PUBLISHED IN The South Slav Journal, Vol. 32, No. 1-2, pp. 53-87

Martina Topić

Religion and the Education system in Croatia: A critique

Abstract
This article analyses the education system in Croatia with an emphasis on the position of religion. In that, the paper analyses primary and secondary education and the policy that regulates content and values pupils should accept. The paper also analyses position of religion in regard to religious catechism and position of religion in history textbooks. The questions this paper are analysing are: what is the policy of Croatian authorities in the education system, and what reception this policy receives in the society. The paper expresses a critique of current Croatia’s policy in regard to religion and education that are seen as anti-Constitutional and discriminatory. The position of religion in the education system is also analysed through Gramscian concept of common sense and his understanding of the Catholic Church being keen to preserve doctrinal unity. The paper also argues that Europeanization and modernisation – two unclear terms – only serve the authorities for masking nationalist policies meant to preserve inequality. 
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Introduction
Education is one of the most important aspects of state policy, which is why all countries regulate their curricula. In Croatia’s case, the official curricula prescribe a European-oriented education that will create what is understood as European citizenship, unerstood as modern by authorities. On the other hand, a whole set of other laws and regulations such as, for example, the Nastavni Plan (Teaching Plan and Programme for Elementary schools) enforce a nationalist agenda, and Catholicism largely determines the who belongs to the nation. Religious catechism is introduced in schools, and Catholic priests sit in committees for approving history textbooks with which they are enforcing their religious views. Religion, therefore, has a significant position in the education Croatian pupils receive, and this education is one-sided and nationalist. Finally, civil society members interviewed for this research were opposed to these practices and envisaged society freed from religion, at least to the extent one would be truly free to choose the level up to which religion will be present in his/hers life. While the authorities claim to Europeanise and modernise the education system, they do not explain what Europeanization and modernisation mean, and these two terms basically serve as a mask for s nationalist policy.
The questions I raise here are, therefore, what is the policy of Croatian authorities in the education system, and what is the social reception of this policy? The general attempt is to see how the state understands the concept of modernity (through the educational legislative) since this is the most proclaimed goal of the authorities. Secondly, the goal is to see how this concept is understood by civil society members (through their views), and finally how these seemingly conflicting views fit into existing discussions on the role of religion in the public sphere. The paper analyses Croatia’s legislative in primary and secondary education, and the role of religion in the education system. The paper also presents results of the research conducted during 2010 and 2011 where civil society members expressed critical views of Croatia’s policy in regard to religion. The approach of the analysis is the critical theory that deploys analysis that is at the same time explanatory, practical, and normative.
  

Modernity, Secularity, and “Common Sense” 

Modernity as a concept has been a subject of study since the so-called era of modernity that came with industrialisation, urbanisation, secularisation and rationalisation.
 Modernity means “believing in the possibility of human progress, rational planning for goal achievement, believing in the superiority of the rational thought in comparison to emotions, believing in technology and science to solve human problems, believing in capability and the right of humans to shape their own lives, and relying on industry in improving the life standard.”
 Additionally, modernity is often understood as diametrically opposite to notions of traditional and religious,
 and this also means that the one who is modern is being rational and critical, as well as detached from traditional.
 Modernity theories and theorists are usually hostile to the notion of religious for religion is seen as incompatible with modernity. 
Modernity and religion have, therefore, been discussed inside secularisation theory that envisaged decline of religious beliefs, privatisation of religion, and differentiation of secular sphere or emancipation from religion.
 In Europe, sociologists have debated secularisation through its first aspect: decline of religious beliefs and this envisaged decline was related with the process of modernisation.
 Secularisation theory is, however, often considered to have failed because religion has proved to be a moving factor largely affecting human action, and so even some of the theory’s former advocates no longer support it.
 However, the meaning of the word secular has not been without dispute. Basu summarises the overall meaning of secular thus:

The basic meaning of the word secular is “pertaining to this world,” to things not spiritual, lay, not ecclesiastical. This fundamental sense has assumed additional significance. The idea of secular demands that the state, morals, education, etc. be independent of religion. Secularism draws man’s attention away from other-worldliness to this world.

On the other hand, Matheson defines secularism as “separation of education, social welfare, and health from the matrix of church control and presuppositions, a process which has been taking place in Europe since the later fifteenth century.”
 Casanova correctly observes there are three understandings of secularisation: a) decline of religious beliefs understood as human progress, b) privatisation of religion and c) differentiation of secular spheres (state, economy and science) from religious institutions and norms.
 In line with this definition is the typology of secularism offered by Ferrara who stated that secularism has three meanings: 

a) The state has the power freed from religious influence, and all citizens are free to exercise religion they freely choose or no religion at all, and state and churches are separated. In addition, this policy means “in the classical version of the separation between state and churches religious faiths are protected in their freedom to articulate revealed knowledge and paths to salvation, to administer the interpretation of what is holy, to regulate rituals, to infuse transcendence in daily life, to celebrate the bond shared by the faithful, as long as they never invoke support from the state’s coercive power, never pretend to turn sin into crime and always allow their believers to change their mind and turn to another religion or no religion.” This type of secularism is a political secularism. 

b) There is something that can be called as social secularism where secularism “concerns the fact (1) that religious communities in modern societies cease influencing law, politics, education and public life in general and become functionally specialised sub-groups, communities of like-minded believers, (2) that people less and less frequently use religious rituals and symbols to mark significant moments of their lives, (3) that religious boundaries of faith become of marginal importance in defining one’s social networks, (4) that religious categories shape people’s thoughts, commitments and loyalties less and less frequently relative to other considerations, (5) that religiously motivated action retreats into special areas of lesser and lesser importance for social life”.

c) Something between political and social secularism, and this kind of secularism enables researchers to understand secularism in its local context. This means that this approach asks “What does it feel to believe? What is it like to live as a believer or an unbeliever?”

