, p. 427.
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the latest political development—the emergence of the sovereign Slovene na-
tion state—represents a complete break from traditional political thinking in
the broader Slovene space that has, as Prunk himself unintentionally showed
in Slovenski narodni vzpon, always been inclined to form connections with its
neighbouring entities or find political solutions within existing state frame-
work. As such, the latest political developments can and should only be suf-
ficiently defined as an unrepeatable historical event with a concrete, albeit
complex, chain of causality and consequence.’

A reply to Vodopivec’s critique came from Prunk in the next edition of the
Delo book review. The author marked the criticism as neither fair nor accu-
rate and even more, he claimed the manner in which the commentary was
delivered was reminiscent of public criticism from the socialism era, when
public discussion aimed to discipline scholars and influence their work. The
style of writing, Prunk explained further, was not as outdated as Vodopivec
described, a method he defended as a classical way of researching the history
of a nation. In Prunk’s view, Slovenes became a nation later than other devel-
oped European nations, which is why the book emerged later, but still uses
the same methodology as other works describing the history of a nation. In
Europe, Prunk concluded, such a synthesis was perceived as superior in com-
parison to simple case-studies.”

The initial debate, first the book review by Vodopivec and then PrunKk’s re-
sponse to it, signalled a division in understanding; the use of the concept of
“nation” suggested two different approaches. The first, as explained by Prunk
in his manuscript and response, was a “nation” joining the present and the
past. In this view, the Slovene nation was a latecomer to the modern stage, but
nonetheless had its roots in past European civilizations, a part of the nations
of the now victorious democratic West, in comparison to, from Prunk’s point
of view, defeated anational socialism and communism.* This “nation” was an
ancient and fixed type, while Vodopivec on the other hand, viewed the Slo-
vene nation and its own nation state as a radical break from the past tradition
of Slovene political thought and action, and as such, a distinct element of
the yet unknown future. Expressed in Koselleckian terms, Prunk’s concept of
“nation” drew, with both temporal and spatial dimensions, from the alleged
space of experience within the Habsburg monarchy, where the essence of the
Slovene nation was reactivated in the 18" century, while Vodopivec’s under-
standing belonged to a new, yet-to-be normality with unknown potential in
the European space, and thus represented one of many points on the horizon
of expectations.

This schism became an underlying theme for the majority of subsequent
contributions to the debate. In the context of late-socialist and early post-so-
cialist Slovenia, the “nation” became attractive and politically potent capital.

32 VODOPIVEC 1993, Zamujena priloznost, p. 14.

33  PRUNK, Janko. Za pos$tenost v znanstvenem razpravljanju. In Delo, 11 March 1993, p. 14.

34 BERGER, Stefan. Western Europe. In MISHKOVA, Diana - TRENCSENY], Balazs (eds.) Euro-
pean Regions and Boundaries: A Conceptual History. New York : Berghahn, 2017, p. 23.
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For historians, the question of how to frame the idea belonged to the field of
academic expertise as well as to the wider social and political background.”
As the debate evolved, a part of the understanding of “nation” developed in
real time. While the individual debaters were all highly educated historians,
many were familiar with the foreign historiographical and wider academic
perspective during their prior work or study, the field of Slovene historiog-
raphy, similar to other post-socialist situations, was only beginning to take
shape outside the framework of socialism. Thus, it was not a coincidence that
the discussion took place on the grounds of a widely read newspaper rather
than any scholarly journals of the time. The understanding of “nation” was in
early post-socialist Slovenia, a matter of public interest. The question of the
debate thus also became, by extension, whether or not to leave the category
of “nation” to conservative political discourse and the practice of the time
supported by well-chosen but poorly advocated episodes from the past, or to
place it within the realm of the profane, emotionally less charged category of
civil existence.’* While the first option was closer to Prunk’s arguments in the
debate as well as his political activity, the second point came closer to Vodop-
ivec’s views, which was soon supported by many of his colleagues.

