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Abstract

The article investigates the visual dimension of popular protests in Habsburg Croatia at the
end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century, reconstructing the history of a
precise pattern of popular protest, i.e. anti-Hungarian unrests. Furthermore, the article
explores the relationships that peasant masses established with some key national symbols,
namely the Hungarian and Croatian flag, showing the multiple and contested meaning
assigned to them by the members of the elite and the peasants. Second, the article shows
how popular reception of these visual symbols changed during the examined period. The main
issues addressed are therefore the mass nationalization and politicization of rural population
in these regions, raising some general questions related to the symbolic language of social
conflict.
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1. Introduction

Between the end of the nineteenth and the early twentieth century, several waves of popular
disturbance occurred in Croatia, which at that time was part of the Hungarian half of the
Austro-Hungarian Empire.! The approach used up to now for investigating these popular and
predominantly peasant protests was somewhat ‘logocentric’, focused almost entirely on the
‘verbal’ context, on written and pronounced words, i.e. on what people said, wrote, and read?.
This article will try rather to raise some questions related to what people saw, what they did
not see, what they wanted to or thought they saw. It is an approach that addresses the ‘visual
context’ of popular unrest. More precisely, the article will deal with what were the main
symbolic targets of these protests: the Hungarian national flag and bilingual Hungarian-
Croatian public coats of arms. In short, the visual markers of Hungarian power. By doing so, |
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aim to describe a recognizable pattern of popular protest, and to illustrate its emergence and
its development through to its disappearance. Moreover, this approach permits us insights
into the relationship between the peasant masses and the national and collective symbols.
This will allow the consideration of two interrelated sub-issues: the emergence of a ‘new style’
of politics in these regions, especially its popular ‘reception’; and the national visual symbols
with which it was linked.

The comparison of several waves of popular turmoil will highlight patterns that are less visible
when examined separately, as has largely been done up to now. Furthermore, the focus on
the history of visual cultures in the examined region permits a meaningful exploration of the
changes of nineteenth-century collective behaviours of the upper as well as the lower classes.
The ‘politicization of the masses’ was intertwined with socio-economic issues, while nation-
building processes were characterized by an increasing ‘sacralization’ of the nation. This
perspective is indebted to several historiographical traditions and research fields linked to the
cultural and visual aspects of social protest, the political ‘apprenticeship’ of popular classes
to politics,* the political imagery of the modern nation,” the so-called ‘pictorial turn’ and visual
studies.® Drawing on this rich scholarship, | will offer a new interpretation of the examined
popular disturbances.

Across the domains of visual studies and visual history, most case studies are based on
investigations of visual sources. However, it may be opportune to stress at the outset, that the
goal of visual studies ‘is not the study of images’’. Rather, the research subject of visual history
goes beyond the visual medium itself, and instead examines the visual ‘culture’ of a given
society. Furthermore, it is not prosaic to emphasize that investigations in this field can also be
grounded in non-visual sources. The developments in the field of ‘oral history’ can provide
some useful methodological pointers in this regard. Based on the fruitful interrelations
between (written) texts and (spoken) words, the goals in that research field were often not
only to investigate ‘oral sources’, but also the ‘orality’, i.e. the ‘oral cultures’ of societies, and
for this purpose written sources can represent a fully adequate research ground.® The same
applies to the field of visual history: the aim is not necessarily to deconstruct and analyze a
specific visual source, but to investigate the ‘visual dimension’ of some historical
events/processes; and this can also be done by relying exclusively upon written sources. This
kind of approach is quite uncommon in the studies of Croatian history, as well as for South-
Eastern Europe in general.®

As such, this article represents a novel contribution to an up-dated cultural and social history
of popular protests in this region. It will deal with a chain of episodes that deserve a
distinguished place in the social history of the Habsburg Empire regarding the effects on the
regional/local level of, and the popular reactions to, the establishment of the Dual Monarchy
in 1867.1° In particular, it will analyze the conflicting interpretations around some key national
symbols, especially the Hungarian and Croatian flags, and how popular attitudes towards
them changed throughout the examined period. Drawing on a rich literature mainly focused
on the Austrian half of the Habsburg Empire,*! this article will address the processes of nation-
building and the beginning of mass politics in the Croatian regions.



Observing the popular disturbances of this period, and focusing on their visual dimension, |
have two primary goals. First, | will show the difficulties faced by the several conflicting and
overlapping nationalist projects of this region in developing a feeling of loyalty among the
rural population for the respective nationalist cause. Peasants’ reactions towards key visual
symbols of state, national, and confessional collective identities, such as the Hungarian,
Croatian, and the Serbian-Orthodox flags, were sometimes unexpected and ambiguous. As
such, the article will indicate how multiple meanings could be assigned to the same visual sign,
and the crucial role played by the urban-rural cleavages and by socio-economic factors, more
than alleged national ones. The article will therefore provide some insights into the always
difficult, contested, and dynamic processes feeding into the construction of nationalities in
the examined area.!? Second, this article aims at showing that the popular ‘practices of
looking’ in the period under examination have progressively changed, i.e. how at the turn of
the twentieth century peasants in Croatia modified the way that they understood and used
the national symbols they were confronted with.!3 A learning process can be observed, which
tell us one (visual) aspect of the history of mass nationalization and mobilization in this region.

