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Church and State in Croatia: Legal
Framework, Religious Instruction,
and Social Expectations
Sinisa Zrinscak, Dinka Marinovic Jerolimov, Ankica Marinovic,
and Branko Ancic

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of Church-state
relations in Croatia since the collapse of communism. Our focus is
m ainly on the general development of the legal framework, and on
the introduction and development of religious instruction in public
schools. The issue of religious instruction serves to illustrate and dis
cuss the main dilemmas about how to frame Church-state relations in
the post-communist era, or more precisely in a country with a high level
of religiosity, with the marked social role of the Catholic Church. Yet, in
spite of that, Croatia opted for the separation of Church and state, for
equality of all religions before the law, and for respect of freedom of
thought, conscience, and religion. Therefore the presentation of differ
ent aspects of religious instruction is followed by a summary of public
debates on the introduction of religious instruction in public schools in
the 1990s. In addition, the chapter touches on social perceptions and
expectations from religion in the public sphere, as the development
of Church-state relations largely reflects the overall social climate in
a country, an important part of which are the social expectations of
people from different religions.
Although we focus on the Church-state relationship in Croatia, we
believe it will be helpful to place it in a wider European context. Zrinscak
has recently argued that Church-state relations in post-communist
Europe, despite differences connected with specific social development
features, are not profoundly different from what we find in Western
Europe, both in detecting some similar contested issues and in identi
fying very different types of relation, from profound separatism to state
Churches.1 The important parts of the same analysis were the claims
131
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about very visible historical influences on how Church-state relations
are developing today, the need to study further the current situation,
which is deeply conflictual (from praising religious liberty to denying
some of the basic rights to particular religions), the need to understand
the public role of religions as well as social expectations from religions,
and the need to pay much more attention to the issue of religion and
identity formation. That is why it is important to discuss briefly here
Church-state relations in Europe.
Various scholars have argued that, despite big national differences,
there is something which can be identified as a European pattern of
Church-state relations.2 The European dimension is to be found in i) the
protection of individual rights of religious freedom, ii) the incompe
tence of the state on religious matters and the independence of religious
faiths, and iii) the "selective" collaboration between states and religious
faiths.3 In line with the first two claims, it should be noted that respect
ing religious freedom and not interfering in religious matters do not
mean that these principles function properly in reality. These are two
ideal norms, more or less respected, and, more importantly, embed
ded in social reality, where other factors are in place as well, many of
which pull in opposite directions. That is why the problem of so-called
new religions has emerged in m any countries, and that is also why, for
example, the public role of Islam reveals how Church-state relations are
deeply framed in European history and in line with the Western devel
opment/understandings of Christianity. This is also why there is a third
principle which refers to selective, not equal, cooperation between states
and religious communities, the fact found in all countries, irrespective
of their model. Following that, Ferrari argues that there is a need to
go beyond three basic models (separationist, cooperation, and the state
Church model), and in more details analyze the reality. The selective
cooperation means that it is possible to identify a pyramidal model,
where at the bottom we find religious communities with a very limited
cooperation with the state (they exist but are not supported or are not
able to reach public institutions), in the middle are religious com m uni
ties with considerable support from the state while sometimes, though
n ot always, the top position is occupied by Churches with maximum
collaboration, as in the case of state Churches, or the Catholic Church
in concordat countries, or in the case of the Orthodox Church in Greece.

Church and state: Legal framework
From 1945 to 1991, Croatia was part o f socialist Yugoslavia, which had
a very specific stance toward religions; some crucial elements need to be
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m entioned before explaining the development after 1991. As with many
other social spheres, religions (covering here both the religious commu
nities and religious people) lived in a double reality: one that guaranteed
the religious freedom and autonomy of religious communities; and
another that favored the non-religious worldview. This double reality
underwent many changes, most importantly exemplified in the argu
m ent about two basic phases in Church and state in socialist Yugoslavia:
the conflictual one, particularly severely implemented after World War
Two, and the cooperative one, from the mid-1960s to the late 1980s.4
The cooperation was not understood in today's sense of supporting dif
ferent religions in their everyday life and in public activities, but as a way
of reaching a basic consensus about the "peaceful" existence of religious
communities, and about resolving some practical issues. The com m u
nist state never abandoned its atheist stance, although that was not so
fiercely implemented in Yugoslavia as in some other communist states.