Contesting the Concept

By the middle of March 1993, the ongoing debate exceeded the limits of di-
alogue and grew into a polyphony.”” Vodopivec wrote another column de-
fending himself from Prunk’s accusations of a scarce bibliography and lack
of professional experience and Janez Cvirn, a history professor at the Faculty
of Arts in Ljubljana, joined in with an extensive piece criticizing Prunk, in
turn supporting Vodopivec.*® Cvirn especially urged Prunk to discard the no-
tion of consistent progress throughout history in his further research of the
Slovene political history.* This triggered a fierce rebuttal from Prunk, who
maintained that despite many obstacles, he firmly believes that the Slovene

35 Prunk himself was a member of Social Democratic Party of Slovenia (Socialdemokratska stranka
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2012, pp. 295-299; LAZAREVIC ~ GODESA 2016, pp. 205-207; HADALIN, Jurij. Kaj bi rekel
Henrik Tuma? Od socialdemokratske stranke Slovenije do Slovenske demokratske stranke. In
Contributions to Contemporary History, 2021, vol. 61, no. 3, pp. 237-261.
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the nation, left-leaning parties maintained a position tying “nation” to the cosmopolitan view.
For one such example, see the history of the idea of national reconciliation: CMRECNJAK, Sago.
Slovenska sprava: zgodovinski pregled. In Historical review, 2016, vol. 70, no. 3-4, pp. 382-436.

37  VODOPIVEC, Peter. Se zmerom: neproblemsko nizanje citatov. In Delo, 18 March 1993, p. 14;
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national ascent was, in its essence, a constant national solidification and rise.
“The Slovene people feel this way. Therefore, you are the one who will have
to make an effort to prove otherwise. Europe and those European historians,
that know such [national] developments assess it in the same way,” Prunk
answered Cvirn.*

In the following weeks of arguments, Prunk expounded upon his understand-
ing of the “nation” and in parallel, its political implications on the present.
The people who “awakened the nation” in the 18" and 19™ centuries, Prunk
claimed, were great people; educated in Europe, self-reliant and full of love
and faith towards their own nation, in short, just the kind of people that are
victorious in the present. Through their work, Prunk further argued, “nation-
al awakeners” of the past centuries initiated a historical process that has direct
consequences in shaping the modern Europe and its values, to which Slovenia
now, after the end of state socialism, also belongs.* This resonated heavily
within the general Slovene political atmosphere, where aligning the political
and economic spaces to the perceived European standards was widely sup-
ported by all parliamentary parties, even if they did not agree on how.

These expected European standards that Slovene politics strived towards in
the years of post-socialism were simultaneously normative and yet flexible
enough to be represented as a common political goal.* Not unlike the Eu-
ropean norms of the 1990s, Prunk’s understanding of the nation was on the
surface, schematic; flexible enough to fit the current political and social men-
tality yet sturdy enough to be an analytical tool and an object of historical
research. The “nation” became, for Prunk, the central axis along which history
itself developed. Though he disagreed with the accepted Hegelian notion of
historical—and national—progress itself, he maintained, despite rising crit-
icism from fellow historians, the central understanding of Slovene national
development as a sequence of phases which made the nation even stronger.*

Prunk found his strongest defender in prominent Slovene academic Janko
Pleterski,* who urged others to see history as a pool of past experience from
which to draw and in which to seek the “golden age” of the nation in the past
two centuries of modernity. For Pleterski, an ex post assessment was what
gave every community, in this case the Slovene nation, meaning to its existence.
Pleterski defended nationalism as key for the past and present struggle for uni-
versal human rights, something that again resonated with the political idea of
Slovenia’s future in Europe. He further asserted that the resignation of ideologi-
cal anti-positions, i.e., antifascism, has been declared and should be accepted as
the European norm of decent political behaviour. Historiography was, with po-
litical changes, put to a test; no ideological position, i.e., Marxism, was enough

40
41
42

43
44

PRUNK, Janko. Ta teden mi je odgovoriti gospodu Janezu Cvirnu. In Delo, 25 March 1993, p. 14.
PRUNK 1993, Ta teden mi je odgovoriti, p. 14.

ERIKSEN, ERIK O. The Normativity of the European Union. Basingstoke : Palgrave Macmillan,
2014, pp. 44-59.

PRUNK, Janko. Za filozofsko zgodovinsko konceptualno razhajanje gre. In Delo, 8. 4. 1993, p. 14.
PEROVSEK, Jurij. Janko Pleterski — devetdesetletnik. In Contributions to Contemporary History,
2013, vol. 53, no. 2, pp. 187-195.