In sociological debates, it is common to understand secularisation as decline of religious beliefs that then diminishes the importance of religion in society and leads toward modernisation
. However, there is no agreement on this.
What is visible, when it comes to education, is that various definitions of secularisation often emphasise separation of religion from education, as definitions above demonstrate. Literature on the role of religion in political and the public sphere is divided to those who see religion as a source of hatred and violence
 while the others express affirmative views on the notion of religion in public and political sphere. As Köhrsen
 points out, criticism of religion in the public sphere is rare if not non-existent, and scholars generally express affirmative views over the role of religion in the public sphere.

However, what can be noted about religion, as well as nationalism, is that these terms are often found existing as some sort of “common sense,” meaning a political unconscious and a “form of our everyday way of being.”
 This means that people sometimes do not even notice that religion and nationalist policies are incorporated into their everyday lives. When Gramsci originally discussed common sense he talked – to put it simply - about the intertwined nature between religion and common sense.
 He stated that religion and common sense “do not coincide either, but that religion is an element of fragmented common sense. Moreover common sense is a collective noun, like religion: there is not just one common sense, for that too is a product of history and a part of the historical process.” As Brooker points out, Gramsci understood common sense as “a process of consent to ruling class attitudes and interests which are thereby accepted by society at large as being in its own general interests. What is specific and partial is therefore universalized and what is cultural is naturalized to the point of being taken for granted in a view of the world as simply ‘the way things are.’” 

Gramsci also discussed religion and the Catholic Church when he wrote that the Church’s strength “has lain, and still lies, in the fact that they feel very strongly the need for the doctrinal unity of the whole mass of the faithful and strive to ensure that the higher intellectual stratum does not get separated from the lower. The Roman church has always been the most vigorous in the struggle to prevent the ‘official’ formation of two religions, one for the ‘intellectuals’ and the other for the ‘simple souls’.”
 The Church, additionally, imposed “an iron discipline on the intellectuals so that they do not exceed certain limits of differentiation and so render the split catastrophic and irreparable.”
 
Bradanini, drawing from Bruff, notes that Gramsci’s common sense is “a form of culture as it embodies conceptions of the world and of life that are commonly held by people of a certain social class. Common sense can thus be represented as the way in which capitalist social relations appear to a certain group of society, how that group makes sense of its position in society. This group can be a class or – significantly – also a nation, that is the horizon of the “we” in which political projects are inherently inscribed.”

Educational policy in Croatia

In Croatia’s case, the education system was often changed due to what was perceived as modernisation and/or, as is the case recently, because of what is claimed to be Europeanization. In this, primary and secondary education bears special importance since the system of higher education has autonomy,
 and therefore the influence of the state is best seen in earlier cycles of education. When looking into practise, there are attempts to enforce modernisation and Europeanization in the legal system,
 however, when it comes to regulations then an apparent nationalist influence of the state becomes clearly visible. In the latter, the state is claiming to make an attempt to construct what is perceived by the state as a valid identity that is European, but this identity is still firstly national.
 This is primarily done through control of content when it comes to primary and secondary education while the state regulates procedure in the field of higher education.

National Curriculum
The “National Curriculum for pre-education upbringing and elementary mandatory education in primary and secondary schools” is the basis for all other education related regulations. The Curriculum is a foundation for every school curriculum in Croatia (e.g. subject curriculum, instructions for applying the curriculum, writing textbooks and other educational materials, and for defining standards for valorisation of quality and pupil’s achievements and the work of schools). In 2008, the Ministry of Science, Education and Sport enforced a proposal for the National Curriculum, and in 2011, a new curriculum was officially enforced
. According to the definition from the document, National Curriculum is the founding document that
presents the following components: values, goals, principles, content and general goals of the upbringing-educational areas, valorisation of achievements of pupils, and valorisation and self-valorisation of the attainment of the national curriculum.
 