Nonetheless, the basic underlying principle remained one of separation
of Church and state, which was interpreted as the need to prevent the
public appearance of Churches, interestingly in a similar way as has been
happening in France recently. Besides the constitution, which at least
formally protected basic religious rights, the legal framework was finally
established in the law on legal aspects of religious communities from
1978, which was a pragmatic act, but which did not cater to all needs of
religious communities and certainly did not change the basic parameters
of religiosity in a particular communist state. To sum up, the commu
nist phase in Croatian history fostered negative public attitudes toward
religions, but the communist party's policies toward religion changed
considerably over time, which made life slightly easier for the religious
communities and for religious people. But believers were never entirely
equal with nonbelievers, and in that sense, as some sociologists and
political scientists have emphasized, even in communism's last days,
believers remained second-class citizens.5
Still, the revitalization process started in the 1980s and the pub
lic visibility of religions increased, which was a clear sign of social
change. This greater visibility received full public recognition after the
first democratic elections in April 1990, and the formation of the new
government in May 1990, and it was fully implemented in the new
constitution.
Although this is not a primary concern of our chapter, the general
political and social climate immediately after the fall of com m u
nism should be briefly outlined. Besides the collapse of communism,
which favored the new social position of religion, the fact of the
breakdown of Yugoslavia is of particular interest. As the Socialist
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Federative Republic of Yugoslavia was not only a country of differ
ent nations and different religions but also one in which there was
a strong connection between specific nations and religions (Slovenes
and Croats were Catholics, Serbs, Macedonians, and Montenegrins were
Orthodox, Bosniaks - called Muslims in an ethnic sense - were of
course Muslim in a religious sense, etc.), the breakdown of Yugoslavia
and particularly the war against the independence of the new inde
pendent states (mainly Slovenia, Croatia, and Bosnia-Herzegovina)
strengthened the nation-religion link. Different opinions about the
religious involvement in the wars may be detected in the literature,
but we are convinced that we could not speak about a primar
ily religious cause of the wars, and absolutely n ot about religious
wars.6 On the other hand, these social circumstances made a strong
politicization of religion possible - a fact which was more or less
extensively described elsewhere.7 Still, the already underlined compar
ative approach helps us to nuance our analysis, as it can be claimed
that the Church-state development in Croatia partly reflects specific
war/transition circumstances, partly general post-communist circum
stances, and partly general European dilemmas and conflicts about
Church and state.
These basic European dilemmas could be detected even in the word
ing of the first Croatian constitution, passed in December 1990. This
constitution guaranteed all persons the enjoym ent of rights and free
doms irrespective of, among other things, religion, political or other
convictions (Article 14), freedom of thought and expression (Article 38),
freedom of conscience and religion, and the freedom to demonstrate
religious or other convictions (Article 40). Article 41 is of a particular
interest as it stated:
All religious communities shall be equal before the law and clearly
separate from the state. Religious communities shall be free, in com 
pliance with the law, to publicly conduct religious services, open
schools, academies or other institutions, and welfare and charita
ble organizations and to manage them, and they shall enjoy the
protection and assistance of the state in their activities.8
It appears that the main constitutional idea was the model of the
separation of Church and state, but at the same time the idea of
cooperation: protection and assistance. How this support (protection
and assistance) should be implemented has remained one of the con
tested issues in the years that followed.