Comparing Croatian Popular Protests: From the 1850s to the 1870s

Two formal acts mark the reformulation of the power relations inside the Habsburg Empire
and its Hungarian half, called Transleithania: the Austro-Hungarian Ausgleich (Compromise)
of 1867, which established a dualist framework for the monarchy, and the later Croat-
Hungarian Nagodba (Agreement) of 1868, after which Croatia theoretically enjoyed a good
level of political autonomy, but which was de facto limited and controlled by the government
in Budapest. What is generally not observed is that these intra-Habsburg arrangements also
affected the nature of popular protest.

For a confirmation of this it is useful to look at the popular disorders in the pre-Ausgleich
Croatian countryside. The 1850s and the first half of the 1860s were pervaded by rural
disturbances, but they still had the form and content of a prevailing post-feudal character,
dealing with the classical issues which shaped the relationships between former masters and
former feudal servants. The abolition of feudal relationships in 1848 had left open a series of
guestions related first of all to the use of the ‘common lands’, i.e. forests, pastures, and rivers,
as well as to the replacement of servitudes with taxes. Not only did the causes of the disorders
have no anti-Hungarian imprinting, but neither did the forms and the symbolic targets: the
peasants occupied the fields, collected woods where and when they considered it legitimate,
refused to pay the new taxes and often assaulted former masters, tax collectors and the
soldiers who accompanied them. The unrests were frequently aimed at protecting the copies,
preserved in almost every village, of what was popularly considered the new ‘sacred’
document, i.e. the ‘letter’ with which the Ban, i.e. the Vice-Roy Josip Jelaci¢ (1848-59)
declared in 1848 the abolition of serfdom.*

We can find the first traces of anti-Hungarian tones in the uprising of 1871 which took place
in the so-called Military Border, a military institution which was on the way to being abolished
— this finally happened between 1873 and 1881. The revolt was led by Eugen Kvaternik, co-
leader with Ante Starcevic¢ of the Party of (Croat State) Right (Stranka prava), whose main
political goal was to fight for an independent Croatian state.!® The uprising lasted only a few



days, it was confined to a few villages, and it has to be intimately linked with the abolition of
the Miilitary Border. The issues the uprising embodied, as well as its strictly military
organization, are quite specific, lacking the features of later popular unrests in Croatia. It is
the big turmoil of 1883 that represented a significant change — and that therefore constitutes
the first episode of our story.

First Episode: 1883

The first decade (1870s) of the relatively new political-institutional framework of
Transleithania was characterized by the efforts made by Ban Ivan Mazurani¢ (1873-80), to
implement several reforms in the country, improving its administration, judiciary, and
education.!® But after this decade began a period, which some members of the Croatian elite
as well as the lower strata perceived as a time of intensified subjugation of the country to the
Magyar economic, cultural and national interests.’” Thus many of the decisions on economic
policy taken in the Croatian diet in Zagreb, strongly influenced by the political elite in
Budapest, were predominantly in favour of Magyar interests and of some local supporters.8
From the point of view of the peasants, the new, much hated taxes were the tangible effect
of their ‘exploitation’ exercised by Hungarian rule, and its supporters in Croatia. In addition to
the representatives in the Croatian diet, local voters were also counted among the supporters
of these new economic policies. They were often accused, as we will see, of having ‘sold’
Croatian lands to the Magyars, for example during the election in 1881, when the ruling party,
the People’s Party (Narodna stranka), won again, also thanks to a franchise and electoral rules
which favoured the ruling elite. Moreover, the next two decades were characterized by
processes of cultural assimilation, the so-called ‘Magyarization’ policy, including attempts to
introduce Hungarian as the operative language for civil servants concerned with finance and
for the personnel of the Croatian railways.

Within the context of these new socio-economic conditions, as well as the European-wide
economic crisis of 1873—-1895, the decision of the Hungarian Finance Director Antal David to
introduce bilingual (Croatian/Hungarian) coat of arms on all financial buildings in the spring of
1883 sparked wide protests. The opposition press and opposition parties fiercely reacted to
this decision with high levels of criticism, seeking to exploit the incident in order to mobilize
the population against Hungarian rule.’® This led first to protests in Zagreb, later spreading to
smaller cities and throughout almost the entire Croatian countryside. If in the capital city the
disorders had a more distinctly political connotation, in the countryside the peasants were
moved mainly by social and economic reasons: the fear of new taxes, and a rooted resentment
against the members of the political and economic elite, at the local level, too. This led to
attacks against both buildings and persons representing what was perceived as a hostile public
administration.2°

However, within this context a new element emerged in comparison with previous unrests:
an anti-Hungarian feature of the peasant protest. The nationalist agitation of Starcevic’s party
may have played a role in the popular appearance of this anti-Hungarian feeling, although it
would be rash to interpret it as the clear expression of a mature Croatian national
consciousness. This is in contrast with some interpretations of these factors that have
attributed a quite developed and clear national loyalty to the rural population with Pavlicevic¢
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asserting: ‘At that point [in 1883] the peasantry expressed for the first time its national
consciousness’, and ‘The peasants considered themselves at that time as Croatians’.?! Rather,
the peasant protest represented a reaction to the social and cultural developments of the
previous decades, while those responsible for these developments began to be characterized
by the — at this moment still generic — designation of ‘Hungarians’.