Forum Historiae, 2022, vol. 16, no. 1



134

KONOVSEK, Tja$a. The Normativity of a Nation: A Case Study of Slovene Historians in Early Post-socialism.

anymore to defend historical writing. However, he did not problematize nation-
alism as one of the ideological positions that influences historiography.*

In line with the spirit of the time, disposing with Marxism became one of the
few points of agreement among Slovene historians of the entire debate. Argu-
ments that deserved to be rebutted were often labelled in pejorative terms as
“vulgar and Marxist.”*¢ While none of the historians involved in the Delo debate
cited scholars too closely connected to Marxism in strengthening their argu-
ments, there were no hesitations towards building claims with the help of those
who were perceived to be at the pinnacle of the European historical scholarship.
In doing so, another division appeared; while some historians found connec-
tions in their explanations to past historians and philosophers as well as current
institutions from the German-speaking space (Prunk, Pleterski), others, most
notably Cvirn and Igor Grdina, heavily referenced French authors. In the first
case, quotes from Heidegger and places such as Koln (Alexander von Hum-
boldt-Stiftung), Freiburg, Tiibingen, Miinster and Miinchen were all used to
argue in favour of the nationally set understanding of history and the Europe-
an search for identity,” while, in the second, authors such as Jacques le Goff,
Georges Duby, Fernand Braudel and the broader Annales school formed the
frame of reasoning, often mentioned in connection to historical anthropology
in the Slovene academic space.*

The central disagreement among the group of historians has, however, raised
much less methodological and epistemological questions, even in profession-
al journals, than the role of the book itself. Was it enough to present a work,
including such factographic mistakes and interpretative implausibility pointed
out by critics of Prunk’s, as relevant only because of the moment in which it was
produced? Was it enough that the book was a “nice cultural act with special
meaning for our time,” as one reviewer stated in the concluding weeks of the
debate?* Was Slovenski narodni vzpon sufficient as “a contribution to the pres-
ent day self-awareness and self-esteem of the Slovene nation,” as another said?*°

In the wider, popular and state supported history of the Slovene nation, the
post-socialist period brought part of the answer to the question. All the con-
tributors to the debate maintained their positions within the academic com-
munity and PrunK’s Sloveniski narodni vzpon became one of the fundamental
works cited mainly by professors—including Prunk himself—and former stu-
dents of the Faculty of Social Science where he lectured. On the other hand, the
community of historians remained ambivalent. In 2007, Vodopivec published
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a study covering roughly the same time period and topics as Prunk’s con-
tested work, Od Pohlinove slovnice do samostojne drzave: slovenska zgodovi-
na od konca 18. stoletja do konca 20. stoletja (From Pohlin’s Grammar to the
independent state: Slovene history from the end of the 18™ to the end of the
20™ century). Since then, both Prunk’s and Vodopivec’s works are often men-
tioned as reference literature.”

Extensions of the Historians’ Debate

Some historians that were central actors in the debate were at the time of
the discussion, or in the years following, in positions that allowed them to
assert their vision of nation, national history and historiography in general.
However, due to extensive activity, it is almost impossible to comprehend the
entire opus and subsequent influence. Some accomplishments do stand out
as cornerstones forming the canonical frame of the newly established Slovene
political, social and academic realm. Many members of the debate were in-
cluded in major Slovene historiographic and other projects, and each provid-
ed a wealth of expertise.

One such example is the inclusion of historians, in this case I. Grdina and
J. Prunk;, in producing texts for lexicons and encyclopaedias. Grdina, who was
also involved in the 1993 debate, became a member of the editorial board and
an author publishing the Novi slovenski biografski leksikon (New Slovene bio-
graphical lexicon),”* while Prunk authored some entries of the Enciklopedija
Slovenije (Encyclopaedia of Slovenia), including Narod (the nation) and Nar-
odno vprasanje (the national question). While Grdina’s pieces reflect less his
notion of the nation due to the nature of the bibliographic lexicon’s entries,
Prunk’s encyclopaedic contributions gave him an opportunity for a more ex-
tensive passage, enabling a more expressive analysis.