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Besides some legal decisions in the field of education that will be dis
cussed in the following section, the next important step in building the
legal framework concerns the signing of four agreements between the
government of Croatia and the Holy See in 1996 and 1998: an Agree
m ent on Legal Issues, an Agreement on Cooperation in the Fields of
Education and Culture, an Agreement on Spiritual Care in the M ili
tary and Police Forces, and an Agreement on Economic Issues.9 The
Agreement on Legal Issues is the main one as it guarantees the pub
lic legal entity to the Catholic Church, guarantees its freedom in all of
its activities, its internal autonomy in all aspects, among other things.
The agreement also listed Christian holidays which would be pub
lic holidays in Croatia. Very soon after its signing, some aspects of
the agreement provoked criticism among scholars, particularly from
the legal point of view, as they questioned whether the agreement
respected the constitutional foundation of the state's autonomy.10 Just
to m ention one example, the agreement stipulated that, in cases of judi
cial inquiry against any Church person, the judicial authorities should
inform the Church authorities about the case in advance, and fur
ther, that decisions of the Church courts on the nullity of a marriage
and decisions of the Supreme Church Authority on the dissolution
of a marital conjunction would be submitted to the state courts in
order to im plement the civil effects of such decisions. There was also
a criticism that, by signing these agreements, Croatia violated the con
stitutional principle of equality of all religious communities before the
law.11 Some scholars pointed to the secret negotiations between Croatia
and the Holy See, which could be partly understandable as it was about
international negotiations between two states, but as these agreements
brought big changes in the regulation of Church-state relations in all
social aspects, at least some public debates about the formulation of
basic principles could have been expected.12 In spite of everything,
the fact is also that the agreements signed with Croatia are not so
different from those signed between the Holy See and many other
European countries, with similar constitutional principles - a fact which
allows us to include Croatia in a group of cooperationist countries in
Europe.
W hile the Agreement on Legal Issues provoked some scholarly
debates, but not public ones, the Agreement on Economic Issues raised
much more public interest. It stipulated that Croatia would restitute the
property taken by communist authorities after World War Two, or would
compensate it (in real estate or in money) when restitution would not be
possible. The agreement provided also for state support to the Church by
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paying the agreed sum each m onth from the state budget, by financing
educational and other social activities of the Church, such as religious
instruction in public schools (analyzed in the next section), by exemp
tion from value-added tax, and the profit tax for its main activities,
and so on.
Property restitution has remained an open issue. The provision stip
ulated in the Agreement on Econom ic Issues was based on a separate
law from 199613 (and amended in 2002) which guaranteed the right to
restitution for all citizens and all public persons. It concerns the property
divested by communist authorities through confiscation, nationaliza
tion, or agrarian reform which would be restituted in money, govern
m ent bonds, or (exceptionally) natural assets. The process of return is in
general very slow and there are many disappointments among citizens
who claimed the property. In addition, the Catholic Church regulated
the restitution in the agreement. Specifically, Article 2 stipulated that
the Republic of Croatia is obliged
• to return the property (which can be returned according to law)
divested during the Yugoslav communist regime;
• to provide adequate substitution for assets that cannot be returned;
• to reimburse in money the rest of the property which will not be
returned.
The Church-state Committee was established in 1999 in order to list all
assets in question and to define the period of their return. In 2003 the
Catholic Church submitted its list of priorities to the government. W hile
significant progress has been noted since, there is no public information
about the exact amount of restitution.14
Other religious communities did n ot have a chance to regulate the
issue of the property restitution in their agreements with the govern
m ent (explained in detail below), and the property restitution for them
is based on the general law. The biggest claimants are the Serbian Ortho
dox Church and the Jewish community. W ith regard to the Serbian
Orthodox Church there has been some progress, while "the Jewish Com 
munity complained that the restitution had been at a standstill for
years."15
The position of other religious communities remained unregulated
until 2002 when the Croatian parliament passed the Law on the Legal
Status of Religious Communities,16 which extended many of the rights
previously granted to the Catholic Church to other religious bodies,
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although not all rights. This new law also introduced additional regu
lations where the religious communities were concerned. Specifically,
the law differentiated between then existing religious communities
which had a simple (formal) registration process, and new ones -.those
which would be founded after the law came into force, and which
have a special procedure of registration: five years of existence as a
citizens’ associations and proof that the respective community has at
least 500 members. The law envisaged the possibility of signing agree
ments between Croatia and religious communities on issues of mutual
interest, which would in fact further regulate rights that Churches may
enjoy: the religious instruction in public schools, chaplaincy in m ili
tary and police forces, and in health and social institutions, financing
of Churches, state regulation of Church weddings, and so on. However,
the unresolved underlying question, which would soon create legal con
flict, was who defines "issues of mutual interests" and in what ways?