One of the changes that can be linked with modernisation is the desire to change the focus of education from content to competence.
 However, the document states “change to the system that will develop competences would be incomplete without recognition of the socio-cultural values, history and tradition of the Croatian education system and elementary foundations of the Republic of Croatia.”
 With this, the legislator clearly imposes its view according to which tradition and culture have to be preserved even in case of the supposed modernisation and Europeanization. Tradition and culture, therefore, become an invisible norm that everybody knows because everybody apparently knows what that is since the document does not particularly outlines elements of tradition and culture. 
However, the National Curriculum underlines the four most significant values that need to be enforced and cherished in the education system, and these are knowledge, solidarity, identity and responsibility. In this sense, knowledge is defined as a moving force for the development of Croatian society and every individual. Solidarity is meant through education and upbringing that will enforce the sensitivity for others, family, weak, poor and those whose rights might have been violated, surrounding and life space. The change from the 2008 Proposal is in dropping the statement that our surrounding is marked by a plurality of cultures, races, nations, religions, views, languages, etc.
 Identity is understood through globalisation where a person needs to become a “citizen of the world” while, at the same time, preserving national identity, culture, and social, moral and spiritual heritage.
 However, while preserving all these elements national identity tends to entail, one also has to “particularly preserve and develop Croatian language and be cautious about its proper use.”

The National Curriculum also prescribes what needs to be taught – among others - including civil education and human rights, but also religions. In the latter, there is a separation of Catholicism and other religions where Catholicism is placed on a self-understandable position of the religion everybody is familiar with while all other religions fall under the category “the rest.”
 This practice of putting Catholicism first had its place in the 2011 Census,
 where citizens were asked to declare their religious beliefs, and in that they had to opt between several options: Catholicism, Other (followed by the question which one), not religious and prefer not to say.
 The practice of enforcing religion and putting Catholicism as a known fact presents inequality for people with non-Catholic beliefs and of those who have no religious beliefs at all. However, Catholicism is so embedded in Croatian society as I will demonstrate, that many people fail to notice this practice as problematic. On the contrary, people sometimes express their identity through the joint identity expressed in the term “Croat-Catholic,”
 and the education system indeed presents doctrinal unity, to put it in Gramscian terms.

Teaching Plan and Programme for Elementary schools

The Teaching Plan and Programme for Elementary schools (Plan) is 370 pages long document, and it gives a detailed description of the educational process and the importance of upbringing and education, and their interconnectedness. The Plan is also making an attempt to enforce modernisation of education that will no longer be focused on quantity but quality in line with Europeanization of the education system. The Plan is; however, founded on Croatian National Educational Standard (Standard) enforced in 2005, which means that this Standard was an ancestor of the National Curriculum. In this sense, the Plan is also enforcing European values with a goal of achieving European co-existence while at the same time maintaining national cultural and historical values, and the national identity. 
The Plan states that pupils should be taught to develop values accepted in the society and enforced by the upbringing-educational goals. In this sense, the Plan prescribes that “contemporary social-cultural surrounding assumes responsible, dedicated to the truth, tolerant persons who know what solidarity means and persons of the creative spirit with a deep sense for maintaining national and cultural heritage, but also with respect to values of other peoples and cultures.”