Furthermore, a rumour took form during the demonstrations, and created a master nar-
rative, which would reoccur in all of the following anti-Hungarian rural disturbances.
According to the rumour, Hungarian flags and coats of arms had to be exhibited on churches
or educational and municipal buildings in all rural villages, thanks to the collaboration of
(bribed) local ‘traitors’. This operation, so the rumour ran, would have catastrophic effects:
the village would be ‘sold’ to Hungary, new taxes and other burdens would be introduced, and
the poor lives of the peasants would deteriorate terribly.??

This mix of suspicion towards the local leadership, distrust towards the national political elite
in Zagreb, and fears related to the challenges of the new economic developments, were
condensed and channelled towards some signs, namely the flag and the coat of arms, which
became the symbolic target of popular discontent. Especially in some districts, ‘There was
almost no rioting village where the peasants did not shout against flags and coats of arms,
unfailingly looking for them in schools, offices and churches.”? Villagers organized guards in
order to protect the church towers, and the interactions with local officials, teachers, and
priests led to violent incidents. Finally, the ‘national movement’ of 1883, as it is called in the
historiography, was repressed by the army in September: forty-seven peasants lost their lives
in the clashes and dozens of them were injured.?* Following these events, Karoly Khuen-
Hédervary (1883—1903) was nominated as Croatia’s Ban; he is known in the literature for his
undemocratic, almost authoritarian, and overtly pro-Hungarian practice of governance.?”

The bilingual coats of arms of 1883 must be read as one of the efforts made by the Hungarian
rulers and their local representatives to inscribe Hungarian symbols in the urban visual
landscape of Croatia. The ‘dualist’ (i.e. post 1867) era in the Habsburg history of this region
also showed a visual side. This meant that the developments at the political-institutional level
were also visualized through symbols related to Hungarian rule, which began to be
increasingly present in the main Croatian cities and even in the villages. Such measures were
a further reason for popular discontent, and they ultimately led to widespread protests
focused precisely on those Hungarian symbols.

The attempts made by the Hungarian authorities to integrate more deeply the Croatian
regions into the economic and cultural framework of the lands of the Crown of St. Stephen
helped to promote a form of popular resentment. In this regard, it seems that the relationship
the peasants established with some symbols changed and evolved. Beside very concrete
actions, they adopted a new symbolic language, well represented by the (visual) targets of the
protest, and which differed in comparison with the past. But this point requires further
inquiry. How did the peasants actually interpret these symbols? What meaning and function
did they have in popular opinion and actions?

Given the central role of the putative visual targets of these protests, sparked precisely by the
official measures and rumours regarding coat of arms and flags, at first sight it can be
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surprising to notice that protesters sometimes had a hard time identifying what exactly they
were fighting against. Invariably they were looking for Hungarian coats of arms with
inscriptions in the Hungarian language. What they generally found were the so-called
‘common’ or ‘state-coats of arms’, with some Hungarian as well as Croatian national symbols,
and with inscriptions only in Croatian. Rarely were the people involved in the revolts able to
observe the fine distinctions which were made in the town of Nova Gradiska. In this case the
explanation for the theft of the flag which had been flown on the local financial office was that
the Magyar tricolour in that case did not have the common state coat of arms, and it was
therefore considered not a state, but a national (Magyar) symbol.?®

However, what happened in Nova Gradiska, a middle-sized town with some educated people,
cannot be generalized and extended to villages in the countryside. In the latter cases, people
proved to be quite disoriented. It could happen, as in Hrastovica, that a group of villagers
entered the church in search of the Hungarian coat of arms and, not finding it, attacked the
statue of a saint (St. Florian), ‘considering it a kind of coat of arms’.?” Elsewhere, as in Dubrave
and other villages, people could not distinguish the Croatian from the Hungarian signs, and in
Gomirje people demolished official signs, even though they were in the Croatian language.?®
In short: what was to be an anti-Hungarian protest often took place at the expense of Croatian
signs.