Indeed, after the law was passed, the government very soon signed
agreements with many religious communities. So far, six agreements
have been signed which cover 15, mainly traditional, religious com m u
nities, from the Serbian Orthodox Church and the Islamic community,
to various Protestant communities, while the Jehovah Witnesses did
not want to have any kind of contract with the state. The question is:
what about other religious communities? The problem occurred when
the government formulated new criteria (in the form of a governmen
tal conclusion) in December 2004, which specified two basic conditions
of which one should be met in order to sign the agreement: i) that the
given religious com m unity functioned on the territory of the Republic
of Croatia on 6 April 1941 and continued with its activity in continuity
and in legal succession, having at least 6,000 members according to the
last census; or ii) that it is one of the traditional religious organizations
of the country (meaning the Catholic Church, the Orthodox Church,
the Evangelical Church in Croatia, the Reformed Christian Church in
Croatia, the Islamic community, or the Jewish community).
The consequences of this government conclusion appeared in a law
suit. Specifically, three minority religious communities which had been
registered in Croatia (the Protestant Reformed Christian Church in the
Republic of Croatia, the Full Gospel Church, and the Word of Life
Church) submitted applications during 2002/2003 to conclude agree
ments with the government on issues of mutual interest. At the begin
ning of 2005 they received official notification from the Commission
for Relations with Religious Communities that they did not fulfill the
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conditions to be party to such agreements. The three communities then
claimed that this decision discriminated against them, and mentioned
also those that did not fulfill conditions required by the conclusion
with respect to continuity, number of followers, and legal succession
but nevertheless signed agreements with the government (the Bulgarian
Orthodox Church, the Macedonian Orthodox Church, the Evangelical
(Pentecostal) Church, and others). At the end of 2006, they submitted
a proposal for reassessment of the government's conclusion based on
its alleged lack of conformity with the constitution and law concerning
the Constitutional Court of the Republic of Croatia. The Constitutional
Court rejected the proposal of the assessment in 2007, proclaiming
itself not authorized to pass a decision. Claiming that the Constitutional
Court is authorized to protect human rights and legality, these com 
munities brought a lawsuit against the government of the Republic
of Croatia to the International Court for Human Rights in Strasbourg
due to discrimination in 2007 - that is, because of the impossibility to
conclude agreements about issues of mutual interest with the govern
m ent for regulating diverse rights, which they considered important.
By the judgment of the European Court of Human Rights in December
2010 they won the case. The government of Croatia did not appeal the
court's decision, which promises to have important consequences for
the state of religious rights, religious freedom, social justice, and the rule
of law in Croatia. However, it is not clear yet how that will affect future
Church-state relations in Croatia, and in which ways the government
might change its conclusion and the way it treats minority religious
communities.

Church and education
The most visible changes of the position and the role of religion and
Churches in the public sphere in Croatia are in education. This is the
area in which the state, especially the government, has exerted its power
to impose modes of regulating Church-state relations. The introduc
tion of religious instruction in schools has been followed by debates
about the type of religious education - should it be confessional or n on
confessional? The ruling political structures at that time (at the begin
ning of the 1990s) strongly supported the confessional approach, backed
by the Catholic Church. Protagonists who promoted a non-confessional
approach were intellectuals from different areas of social life, includ
ing religious communities. But the non-confessional approach was
completely marginalized in public.