Apart from content, the Plan is enforcing four values that need to be enforced through out primary education: health education and upbringing; upbringing and education for surrounding and sustainable development; culture, and upbringing and education for human rights and democratic citizenship. These aspects should be enforced aside of content-regulated education through class meetings and extracurricular activities. 
In terms of content, the Plan prescribes what needs to be taught for all subjects. Among all subjects regulated in the Plan, four of them are particularly interesting. These are Croatian language, Art culture, Music culture, and History. 
The Croatian language is seen as a means of social communication, but the Plan is enforcing an idea that, apart from having to know the language as a means of communication, pupils also need to develop a sense of respect toward the Croatian language. The process of modernisation here applies in a way that language should not be taught through theory of grammar and syntax, but through practical speaking and, thus, enriching the language and expression basis. This is a step forward from the old system of education where pupils were taught language rules in theory that were nearly impossible to apprehend and because of which Croatian language has been among the most difficult and frightening subjects. Modernisation is also seen in the form of media studies. In this sense, pupils are also supposed to learn how to approach, read and understand different media genres that have also not been the case before. A part of the prescribed literature can also be considered as a modernising factor. Therefore, whereas before there were only certain books prescribed as mandatory, now there are only two in each grade that are mandatory, and for the rest there is a list out of which the teacher can choose according to his/hers preferences and the needs of pupils s/he is teaching. This is very much in line with the curriculum. The plan also respects Constitutional rights of national minorities to study in theirs mother tongue; however, it advises them to learn Croatian to fully integrate in the society. For those pupils who still prefer to study in their mother tongue, the Document rules that schools have to find the way to teach children in their own language, but at the same time they need to ensure they will speak Croatian language up to the standard of those who study Croatian as their first language.
However, the demand to respect the language is the nationalist practice due to Croatia’s obsession with purity of the Croatian language and its strict separation from Serbian.
 The demand to respect the Croatian language is also questionable in terms of valid laws on rights of national minorities. For example, Law on the language of national minorities (NN 51/00) gives national minorities the right to education in their own language and letter and this right has also been granted by the Constitutional law on rights of the national minorities (NN 155/02, 47/10, 80/10, 91/11, 91/11) and the Constitution itself. 
With this, it appears that this Document, which is a founding document that forms the base for education, places the Croatian language on a special position regardless of other laws regulating this issue. 
Art culture is meant to encourage creativity (which is a term from the Plan itself), but also an aesthetic value that is something prescribed in the curriculum. The same applies for Music culture that is also meant to encourage the aesthetic value, but also develop strong sense for music culture. In this area, the modernisation process is also strongly present because there are no longer textbooks and teaching notes. In a new plan, music class should be a place of feeling the music where the children are meant to sing and dance with teachers, and their notebooks should be left in school and; thus, there should be no homework. This is because the teacher can choose what to listen in class in a way that s/he has to present all music genres to children and then decide, in accordance to pupil’s preferences as well, what to focus on. Additionally, classes are not meant to enforce usual way of sitting in classes, but the pupils should freely move around the classroom, talk, discuss, sing and dance, and should not be burdened by classes. The songs prescribed by the Plan are suggestions only, and teacher only has the obligation to listen a certain number of songs. It is highly questionable if all of this is working in practice due to the fact teachers from the old system are over the night expected to perform fun and easygoing classes unlikely from previous theoretical teaching of notes and similar. It is also questionable if the music classes are so flexible and easy to get a good grade in as it is prescribed. 
History, which is, generally speaking, the most problematic area, starts in fifth (out of eight) grade of Elementary school. The goal of history classes, as stated in the Plan, is to chronologically teach pupils about processes and events that framed development of human society. History is divided to general and national, and it is suggested that history classes should focus on social and cultural history, rather than on political history (which was the case before). History is by the Plan seen as a tool to help pupils understand their cultural and national roots and to cherish their national identity, as well as build respect toward the culture and identity of others. By understanding other peoples, according to the Plan, pupils will become prepared for living in a multi-ethnic and multicultural society. 
This document is, when it comes to history, contradictory. The Plan simultaneously states that more attention should be given to cultural and social history rather than political; however, when going through the Plan it appears that cultural and social history are still pushed aside in favour of the political history. Also, the proportion of general and national history is not equal regardless of the recommendations of the EU and “modernisation” and “Europeanization” of the education system. Finally, topics are still very much in favour of the Croatian people only, and not of minorities whereas surrounding countries from the region are nearly not covered at all. With this, Croatia again creates inequality because history textbooks offer a narration of Croatian people only, but not of its national minorities. Textbooks also take the country out of its regional context, and the whole history is presented as a history of struggle to achieve national unification jeopardised by robust neighbours, and some of them are members of Croatia’s national minorities. 
Problems with history textbooks firstly arose in 1990s, during the war, when there was only one textbook in use while after 1996, the market liberalised, and nowadays there are more textbooks on the market and teachers can choose among several textbooks.
 However, the problem remained in the field of controlling the content of textbooks, and this particularly applies to history. The change of regimes was strongly felt in history textbooks since Communist ideology became replaced with the statehood ideology insisting on the thousand-years-old statehood that Yugoslavia interrupted.
 The first history content in textbooks after independence was the “problematic of mutual perception, which was, often, conflicting, based on mechanisms of ethnic marginalisation and differentiation, which were visible in bases of images in school textbooks, and on pictures of enemies and stereotypes.”
 Open censorship was the major problem since the very beginning of introducing history textbooks,
 and in particularthe status of Croatia that is being placed on the position of martyr. This means that only crimes against Croats found their place in history textbooks that includes the Bleiburg Massacre.
 The Bleiburg Massacre became a mandatory topic in history textbooks, and this narration was often written in an emotional way.
 At the same time, atrocities committed by Croats, most notably those by the Croatian Nazi (Ustasha) regime, were neglected and/or undermined. This particularly applies to mentioning and describing the Jasenovac concentration camp and the number of victims.
 In sum, the main “lieux memoire for Croatian identity in textbooks was not Jasenovac, but Bleiburg.”
 The textbooks are, predominantly, ethnically oriented.
 New textbooks (published after 1996) approached history with more illustrations,
 and somewhat modern approach, but obstacles when it comes to national minorities have remained.
 

Religion in the Education system

Regarding the issue of religion and education in Croatia, there is a gap between the Constitution, on one hand, and the legal system and practice on the other hand. While the Constitution enforced secularisation, this rule is not respected in practice or, in some instances, in the legal system regulating the religious issues. Croats make up almost 90 per cent of the total population in Croatia, whereas the rest falls to a national minority corpus. The largest minority are the Serbs (4.5 %) followed by Bosniacs (0.5 %) and Italians (0.4 %). According to the 2001 Census,
 88 per cent of citizens consider themselves Catholics, almost one per cent are Orthodox Christians (Serbian Orthodox Church) – which means that Serbs in Croatia remained not as religiously affiliated as during the Yugoslav regime – 1.3 per cent are Muslims, 3 per cent are agnostics or without religious affiliation, and 2.2 per cent declared they were religious at all. Minority religious groups are not seen separately, but altogether as faiths other than the Catholic one, through national minority corpus. This partially reflects assimilation of ethnicity and faith in Croatia that is being enforced throughout history up to today
. According to the 2011 Census – published after this research took place - Catholics encompass 86.28 per cent, Serbian Orthodox Christian 4.44 per cent, Muslims 1.47 per cent, Jews 0.1 per cent, agnostics and sceptics 0.76 per cent, non-religious and atheists 3.81 per cent, undeclared 2.17 per cent, and unknown 0.28 per cent.
 