Some of the contemporaries blamed this popular behaviour on ignorance: ‘the peasants had
no idea that Croatia also has its own emblem.”?® This could well have been the case,
considering the high level of illiteracy of the rural population as well as the fact that the
Croatian tricolour, first officially used only in 1848, had been forbidden between 1852 and
1860, which probably did not facilitate rural familiarity with it. Moreover, the Croatian coat of
arms in the post 1867 period always officially appeared surmounted by the Crown of St.
Stephen, which certainly did not help in distinguishing Croatian and Hungarian official
symbols.3°

Nonetheless, to explain peasant attitudes as a sign of ignorance is a simplistic approach.
Peasants’ behaviour towards these symbols could also express a more complex position and
a form, probably not fully rationalized and therefore not clearly formulated, of political
statement. If one looks more closely at the events under examination, one can see that the
peasants provide something like an ‘interpretation’ of the attacked symbols: ‘People armed
with sticks [...] removed the national [i.e. Croatian] coat of arms, because it is as it were a
Hungarian coat of arms’.3! This is valid for all of the aggressions towards the ‘common coats
of arms’, even if they had Croatian inscriptions, because they were attacked by crowds
‘shouting that they were Hungarian ones’.3? Being official signs, independent from their
precise content, they were defined as ‘Hungarian’, i.e. attacked as visual symbols of official
power.

A clear evidence of this collective j’accuse shouted by the protesters towards everything which
was connected with official rule are the attacks against the members of the local Croatian
elite, who had the right to vote, and were making use of it to vote for the ruling party. For
example, against one of these supporters of the People’s Party the peasants shouted ‘Let’s kill
him, because he’s a traitor!’33 These kinds of political statements do not seem to be very naive;



on the contrary, they show that the villagers were becoming aware of the new Croatian
political landscape and its structure at the local level.

Thus, a sort of assimilation between Croatian and Hungarian official signs had taken place,
both recognized as symbols of a hostile and distant rule. The turmoil which had begun with a
more overtly anti-Hungarian character, developed in some cases into broader social turmoil,
directed against both foreign and domestic visual signs of state bureaucracy. Perhaps the
peasants were unable to distinguish the signs properly, but perhaps they were not really
interested in doing so. The decision to implement the bilingual coat of arms exposed a general
popular discontent, which was linked to the burden of taxation, the effects of a long-term
agrarian crisis, and the cultural and social gap with the members of the elite.

Second Episode: 1897

The second episode of our story took place fourteen years later, in 1897.3% In May of that year
the elections for the Croatian diet took place and were accompanied by peasant protests and
severe incidents. The peasants, still excluded by the electoral system, tried to have their voice
heard by the authorities and to express their discontent regarding the ruling elite, by
supporting the candidates of the Croat opposition.3> This was facilitated by an important
novelty that promoted the mobilization and direct involvement of the masses in Croatian ‘high
politics’; it was only with the electoral campaign of 1897 that the ‘peasant issue’ appeared in
the programmes and debates of the principal political parties (and a few years later in other
political movements, such as political Catholicism).3® As a result, the political elite in Zagreb
opened itself to the countryside and extended its interests to include some socio-economic
issues related to the peasantry.

These were more than solely theoretical reflections. These campaigning innovations also
actually affected the practice of politics: for the first time in the political history of this country,
the electoral campaign for the Croatian diet also took place in the countryside. The politicians
from Zagreb took the train or buggy and went to the villages in order to run rallies. This
brought with it new topics, new methods, new spaces (the tavern, the village square), and
new languages. The commitment of the members of the opposition, who were almost all
lawyers by profession, also continued after the turmoil of this year, when they defended the
peasants in a number of subsequent court trials.3” Moreover, a further important factor for
the peasant mobilization was the role played by the Catholic lower clergy, the majority of
which supported the Croat oppositional parties. Its active participation in the electoral
campaign of 1897 is well documented, showing a high number of Catholic priests who made
use of their position in rural society to influence the political orientations of their
parishioners.3® One of the peasant reactions to these novelties was to gather at the polling
places, in an attempt to exercise pressure on those who had the right to vote, and in general
to express their dissatisfaction with the socio-economic conditions of their lives.

Both before and during the electoral consultations, several incidents and clashes with the
gendarmes took place. They continued later, when the government decided to negate the
validity of some electoral results in favour of the opposition, a decision which some rural
communities publicly contested. As with the disorders in 1883, these disturbances were
widespread across the country, although the popular disturbances of 1897 were concentrated
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exclusively in the countryside. Furthermore, many of them were focused only on one symbol,
the Hungarian flag, and connected, once again, with a rumour. Similar to the stories circulating
in 1883, the allegations spread in the countryside, becoming a dominant feature of the
incidents which took place from August until October of that year. The wave of violent
disorders in 1897 brought twenty fatalities and several dozens of injured among the peasants.
Asin 1883, the symbolic attacks of 1897 were accompanied by physical attacks upon members
of the local elite, and three public officers were murdered. Ultimately the intervention of the
army restored order.?®