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In January 1991 the Ministry of Education and Culture sent a letter
to the religious communities in which it informed them that, begin
ning in the school year 1991/1992, confessional religious instruction
would be introduced into all primary and secondary public schools.17
In June 1991 the Croatian bishops sent to the public a "message on
confessional religious instruction in the school and in the parish com 
m unity" in which they praised the decision.18 Pursuant to this decision,
as of 1991/1992, confessional religious instruction was introduced into
schools as an optional subject. The religious communities were given a
mandate to define the content and the way of teaching the classes, as
well as the right to hire the instructors needed.
However, it was only six years later that the subject of religious educa
tion was regulated in a proper legal manner by the agreement between
the Holy See and the Republic of Croatia about cooperation in the
field of education and culture, signed in 1996.19 Both sides concurred
that the agreement should be based on relevant constitutional arti
cles and on the Second Vatican Council's declaration on Gravissimum
Educationis and Canon law, that it should take into account the irre
placeable historical and present role of the Catholic Church in Croatia
in the cultural and moral upbringing of the people and also its role in
the field of culture and education, and that it should take into account
the fact that the majority of the citizens of the Republic of Croatia
belong to the Catholic Church. Based on Article 2 of this agreement,
an additional "Contract between the Government of the Republic of
Croatia with the Croatian Conference of Bishops about Catholic Cate
chism in Public Schools and Public Preschool Institutions" was signed
in 1999.20
The agreement and the contract guarantee
• Catholic religious instruction (catechism) in all public primary
schools, secondary schools and preschool institutions as an optional
subject equal to other subjects;
• the number of students needed in order to organize the class (seven);
• the obligation of the Church and school authorities to inform parents
and pupils about the goals and the content of the subject;
• the number of hours per week (two);
• a competency for creating the curriculum (the Croatian Bishops'
Conference) and who confirms it (minister of science, education and
sports);
• responsibilities for teacher-training and the level of education needed
for teachers;
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• that all public educational institutions will take into account the

values o f Christian ethics;
• that the Church will enjoy the possibility to organize additional
religious activities in schools;
• the content o f the textbooks and didactic materials, m onitoring the
quality of religious education;
• the right of the Catholic Church to establish preschool institutions
and schools at all levels, to manage them under canon law and state
laws, with such schools having the same duties and rights as state
schools, including financing.
Other religious communities regulate religious education in schools
through agreements signed with the government of Croatia. But these
agreements differ from the agreement which the government has signed
with the Holy See in the field of education. Specifically, they omit arti
cles 11 and 12. Article 11 specifies that Catholic religious traditions are
deeply rooted in Croatian cultural heritage, which will be taken into
account in the public school system, especially in realizing appropriate
religiocultural initiatives and programs that comprehend different fields
of social and cultural life besides the school system. Although worship
takes place in churches, it may also be performed and celebrated on spe
cial occasions in schools with the consent of the principal and school
authorities; the participation of pupils and teachers is voluntary. The
school will enable pupils and teachers to meet the diocesan bishop in
school. Article 12 provides that parish priests, because of the nature of
their service, have the right to perform Catholic religious instruction
in school several times a week. Still, following the 2002 law and agree
ments signed, the program of confessional instruction was prepared by
six religious communities, and the Ministry of Education and Sports
of the Republic of Croatia finally approved the curricula for Catholic,
Orthodox, Islamic, and Jewish religious instruction, as well as for the
Adventists and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.