I am arguing – and my arguments are in line with attitudes of Croatia’s NGO and national media – that the Croatian Constitution is of a secular nature because it enforces separation between religion and state. In other words, I primarily understand term secular through separation of religion and state irrespective of the private sphere and level of religiosity there, or the possibility to publicly express someone’s religious affiliation. As it has been presented in the first section of this paper, secularisation is often understood as a separation of churches and states in the field of education. 
In line with the secularised nature of Croatia’s Constitution, the Constitution strictly bans encouragement of hatred based on ethnic, racial or religious characteristics and any intolerance (Article 39) while at the same time it guarantees freedom of faith and its public expression (Article 40), as well as equality of all religious communities before Laws and their separation from the state (Article 41). In this last case, the Article 41 is specific when stating:
All religious communities are equal before laws and separated from the state. Religious communities are free to – in accordance with laws – publicly perform religious rituals, found schools, colleges and other institutions, found social and humanitarian organisations and manage them. In their work, they benefit from protection and help from the state.

Therefore, the Constitution as the highest legal act defines Croatia as a secular state that has no official religion. Particular religions are not even mentioned in the Constitution that declares separation of the state and religion. However, even though the Constitution enforces separation between religion and state, and even though there is no official religion in Croatia, Croatia’s relationship with religion has never been of the secular nature. Throughout history, the Croatian state maintained strong ties with the Catholic Church that has always been seen as founder of Croatian nationhood.
 The Catholic Church indeed actively engaged in the 19th century nation creation process, however, relationship between the state and the Church did not exist in such a strong form because Croatia was not an independent state.
 A strong relationship developed during WWII when it took devastating form due to the leading role of the Catholic Church in the Nazi regime in Croatia. The Catholic Church denies any collaboration with the WWII regime, and constantly emphasises prosecution of the Church during the Communist regime. Croatia has never engaged into a serious discussion to reveal the wrongdoings of representatives of the Catholic Church, or the Communist regime. According to the Association of the Croatian Anti-Fascists, this is done on purpose because serious investigation would show that the prosecution and the atrocities of the Communist regime were not so severe and; thus, there would be no space for historical revisionism anymore.

During the second Yugoslavia; however, religion has been strictly forbidden in the public sphere. Nonetheless, once Croatia declared independence from the former Federation, a revitalisation of religion occurred and the Catholic Church took the leading role in the national unification process, insisting on the historical legacy of its involvement in creating the Croatian nation. Through that, the Church has drawn divisions amongst citizens between ethnic Croats and “others,” most notably Serbs.

What is particularly problematic is that the Church officials have positions in various state authorities, including the Ministry of science, education and sports where they are members of Committees for approving history textbooks, and the Church is also the prominent actor in public debates.
 This was the case since the declaration of independence in 1991, and it remains a contested issue up to today; however, nothing changed. What is particularly problematic with the Catholic Church and its public role is its attacks on everyone who thinks different, and its constant preoccupation with Communism that is, many clerics claim, still alive and present in the Croatian society. A preoccupation of the Catholic Church is also the denying of its role in the Nazi regime, as well as stressing the torture priests faced during the Communist regime. The Church also always plays a leading role at the commemorations at Bleiburg that are regularly full of Nazi iconography, and some of priests even now openly praise the Nazi regime.
 
Although new figures tend to show a small decrease in religious practices, the level of religious observance is still significant,
 and the majority of citizens still declare themselves to be Catholics even though this number also slightly decreased.
 On the other hand, the level of opposition to the leading role the Church holds in politics has also increased. For example, the 2011 Census revealed the decline in belonging to the Catholic Church in Croatia. In terms of the decline of religious affiliation, in 2001 Census 88 per cent of people declared as Catholic while in the 2011 Census 86.3 per cent declared the same. On the other hand, the number of national minorities also decreased.
 In this, the decrease of the number of Serbs is particularly significant: while in 1991 12.2 per cent of citizens were Serbs, the figure in the 2001 Census was just 4.54 per cent.
 In the 2011 Census, the figure further decreased to 4.36 per cent.
 
Although the Constitution, as well as the Law on the legal position of religious communities, guarantees equality between all religions in Croatia, Catholic Church is, in practice, given a significant advantage. Due to the specific arrangements Croatia grants funding to both the Croatian Catholic Church, and to Vatican.
 Such agreements with Vatican are not well known among the general public, and these agreements between the Croatian state and Vatican have been one of the most serious debates in Croatia in the past couple of years.
 
Religious education is provided in public schools as a part of the curriculum. Parents can opt to enrol their children to Ethics, instead of catechism. Only the Catholic Church has no problems with holding its classes in public schools, whereas other religions face obstacles. This particularly applies to the Serbian national minority that faces problems with school principals who do not want to organise Christian Orthodox classes, although legal requirements are fulfilled.
 
Additional problem with the position of religion in history textbooks is that Catholicism is the only faith incorporated in history textbooks, and textbooks are also enforcing one-sided projection of Croatian people while ignoring national minorities who also have historical presence in Croatia. Textbooks also participate in enforcing equalisation of ethnicity and faith presented in the term Croat-Catholic, and this is a historical problem of Croatia dating from 19th century.