The symbols of the Hungarian rule, then, played a crucial role at this time too. The kind of
association between Hungarian and simply ‘official’ signs, which were observed in relation to
the unrests in 1883, emerged even more clearly in the next wave of disorders in 1897. In this
case too, there were many examples of the inability of the peasants to decipher the symbols.
On one occasion, for example, the peasants of an Orthodox community in Croatia hunted for
the Hungarian flag, but ended up picking the Serbian-ecclesiastical one, i.e. the flag of the
Serbian Orthodox Church, which looks much like the three-coloured Serbian national flag,
which in turn has the same colours (blue-white-red but in another order) as the Croatian
national flag. Heavy hermeneutic dilemmas were very often raised in the moment when the
rioters had the flag that they had ‘discovered’ in the church or in the church-tower in their
hands. Some peasants actually confused it with the Croatian one. As one witness explained,
most of the peasants ‘do not know the precise order of the colours.”*° The problem was
serious, leading the peasants to issue statements without many nuances: ‘I do not know any
flag, because | am not educated.’*! This was not an isolated case: during several instances of
unrest the intelligentsia of the village, i.e. the priest, his wife and the village’s teacher, had to
‘explain’ — without great success — to the peasants which flag they had in front of them. A
priest’s wife asked a peasant: ‘But do not you remember, Dmitri, that you carried it three years
ago, when you went greeting the bishop?’#? But neither Dmitri, nor the crowd of suspicious
and enraged peasants who surrounded him, did remember.*3

As was the case with the uncertainties displayed by peasants in 1883, this sort of misun-
derstanding cannot be simply read through the category of error, or simple mistakes to be
attributed to illiteracy. Actually, the occasions when ‘misunderstandings’ take place can give
us some insights into the differences between the intentions, i.e. how a (visual) message is
conceived and ‘broadcasted’ by the elites, and the effects, i.e. how it is perceived and
appropriated by the target groups.** Such cases are therefore precious for historical analysis
because they introduce us to the dimension of the popular reception of a sign.

In the case under examination, there are many traces which lead to the conclusion that the
peasants’ behaviour was not the result of a naive reaction, but of an interpretation of the
actual political context. If we take into consideration that the clergy of the Serbo-Orthodox
Church fully supported at that time the ‘Hungarophile’ government in Zagreb, * having
confirmed it in the elections of that year, it is not surprising that the peasants proceeded with
a sort of assimilation, considering the Serbo-ecclesiastical flag as ‘Hungarian’, that is to say
hostile to rural population. Something analogous can also be said with relation to those Croat
politicians who belonged to the ruling Hungarophile party (the People’s Party) and to the
central government in Zagreb. All of them were linked with or even belonged to a wide group
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called the ‘Magyarons’ and named by the peasants simply the ‘Magyars/ Hungarians’. They
were perceived as the powerful elite, which was exploiting the rural population: ‘at that point
they [the villagers] surrounded the church [...] and they said that they didn’t want neither the
Hungarian flag, nor the Croatian one, because this has become Hungarian, and nor the so-
called “Serbo-ecclesiastical”, because this is Hungarian, too.’*®

When the Orthodox priest of a small village proposed to exhibit the Hungarian three-coloured
flag in public in order to please a prominent member of the Hungarian government who was
travelling through Croatia, he explained that ‘this would please the sir, and it can’t damage
us’. But ‘the parishioners, on the contrary, who had had their fill of the word “Hungarian” since
the last elections for the Croat diet, they did not want to hear about this idea’.*’

Through such evidence, one can connect with a certain cultural and political gap that existed
between the upper and the lower classes in Croatia at this time. This was also reflected in the
multiple meanings assigned to some collective symbols, like the national and confessional
flags, as reflected in the case under examination. The peasants had great difficulty in accepting
some flags as ‘their’ flags, be they confessional, national, or those of the state. Even worse,
sometimes they could not distinguish them at all.

The protests certainly had an anti-Hungarian character, but this does not automatically mean
that the peasants had strong national identities. Rather, what can be maintained is that the
uncertainty in recognizing the several national symbols reveals that the ‘visual education of
the masses’ in national terms — often regarded as an important part of the modern
‘nationalization of the masses’ — was still at its beginning.

Such issues are intrinsically linked with nation-building processes and especially one aspect of
them, which is of particular interest here: the advent of new ‘civil religions’, in Croatia as in
other European countries at that time. Drawing on the most recent findings about these
issues, | use the concept of ‘civil religion’ not to refer to the religious traits typical of
totalitarian regimes, but more to the sacralization of politics, which may also include
democratic regimes.*® | am not seeking to explore here the secularization/nationalization of
religion, nor the religious matrixes of modern nationalism.*° Rather, | am using the concept of
‘civil religion’ in a diffuse and general way, being mainly interested in the developing
aesthetics and sacralization of politics and the nation. The main concerns here are therefore
the ‘processes of politicization as well as the affirmation of the nation in the modern period
through symbolic political imagery [...] shaping the grammar of the nation and mobilizing the
élite and masses alike to the service of an abstract ideal: the nation.”>® The political elites in
Croatia made the first efforts to elaborate the new political liturgies linked with the processes
of mass mobilization and of modern nation-building. That is why they had to prepare texts
which can be understood as a form of ‘laic catechisms’, and which were charged with the task
of giving instructions to the population about the meaning of the symbols, beginning with the
national flags.