The result is that religious instruction is markedly present, although
it is only an optional subject. In the year 2009/2010, in primary schools
345,914 pupils (93.6% ) attended Catholic religious instruction, 2,792
pupils attended Islamic religious instruction, and 2,051 pupils attended
Orthodox religious instruction, therefore only a small minority of chil
dren do not attend any religious class. In secondary schools (where
children can choose between religious instruction and ethics), 132,673
pupils (75.4%) attended Catholic religious instruction,21 437 pupils
attended Islamic religious instruction (another 1,407 pupils of different
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grades attended Islamic religious instruction in mosques),22 and 849
pupils attended Orthodox religious instruction (for both primary and
secondary schools, data cover the Eparchies of Osijek and Baranja, and
Vukovar and Srijem where the Serbian ethnic minority is the most
present).23

Curriculum
Religious education was actually introduced gradually depending on
the number of interested students and available teachers.24 At the very
beginning, some misuse of religious instruction was observed, espe
cially in the position of the subject in the daily schedule. Theologian
Anton Peranic from the Catholic Theological Faculty of the University
of Zagreb pointed to additional problems connected with the intro
duction of the subject into the schools, including unfinished syllabi,
a lack of textbooks and manuals for teachers, a shortage of teachers, lay
persons who initially did not have the proper level of education, and
priests and nuns who did not have any methodical-didactical education
and were concerned about whether or not other teachers would accept
them .25 Special attention was paid to the personalities of teachers of
religious instruction in order to achieve better acceptance among pupils
and other teachers (with preference given to teachers who were simple,
human, and sympathetic).26

Primary schools
The first program of Catholic religious instruction was drafted in 1991.
In 1998 an amended plan and program was published in the form
of a comprehensive document. By virtue of Article 3, Paragraph 4 of
the "Contract on the Catholic Instruction in Public Schools and Reli
gious Education in Pre-school Facilities,"27 and upon the proposal of
the Croatian Bishop's Conference, the Minister of Education and Sports
approved the "Program of the Catholic Instruction in Primary School"
(II. amended and supplemented edition) in 1999.28 This amended edi
tion, like the first edition from 1998, is based on theological-ecclesiastic
and anthropological-pedagogical principles and criteria.29 According
to the program (1999),30 Catholic religious instruction emphasizes an
integral education and upbringing of people, and having in mind
the religious dimension, the prom otion of personal and social general
human and believers' values. The confessional characteristic of religious
instruction is based on the universal educational and cultural m ean
ing of a religious fact for a person, culture, and society as a whole.
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The principles of religious instruction are the following: devotion to
God and humankind; ecumenical openness and openness to a dia
logue and correlation of religious upbringing and education (correlation
among the subjects according to the principle of an integral educa
tion of pupils); and an intercultural approach to religious instruction
and education. The purpose of Catholic religious education in primary
school is systematic and harmonized theologically - the ecclesiological
and anthropologically pedagogical connection of revelation and Church
tradition with the worldly experience of the pupil. However, in primary
school there is no alternative subject to religious education. At the same
time, religious content is taught through other subjects as well, such as
history, geography, literature, and the arts.

Secondary schools
The Croatian Conference of Bishops in 1990 formed a special working
group for religious instruction in the secondary schools which prepared
the Program of Religious Instruction for Secondary Schools, which was,
in turn, approved by the Croatian Bishops in 1991. The Ministry of Edu
cation, Culture and Sports reached a decision on introducing religious
instruction into Croatian secondary schools in 1991. The difference in
relation to the primary schools is that, in the secondary schools, an
alternative to religious instruction is offered - ethics - and both of them
are taught for one hour per week.
Ethics is taught over a four-year period, as is religion. The syllabus
for the subject stresses that it does not prefer a single worldview or a
single philosophy, and it aims to ensure a respect for multiculturalism
and a philosophical openness tor dialogue. W ithin each academic year,
religious content can be taught through two lessons pertaining to mul
ticulturalism, coexistence, human rights, and universalism, while a unit
is allocated in the fourth grade to the differing approaches to morality,
one of which is the religious one.