 In 2012 the Ministry of Science, Education and Sports, led by the Social Democrats who gained power after winning the national Parliamentary elections in December 2011, introduced a new mandatory course in the curriculum entitled “Health education” that also incorporated sex education.
 The Church immediately opened a populist conflict with Government calling upon protests against the new course and insisting that the new Government is working against the people (narod), insisting on stigmatisation of the Social Democrats by calling them Communists, and by openly inviting for rebellion against the allegedly illegitimate Government even though the Government won elections legally and with an overall support of the population. Even though the pollsters revealed that 56.2 per cent of people want the Church to stay away from interfering with Health education,
 the Church continued its conflict with the Government by claiming that even though Communism no longer lives, its seed is still present in Croatian society.

This is a well-known discourse surrounding the Social Democrats. Even though many members of the Croatian Democratic Union (the party founded by the late Franjo Tudjman, who led the country during the war with Serbia during the 1990s, and who gave Catholic Church the position it still holds) were members of the Communist party, this does not prevent them as well as the Catholic Church, to denunciate the Social democrats as Communists because their party is the descendant of the former Croatia’s Communist party. Due to the negative views of the public in regard to strong interference of the Church with state affairs, a few new NGOs emerged, and took the role to oppose to governmental policies on Health education, and this further divided the society to two traditional lines: anti-fascist and nationalist where the anti-fascists are often labelled as communists. These Catholic NGOs are clearly intertwined with the Catholic Church, and they often talk about the so-called silent majority terrorised by the “aggressive minority.”

After conflict with Health education, these NGOs initiated the petition for a national referendum to change the Constitution by putting an explanation that marriage is a “union of men and women,” and for that they collected 749,316 signatures.
 When criticised by the media for an attack on the LGBT community that never asked for legalisation of gay marriages, these NGOs opened the conflict insisting that the “silent majority” is being oppressed and that all minority organisations are receiving funding from the state even though they represent only an “insignificant minority.”
 With this, these organisations advocate violation of the rights of minorities even though Croatia’s Constitution grants all rights to national minorities. These NGO’ also insisted they have a democratic right to call for the referendum and that the decision from majority has to be respected. The Government is, so far, trying to avoid calling for the referendum that they consider as against the human rights and as endangering of the secular nature of the Constitution by placing the religious rule as the Constitutional rule. In that, they received a support from the President who stated that majority fails to “understand that the majority in a democracy cannot violate rights of minority. Democracy is not a‘vote-cracy,’ democracy understands and respects rights of those who are a minority, and their rights, their freedom and even their interests.”
 
Due to tirades in the public sphere on the alleged oppression of majority by the minority,
 and the fact this populism always finds the way toward the voters, divisions occurred even inside the Social Democratic party, and it is not quite clear whether the stream that opposed to this practice will have any other means to avoid referendum other than asking the Constitutional court to decide whether the potential referendum question is anti-Constitutional per se. However, the conflict will not stop on this, and the Church will continue leading its war against the Government that does not allow nationalist tirades in the public sphere.

Opposition from civil society
Methodology

During 2010 and 2011, research on the role of religion in society and politics was conducted. We carried out 42 interviews with representatives of civil society. Out of those 42 interviews, we conducted 12 interviews with NGOs and students (six each), and 30 with the so-called lay people encompassing teachers, students and various individuals. In total, 19 of the interviewees were of Croatian origin, seven were members of national minorities, and 16 refused to declare their origin. Interviewees were found using the personal contacts and then a snowball method. We also looked for interviewees in public places for students, such as the Student Union building in Zagreb. The latter was done to allow diversity of regional backgrounds of students, as well as to allow diversity in terms of Faculties that will be represented in the research. In the case of the latter, this was done because some faculties cherish strong political stance such as left, ultra left and centre-right, and interviewing students from one faculty only would produce unquestionably biased results. 
Civil society in this research encompasses NGO and student representatives, and the so-called lay people (students, teachers and others of various professions); however, we excluded official representatives of the Catholic Church from the research. This is because of their leading, anti-Constitutional role in state’s policy and the dominant influence they have over Croatia’s official policy, particularly when it comes to the educational policy. It is also because the Catholic Church never supports any NGO initiatives, except if they are from Catholic organisations that support views that are entirely in line with the views of the Catholic Church.
All interviews were taped with consent, and then transcribed for the analysis. The interviewees identities were hidden using the codes we developed during the project to avoid any identification of interviewees. The analysis has been conducted using critical discourse analysis where transcripts have been analysed in order to capture the so-called discursive topoi that run through narration.
 

Results

According to the results, there seems to be the consensus of civil society members interviewed for this research there should be no catechism in schools, especially since only Catholic catechism is fully available. The idea of equality between people with all beliefs was at centre of argumentation of the interviewees and was expressed in different ways. One interviewee argued that advantage of the Catholic Church in terms of religious education is nonsense since all Croatian citizens pay taxes for public schools:
Everything should be emphasised except religion. Religious classes should be abolished because it is only the Catholic class. As Croatian citizens, we are obliged to pay taxes for the Catholic Church, which is nonsense (FP/ZGS-2).