For example, in a long article published in a newspaper devoted to the popular classes and
edited by members of the Party of Right, and therefore with a Croat nationalist connotation,
it is explained that: ‘One must have respect for the wish of the people, who from the beginning
are against foreign flags. On the contrary, and to the delight of the people, one could fly the
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Croatian flag, which is loved by the people and which is for it like a relic.’>* The language of
the sacred is transposed to the nation, which is sacralised and equipped with accessories
defined as ‘relics’, which therefore require devout worship. The aim of such texts is to develop
new sentiments of identity and loyalty, as we can read in a fictive dialogue published in the
same newspaper: ‘But do you know what this is, this flag? / It is the sign of the nation, its pride,
its glory.”>?

Similar texts abounded in those years in the popular press in Croatia, both in Croatian as well
as Serbian periodicals and popular publications.”? It is not by chance that in those years
Croatian and Serbian national flags were increasingly used for supporting electoral candidates
and for sealing collective rites of passage such as weddings.>* Especially in the first case, this
reveals that members of the lower classes, without the right to vote, not only wanted to have
their voices heard regarding some political issues, but also that they did so by using the flag
as a tool of expression. In more general terms, this means that collective visual symbols like
the national and confessional flags were being increasingly used in connection with modern
political ideas and activities, including on-going nation-building processes. At the national as
well as at the local level there was greater symbolic investment in the flags, which were
intended to be vehicles of more clearly defined identities and loyalties.

But at the same time, as we have seen, not all of the collective behaviours, especially on
occasion of popular protests, were ‘normalized’ in political and national terms; the rural
population did not seem to simply follow the ‘instructions’ coming ‘from above’, reacting in
the way that was expected by its elite. State symbols raised with the hope of spreading and
displaying loyalty to the Hungarian Crown, encountered the opposite: disapproval and
animosity. National and confessional symbols, which the elites considered evident markers of
self-identification for the rural population, could also be disowned and/or re-interpreted in
unpredicted ways.

The ‘new style of politics’ was taking its first steps, and one can notice its initial effects, but
there is also evidence which demonstrates how peasants were not simply passive targets of
the new policies. On the one hand, they delivered an ‘active’ reaction to the socio-political
novelties of that time, providing their own interpretation of political symbols. On the other
hand, they were sometimes unable to clearly recognize and deal with the modern political
imagery. There was still a big space for indecision, indeterminacy, and ambiguity. However, by
1903 something had changed in this regard.

Third Episode: 1903

Popular sensibility towards Hungarian national symbols re-emerged even more clearly in
1903, during the second so-called ‘national movement’. This time, following instructions
coming from the Croatian central authorities, national Hungarian flags were prominently
exhibited on the train stations of several towns and cities. Popular reactions, supported and
in some cases promoted by local nationalist activists,>> were massive and violent. The symbols
as well as railway officers who embodied the ‘foreign and oppressing rule’ were attacked.>®
The incidents in Zapresi¢ are emblematic: on the occasion of the Hungarian national holiday,
the 11th of April, the officers of the local train station raised the Hungarian flag. Following this,
a group of peasants gathered and moved towards the building, entered it, removed the flag,
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poured oil on it and set it on fire. Finally, they destroyed all the Hungarian language signs.
During the clashes with the gendarmes, several peasants were injured and one was killed.>’

In the subsequent months, the disorders extended to many other provinces, resulting in
several casualties among the peasants. Notwithstanding these severe incidents, in August of
that year, on the day of the King’s birthday (11th of August), the government ordered that a
Hungarian flag together with a Croatian flag be raised in all of the train stations in Croatia,
leading to new wave of disorders and casualties among protesters.>8

In the framework of these disturbances it is also possible to encounter the isolated re-
emergence of the rumour regarding the Hungarian flag and the socio-cultural-institutional
effects in the case where it was raised in a rural village.>® Although it is possible to find this
master narrative of the ‘dangerous flag on the church tower’ some years later, e.g. in one
isolated case in 1909, but not in regards to the Hungarian flag,®° the long series of incidents in
1903 represented the last chapter of these anti-Hungarian popular disturbances.

In those first years of the new century the local nationalist movements were further
developing their ideologies and activities. Members of the Croatian and Serbian middle class
formulated their competing variants of national identity and their different political claims
(which nonetheless produced not only conflicts, but also occasions of alliance), to be put in
the framework of the political relationships within the monarchy and Transleithania in
particular.®! Thought the state of the research does not allow for a clear overview of the
impact on the rural population of such developments, it can be assumed that, together with
the better implementation of mandatory schooling,®? they influenced and increased peasants’
awareness of the cultural, institutional and political landscape in Croatia.