Besides religious instruction and ethics, religious content is particu
larly included in two additional subjects, sociology, and politics and
economics. Sociology is an obligatory subject in the third grade taught
in two weekly lessons. The accompanying textbook contains a spe
cial chapter encompassing a sociological definition of religion, magic
and religion, the classics of the sociology of religion, types of religious
groups, secularization, and the interconnectedness of religion and soci
etal change, as well as the religious communities in Croatia. It is up to
the teacher's discretion which parts of the textbooks to teach in greater
depth. Politics and economics is an obligatory subject in the fourth
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grade of secondary school and is taught once a week. A single lesson,
politics and religion, is dedicated to the relationship between Church
and state in relation to the rights of an individual human being and a
citizen.

Textbooks
The first textbooks for Catholic religious instruction were published
between 1992 and 1994. Textbooks mainly follow issues that have been
represented in the program. As with the syllabi, textbooks are firmly
based on the doctrinal teaching of the Catholic Church and its norma
tive theology. Textbooks com m unicate moral values originating from
Catholic ethical teaching - from Catholic truth and the Catholic under
standing of morality. An analysis of programs and textbooks shows that
they emphasize the formative nature of Christian (Catholic) values in
education, helping to form the Christian (Catholic) identity.31
Here one of the principles of Catholic religious instruction is of par
ticular interest, namely the principle concerning "ecumenical and dialogical openness." In accordance with this principle, tolerance toward
other major religions is present in all textbooks. Nevertheless, no m at
ter how much it would be ecumenical, it validates these religions from
a confessional outlook. On the other hand, a tolerant and dialogical approach gives up in the case of new religious movements whose
authenticity and distinctness are denied. Atheism and secularism are
also treated negatively.32
The Islamic com m unity has textbooks for all grades of primary and
secondary schools. All textbooks are approved by the Ministry of Sci
ence, Education and Sports. There are no special units in primary- and
secondary-school textbooks dedicated to other religious traditions. But
tolerance toward other people besides Muslims is clearly stated (e.g., in
the unit "Islam ," where basic Islamic principles are described): the rela
tionship between Muslims and non-Muslims "has to be in accordance
with human Islamic principles." In this respect there is a quotation
from the Qu'ran: "If your Master wanted, everybody in the world would
believe the same things. Are you going to hate people until they become
believers?" One unit in the secondary-school textbook is dedicated to
secularism and laicism (in the sense of the people without religion)
and their negative influence on religion in general and on the Islamic
com m unity in particular. A negative attitude toward paganism, magic,
and astrology is also present.33 The Serbian Orthodox Church has text
books for all grades of primary and secondary school, published in
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Serbia and approved by the Ministry of Science, Education and Sports
of the Republic of Croatia.34 Religious communities which did not sign
contracts with the government do not teach confessional education in
public schools, only in their churches and communities, so they are not
obliged to have officially approved textbooks.

Debates, expectations, unresolved issues
Public discourse on the introduction of religious instruction
into schools in the 1990s
Public debates have been held sporadically, in the period that pre
ceded the laying down of the regulatory norms, as well as in the whole
period of the practice of confessional religious instruction in Croatia,
and the basic tone has been given by the theologians of the Catholic
Church. Actually, the way in which the discussion was organized before
decisions were taken about the introduction of religious instruction led
to the perception that discussions organized in a hurry were a mere
alibi and were held only because of the need for a "quasi-scientific
verification of the political decision."35 In the debates on two possible
approaches to the religious phenom enon in the teaching process, the
idea of non-confessional religious culture was gradually marginalized
and confessional religious culture was given prominence.
The arguments for introducing confessional (Catholic) instruction
were as follows:
• Catholic religious tradition is deeply rooted in Croatian cultural
heritage.
• In the past, religious content has been suppressed or distorted for
ideological reasons.
• It enables students to get acquainted with and improve their knowl
edge of their own cultural religious identity and develop respect for
the religious culture of others.