Several interviewees stated that families who do not want to opt for religious education are being stigmatised; they interpreted more generally current situation in Croatia as discriminating for people with beliefs other than Catholic.
 One interviewee stated that if religion is to be a public matter then all religions should become public (FP/ZGS-1).
 A peace activist firmly denounced the assimilation of those who criticise the Catholic Church as “Communist” and “Yugoslav” (FP/STJ-3).

Private civil society members (teachers, students, lay people) also rejected the presence of religion and religious catechism in public schools. They, however, rejected this through discussion on history textbooks. The issue of Catholic catechism always came up during discussion on history textbooks that are recognised as problematic. The role of the Catholic Church is immediately recognised as problematic because civil society members reject the influence of the Church in the educational process as illegitimate and unjustified.

Civil society particularly recognised that the Catholic Church is enforcing nationalism and historical revisionism via their influence on the education system. One interviewee, therefore, related Catholic faith with the national identity that she considers unacceptable for multicultural and modern society that should allow visibility for all religions (FP/ZGS-1).

Civil society members focused their views on national history, particularly on the WWII and crimes committed by Croats, on one hand, and crimes committed by Communists on the other. In this, they considered that the first is being undermined while the second is being overemphasised, and this is considered as historical revisionism. The interviewees particularly agree that religious people should not be part of history textbooks. For example, a student said:
Cardinals and bishops as religious people should not be mentioned in history textbooks unless they have written something; something secular (FP/ZG-5).

The interviewees said that crimes committed by Croats are being underemphasised while the responsibilities of Communists are put at the forefront, as well as the consideration of atrocities committed against Croats, while atrocities committed by Croats are not given the same significance:
This is vulgar, and it is visible in number of pages dedicated to both topics in textbooks. You can see without analysis how much pondering does Bleiburg has in comparison to Jasenovac. And even when something is written, this is done exceptionally carefully and with dignity whereas when Jasenovac is concerned this is written politically. It is coldly analysed; there is always something relative such as, for example, “in the end it was like that, but because of this and that” (FP/STŽ-1).

The problem is that the Church is constantly talking about Communist crimes, but very little about the crimes of Nazism, Fascism and the Ustasha movement (…) But, one crime cannot justify another crime nor can it be equated because Jasenovac is a crime of genocide, a mass murder of civilian members of the three peoples - Serbs, Roma and Jews - and the crime of terror against political opponents from among their own people. On the other hand, Bleiburg was the war crime of mass killing of disarmed prisoners of four armies - the armed forces of NDH, a German Weirmacht, Slovenian White Guards and the Serbian-Montenegrin Chetniks (FP/ZGS-3).

Cardinal Stepinac is also cited as an example of Church’s historical revisionism.
 Civil society interviewees emphasised the fact that the Catholic Church assimilates religious and ethnic identity; religion was seen as serving as a distinction from the “others.”
 The interviewees denounced this practice, since this influences pupils in their identity construction. This situation shows the importance of historical discourses in Croatian politics up to today.
Although lay people develop the same argumentation line as NGO members, there are some polarisation and tensions between the interviewees. Two groups can be identified along the majority-minority line. Ethnic Croats tend to recognise devastating role of the Catholic Church in the education system, as well as in the general society. However, they see this as an obstacle towards modernisation and Europeanization that the state clearly promotes through the education system.
 EU Member States are seen as more modern, and Croatia should adjust as much as possible to European experiences and patterns. The involvement of religious people in writing textbooks is seen as at odds with European standards. However, the Catholic Church’s policies are not directly criticised.
As to the minority interviewees, they directly denounced the Catholic Church’s historical revisionism, and the fact that it assimilates national identity and Catholicism. They see the role of the Catholic Church as devastating for peaceful co-existence and progress toward liberal, European-oriented society. This means that Europe has a positive connotation within minority corpus.
Additionally, majority and minority groups did not consider the meaning of being European in the same way. Minority private citizens were positive when it came to feeling European. Ethnic Croats tend to desire Europeanization, but a large part of them, when asked if they felt European, stated they felt Croatian first. The following example demonstrates this polarisation quite well:

...I think that all of us who are members of minorities definitely feel more European than Croatian. (FP/Ajla, retired, Jewish)
.

Absolutely. Let me give you an example: if one day I get the chance to take European passport, I will never do it, I will always maintain my Croatian passport. (FP/Šib., Student, Croat)
.

Thus, it seems that same issues are recognised by both minority and majority; however, these issues are seen through different lenses.
 It seems that discourse of the ethnic majority tends toward the Church and state that are enforcing nationalist policies, especially regarding the education system, i.e. majority tends to be more nationally oriented even though they do not express ultra nationalistic sentiments.
 However, they also fail to notice inequality and discrimination that the education brings due to the overall influence of the Catholic Church. Minority, on the other hand, recognises problems in a more open way; however, they tend to identify as European due to the equalisation of national and religious one (Croat-Catholic). In that sense, European identification seems easier to adopt than the national identification from which minorities are explicitly excluded. 
Inequality is, thus, felt amongst the minority corpus, and this brings to strong European sentiments whilst the majority does not recognise the inequality of the minority, but only sees religion as an obstacle, however, as an obstacle to modernisation and Europeanization rather than peaceful coexistence and equality.