What can be surely stated is that, with regard to popular interpretation of national symbols,
there was no longer any great doubt in 1903. During the demonstrations which crossed the
country, the symbolic targets were identified more clearly than in the past, and consensual
meanings were attributed to the flags involved, respectively the Hungarian flag and the
Croatian flag. As we have seen, the entire sequence of disturbances during this year was
explicitly provoked by the decision of the authorities — renewed on more than one occasion —
to exhibit the Hungarian flag on the train stations. In response, the collective protests typically
included a collective rally of the local population, the removal of that flag, and often its burning
in public. This is not to say that acts of generic vandalism were absent: on the contrary, the
protests included destruction of public buildings, of private houses which belonged to
representatives of the (Hungarophile) government, and even attacks on official signs with
inscriptions not only in Hungarian, but also in other languages (i.e. Italian and German).®3
However, this time the incidents did not occur because people were unable to distinguish the
different public signs. The Hungarian flag was clearly recognized and fiercely attacked, and by
extension so were other objects which could be associated with the Hungarian rule, for
example the portraits of the Ban and of the regional governor.%*

On the other hand, the popular relationship with the Croatian national flag was also seen to
have evolved. In the case of the disorder in Glogovnica, for example, the peasants extracted a
promise from the district’s secretary first that he would not exhibit the Hungarian flag or the
Hungarian coat of arms, and second that he would give them a Croatian flag, which happened
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some days after. An articulated collective ritual then took place, which merged social, cultural,
national and religious issues. The villagers approached the parish priest, who had already
raised two Croatian flags on the church and on the bell tower. The procession first moved
around the church, and then entered it, with the priest ahead. The flag was thereafter
solemnly delivered into the hands of the priest, who gave a speech, blessed the flag, which he
declared he would keep it and take care of. The whole ceremony was accompanied by prayers,
liturgical songs, the music of the organ played by the local teacher. Finally, the flag was hidden
in a secret place.®®

There were other similar cases. In Klemen people required the Croatian national flag to be
raised on the church in order to be blessed, provoking the intervention of the authorities, and
then heavy clashes with the gendarmes.® Elsewhere during this wave of disorders, one can
encounter cases of ‘self-taxation’: peasants contributing their own money for the purchase of
the flags.®’

Increasingly often the exhibition of the Croatian national flag was required by the people,
linking it with (not only official/political, but also more private) rallies, as was the case for the
funeral of Ivan Pasarié, a Croat peasant who died from injuries received during the incidents
that year in ZapreSi¢. On this occasion, many peasants also wore national bands and
cockades.?® Small Croatian national flags entered the space of the school, where the children
occasionally brought them.®® Moreover, during popular protests, when villagers wished to
demonstrate, they increasingly did so carrying the national Croatian banner.” If they did not
have one at their disposal, they went to the public offices and demanded that the officers lend
them the Croatian three-coloured, which was evidently becoming an indispensable gadget for
popular demonstrations.’?

A New Chapter of Popular Disturbances: Post 1903

To identify effectively the chronological range of the pattern of popular protests under
examination, it is useful to explore the characteristics of the post 1903 popular disturbances.”?
The next big turmoil, the so-called ‘Green Cadre’, which took place between August and
December of 1918, had in fact a completely different character.”® The popular discontent of
the peasants, exacerbated by the war experience, matched the sentiments and expectations
of deserters and former soldiers, who were determined to avoid being re-enlisted. Together
they gave form to widespread and articulated disturbances, and attacked estate manors,
merchants, as well as more political targets, including various local authorities and even
churchmen. It is possible to find the last traces of the older protest’s pattern, like in Kutina,
where the riots began with the removal of Hungarian-language signs,’* or in the frequent
attacks on Jewish merchants, ‘perceived by nationalist public opinion as one of the channels
of Magyarization and Germanization’.”> However, this must be inscribed in the general
framework of these unrests, which took place while the Habsburg Monarchy was vanishing,
and during the parallel establishment of the so-called National Council in Zagreb. The
provisional government was at this time discussing the formation of the first Yugoslavia, which
would arise from the unification of the former South-Slavic Habsburg provinces (the Slovene
and Croat lands, Bosnia-Herzegovina and Vojvodina), the Kingdom of Serbia, and the Kingdom
of Montenegro. In this new political context, the attacks against civil authorities, official
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symbols, and the members of the administrative class quickly lost their specific anti-Hungarian
components, and rather came to be connected to a more generic post-war attitude, and with
an anti-bureaucratic and anti-urban stand, resembling traditional tensions between peasants
and members of the educated classes.”®

Hungarian rule soon became a reference point of the past. The legacy of the perceived
subjugation showed itself, but the actors targeted by the protests were new, namely the
representatives of the emerging Yugoslav state. As one peasant petition put it: ‘hitherto we
were slaves of Magyardom, and now we are slaves precisely of those [gentlemen] who
oppressed the people even worse than the Magyars.”’” These disorders represent the first
appearance of post-Habsburg protests, anchored in a new Yugoslav context. The content and
symbolic targets of the peasant protests were promptly up-dated and lost their anti-
Hungarian traits.