In his two entries, Prunk and his two co-authors displayed a similar under-
standing of “nation” as expressed both in the book, Slovenski narodni vzpon,
and in the debate; in differentiating between “narod” and “nacija” with regard
to the presence or absence of an “own” state. If the nation did not have its
own state, then it was a “narod,” if it did, it was a “nacija.” Thus, Slovenes have
always been a narod, but only recently have they become a nacija with their
own state. Although the entry recommended the work of Benedict Anderson
as further reading, the basic narrative of national progress was repeated.”
Even more than sub verbo Nation, Prunk’s influence was visible in the entry
entitled The National Question, whose content was outlined as a “cluster of
cultural, territorial, economic and political questions that concern facts, ob-
stacles or dilemmas of a development and existence of a nation. The national
question includes preserving, developing and asserting the basic elements
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of a nation.””* Here, the view of the rebirth of the national sentiment in the
18" century and the presently victorious Slovene nation follows the same
linear narrative of progress and determinism. Vodopivec’s entry in the same
encyclopaedia stands in stark contrast. Along with some others, he contrib-
uted a passage about the Narodni prerod (national rebirth), showing that the
primordialist notion of a nation being born again in the 18" century was not
only Prunk’s understanding of the past. Nonetheless, true to the preferences
he displayed during the debate, Vodopivec set the understanding of national
rebirth as the first stage of a newly emerging national movement, followed by
a laborious and uncertain historical development.>

Prunk and Vodopivec continued to further their contradictory understand-
ings of “nation” by writing history textbooks for primary schools and by
joining historical and other commissions established by the state. Prunk first
published a textbook as a co-author in 1993, the same year as Slovenski nar-
odni vzpon was published,”® while Vodopivec co-published his own textbook
two years later.”” With regard to state-related activity, both Prunk and Vo-
dopivec were also active. Prunk became a minister for Slovenians abroad in
Janez Drnovsek’s government between 1992 and 1993 and later, in 2005, he
became leader of the Slovene part of the joint Slovene-Croatian commission
assigned to suggest a state policy concerning relations between the states as
well as their border disputes. Though the commission itself failed to produce
a final report, it nonetheless helped in forming the official position of the
Slovene Republic.*®

Vodopivec engaged in somewhat different state activities. In the 1990s, he
focused on the reform of history teaching in schools,” leading a commission
that prepared a new school syllabus in 1998.° Together with university pro-
fessorships, public and professional writing as well as other public appear-
ances, Prunk and Vodopivec, as well as many other historians engaged in the
well-known discussion of the relationship between state, nation, and history,
were able to promote and actualize at least a part of their understanding
within the realm of politics, society and in the end, history.

Conclusion

The concept of “nation” carried with itself a general synchronicity. While it
meant sharing a part of historical development that produced a nation from a
non-national entity, within the 1993 disagreement among Slovene historians
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“nation” also became a prism, reflecting a partial break from the temporal
experience. Even if, at first glance, it may seem like the discussion among
historians could only be a personal or ideological disagreement, it was indeed
much more than that: it was a disagreement on the nature of history and
the way it connects to the discussants’ lived reality. This is visible through
(at least) two different understandings of the “nation,” since the discussants
divided themselves roughly in two groups, those who more and less agreed
with Prunk and those who more or less disagreed with Prunk (and in turn
supported Vodopivec). Thus, the debate reveals a deeper difference in com-
prehending historical experience.

On one hand, Janko Prunk and Janko Pleterski most notably shared a view
of the “nation” connected to past experience. The sole fact that Slovenes in
1993 lived in a nation-state meant that much of the history of the last two
centuries needed to be rewritten. The “nation’, they argued, now proved to
be the central notion around which historical development revolves. On the
other hand, a group of historians including Peter Vodopivec, Igor Grdina,
and Janez Cvirn, advocated an understanding of “nation” combined with the
newly emerged Slovene nation-state as a radical and unexpected episode in
the political development of the wider Slovene area that was, by no means, a
historical necessity but rather a break with the traditional political views of
the past. While the former understanding primarily sought legitimation in
the past, the latter accepted the newly established environment of a nation
state as a yet-unknown entity, unpredictable and thus intrinsically an element
of the future for which only a limited amount can be learned about the Slo-
vene political past. Both views have eventually found legitimacy, making their
way into state institutions like schools and commissions, basic bibliographic
writings, lexicons and encyclopaedias.
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