Conclusion 

Croatia’s education system serves as a place to foster already existent inequality between majority (ethnic Croats) and national minorities. Inequality is so founded in the society that members of majority fail to notice it and, thus, even though they do not express ultra nationalistic attitudes they are still too influenced by the dominant nationalist ideology because of which certain things appear as common sense. These views then further foster inequality, and the education system takes issues such as tradition and culture (from where minorities are regularly excluded) as something that serves as common sense because it is self-understandable that the educational policy will preserve national culture and tradition. Inequality is particularly visible in the position of religion within the education system because Catholicism is given the significant advantage in favour of other religions. In this case, we can indeed use Gramscian understanding of doctrinal unity that is apparently sought by this practice where the education system enforces one-sided and nationalist projections of Catholicism, as well as equalisation of ethnicity and faith. Europeanization and modernisation only serve as unclear terms to mask nationalist policies because authorities are imposing Europeanization and modernisation as something positive without ever explaining what would actually mean to be Europeanised and modernised.
The concept of modernity has one common understanding, but this manifests differently in practice. Croatian authorities apparently understand the concept of modernity since the Constitution as the highest legal act separates Churches from the state. However, when it comes to practice Croatian authorities apparently violate both the Constitution and their own educational reform since the Catholic Church has the large impact on the educational policy. Therefore, Europeanization is falsely placed on the position of modernisation and something positive so to hide the nationalist agenda. Even though the nationalist agenda is visible, it is so deeply embedded in the society that some members of the society do not even notice certain practices that minorities consider as unequal and discriminatory.
On the other hand, civil society understands the concept of modernity through Europeanization. However, civil society rejects influence and presence of the Catholic Church in the official state politics, with which they show a “true” understanding of modernisation according to which religion should be strictly separated from the state and, thus, privatised. These views were expressed during 2010 and 2011; however, similar findings were published in the national pollster during the public conflict over newly enforced health education, where people expressed negative views over the Church’s involvement in the education system.
Nonetheless, what needs to be noted is the discrepancy between the majority and the minority. It appears that the majority is fairly solidly under the influence of the dominant state discourse (present not only in the education system, but also in the wider public spectrum) that enforces modernisation and Europeanization as something desirable and positive, and that should be achieved while preserving national (as the example with passport above vividly demonstrates). This state discourse apparently entered the minds of respondents who do not see founding part of the discourse, which is clearly inequality of minorities, as well as nationalism. Even though there are laws protecting national minorities, this is violated in practice and massively exploited in the public sphere that is, very often, full of hate speech and anti-Constitutional discrimination. Having the Church present in all spheres became common sense, and something the majority does not notice to the same extent as minorities. As Bannerji argues, there is a set of assumptions and knowledge that even people who think they oppose to inequality and discrimination fail to notice since they became a part of their rationality.
 Inequality, in this situation, forms a sort of common sense, which is understood as a “political unconscious” and as a “form of our everyday way of being.”
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� Karge, Istraživanja.


� D. Agičić, “Nacionalni identitet Hrvata i Srba u prvoj polovici 19. stoljeća u udžbenicima povijesti za osnovnu školu u Republici Hrvatskoj i Saveznoj Republici Jugoslaviji”, in H. G. Fleck and I. Graovac (eds), Dijalog povjesničara-istoričara 4 (Zagreb, 2001); Höpken, “Između građanskog identiteta”.


� This section relies on the WP9 comparative report written by myself, A. Ichijo, G. Bozec and M. Hajdinjak entitled “The place of religion in education in Bulgaria, Croatia, France and the UK” for the FP7 IME project, and presented at the final project conference held in Kingston in March 2012. I am the sole author of the Croatian part of the report. In the comparative report (WP9) we did not include the direct quotations from the interviews due to length requirements. In this paper, I included some of the direct quotations from the fieldwork stage or the WP6 report (Identity construction programmes of the state and the EU: Case study phase II) and the WP7 report (Identity construction programmes of the state and the EU: Case study phase III) (Topić and Vasiljević, Identity). Comparative, WP9, report is based on these two phases of fieldwork (WP6 and WP7).


� Census, retrieved from: � HYPERLINK "http://www.dzs.hr/Hrv/censuses/Census2001/Popis/H01_02_02/H01_02_02.html" �www.dzs.hr/Hrv/censuses/Census2001/Popis/H01_02_02/H01_02_02.html�, 2001.


� Topić and Todorović, Religious Identity. 


� Census (2011). 


� Constitution of the Republic of Croatia, retrieved from: � HYPERLINK "http://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/232289.html" �http://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/232289.html�
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� HYPERLINK "http://www.zinfo.hr/hrvatski/stranice/izdavastvo/kruhiruze/kir1/1silovanje.htm" �www.zinfo.hr/hrvatski/stranice/izdavastvo/kruhiruze/kir1/1silovanje.htm�, 1994


� Topić and Vasiljević, Identity. 


� Topić and Todorović, Religious Identity. 
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