The same can be said for the subsequent wave of rural revolts, which took place in the autumn
of 1920. The spark for this wave of revolts was represented by the first attempts made by the
new Yugoslav Ministry of Defence, which had extended Serbia’s military laws to include the
entire territory of the state, to enforce the obligatory draft-animal registration. The Serbian
practice also demanded the branding of the animals, which was a novelty in Croatia and
provoked suspicions, fears of future requisitions, and forms of peasant resistance.”® Though
there were numerous armed clashes between the peasants on one side, and the army and the
gendarmerie on the other (causing several dozen casualties), the incidents were not as
widespread as in 1918, and were instead confined to the wider environs of Zagreb.

The form and content of these protests clearly confirmed the transformation of popular
protest: this wave of turmoil, oriented predominantly towards the Serbian army and the public
offices, expressed economic, class, cultural, and political tensions — all of them, now, neatly
intra-Yugoslav issues. By this time the ‘enemies’ were not the Hungarian(ophile) authorities,
but the Yugoslav/Serbian ones, and the acts of rebellion revolved around completely different
concrete and symbolic goals.

Conclusions: The Popular ‘Visual Apprenticeship’ to Politics

What has emerged from this overview is a precise pattern of popular protest, which developed
in late-Habsburg Croatia, and which could be called the ‘anti-Hungarian popular protests’.
These protests appeared at the beginning of the 1880s and lasted until the beginning of the
new century. This article has sketched some general traits, adopting a socio-cultural
perspective which encompassed each of the protests and focused on their visual dimensions.
This kind of comparison helped in identifying some continuities, as well as changes. As | hope
to have shown with this article, changes can primarily be found in the disorders of 1883 (when
compared with the previous ones), and in 1903 (when compared with the successive ones).

Looking at the disorders and at their visual dimension, one can observe that what the peasants
were ‘looking for’ when they protested changed over time. Peasants were initially assaulting
the tax collectors, then Hungarian flag, and finally Serb/Yugoslav office(r)s. During these
decades, the relationship between the ‘state’ and the peasants took very different (visualized)
forms. While the relationship first materialized in the 1880s in the form of a flag on a train
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station, it later appeared as a brand on an animal. Furthermore, by the beginning of the
twentieth century the protesters were increasingly looking for the Croatian flag, now clearly
recognized as a banner to be waved.

The difference with the disorders at the beginning of our story is striking, when we considered
that at that time the flag, as far as it is known, did not appear at all, i.e. it was not used by the
peasants: the protest was mainly verbal and what recurred in the sources is not the raising of
flags, but (only) collective ‘shouting’ and ‘singing’.”® Moving from this situation to that of 1903,
when the protesters acclaimed the flag and let it be blessed, one can see how a ‘learning
process’, which also manifested itself in visual terms, took place. It seems that peasants
became more accustomed to the modern political and party systems, and the nation-building
processes had moved some steps further. During the first years of the twentieth century,
peasants in Croatia were ‘learning’ to identify more clearly the different flags and eventually
began to engage in political battles parading under, and in the name of, such symbols.

Studies like those published about Western Habsburg regions which investigate in an
innovative way the processes of mass nationalization and mass mobilization in the late
Habsburg period have not been written with regard to the Croatian case. Nationalism studies
about Croatia have produced several historical overviews, but there is no study that accurately
explores the developments of collective political, cultural and national forms of identifications
among the rural population in the long nineteenth century.°

This article has provided some elements for narrating this history, which took place before the
period between the two world wars, i.e. the period which is generally recognized as the time
in which modern forms of mass national consciousness became widespread in the Croatian
territory.8! In fact, it seems that by the beginning of the twentieth century (but not before)
the ‘apprenticeship to politics’ by the peasants, as well as the ‘sacralization’ of the nation, had
taken some important steps forward. The ‘immense chasm’ between the peasantry and
educated society, which could still be seen at the beginning of the 1880s,%? had begun to
diminish, making space for an ‘encounter’ between urban and rural cultures, and for the later
interwar advent of mass politics.

However it is important that the dynamics noted at the beginning of the twentieth century
are not anticipated. As this article has shown, the rural population was still uncertain in
interpreting, distinguishing, and dealing with official national symbols at the end of the
nineteenth century. Following the several waves of popular protest examined, one can
observe the development of a new visual culture among the rural population. What can be
reliably maintained from the results of this article is that a ‘visual apprenticeship’ to politics
had taken place at the turn of the twentieth century. Peasants had partly learned to better
distinguish the national flags and had also partly begun to appropriate them, domesticating
them for their political purposes. From the point of view offered by this article, in having lost
some old traits and acquiring new ones, the popular reception of visual symbols proved to
have transformed. The same symbols, which were approached with suspicion and uncertainty
in the past, were later welcomed, even ‘required’ for mass mobilizations, and came to embody
popular action.
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