The arguments against introducing confessional religious instruction
versus the procedure under which the confessional religious instruction
has been introduced and for non-confessional culture of religion were
as follows:
• Confessional religious instruction should not be introduced until
experts, professors, and teachers have been consulted.
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• Religion cannot be the frame or philosophy of life in a public school,
and the separation of state and Church should be respected in a
consistent manner.
• The deficit of spirituality, culture, and knowledge should be com pen
sated by religious culture that will take into account a multiconfes
sional character of society, since spirituality should not be reduced to
a confessional model.
• The dangers of proselytism, since confessional religious education,
such as carried out in churches, can result in confessional misunder
standing.
• Religious instruction as upbringing in belief and for belief belongs to
family and church communities.
Discussions in the media sporadically continued later too, especially
after some milestones in the process of introducing confessional reli
gious instruction. After introducing confessional religious education,
the subject that was created by a sort of summarizing of parish reli
gious instruction and confessional religious culture more or less stopped
debates about introducing a confessionally neutral subject, and only
sporadically have some isolated expressions of support in its favor been
heard, with the offering of some shy initiatives. Up to now, a similar
subject has not been introduced into public schools, and the concept
of non-confessional religious culture has been strongly criticized by the
Catholic Church.
Although confessional religious education in schools was not sup
ported by other religious com m unities in the beginning, they finally
agreed that it could be introduced into public schools after they signed
the agreements of mutual interest with the government.

Social perceptions and expectations from religion
in public sphere
The analysis of Church-state relations and of public controversies about
those relations should not be separated from the analysis of other
aspects of the public role of religions, and in particular social percep
tions and people's expectations of religion. Although it is not usual to
connect the analysis of legal aspects of Church-state relations with a
sociological analysis of people's opinions, we find that potentially very
instructive.
In order to com plem ent our analysis we rely on existing research
which partially touched the respective subject. We are focusing
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specifically on attitudes of Croatian citizens toward religious education
in schools, while we also present social expectations of religions' social
role, attitudes concerning the relation between politics and religion,
the position of the Catholic Church and other religious communities,
and issues of financing religious communities as some of the features of
Church-state relations.

Social expectations about religious education in schools
Data on attitudes toward religious education are available from a variety
of research projects conducted on representative samples of the adult
population in Croatia, as well as samples of pupils and teachers.36 The
1989 research showed that 68% of adult citizens answer "yes" and 32%
answered "n o " to the question "Should a greater role in education for
religious organizations be allowed?" Even at that time the majority of
respondents were inclined to accept a greater role for the Church in
education.
In research conducted in 1996, respondents were asked about their
opinion concerning the introduction of religious education in public
schools. The m ajority (65%) declared that religious/confessional instruc
tion in public schools should be optional, which it already was at that
time. Another 28% thought it should be mandatory, and only 7% that it
should be expelled from public schools.
In research conducted in 2004, respondents were asked to answer the
question "How should religion be taught in schools?" Less than half
of respondents (42%) were in favor of confessional instruction, 26%
favored the subject religious culture, 21% supported both options, and
11% said that neither is needed in public schools.
Data from the research on a representative sample o f primary-school
pupils are also of interest here: 48% of pupils were for, and 52% against,
confessional religious instruction in schools.37
Finally, among school-grade and junior-high teachers, 34% consid
ered that religious instruction should not be conducted in public
schools. At the same time, they supported the introduction of more for
eign languages, IT as a mandatory subject, sex education, learning about
human rights, and so on. They believed that the inadequacy of the cur
riculum lay in the fact that it was insufficiently balanced, as can be seen
in the under-representation of "pedagogical" subjects whose number of
hours per week should be increased (arts, music, gym, health and tech
nical culture) and over-representation of some others which should be
reduced (religious instruction is in the first place, as mentioned by 51%
of teachers).38
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Social expectations of some other aspects
of Church-state relations
Ancic39 analyzed data from the European Value Study (1999/2000) and
the Aufbruch project (2007) and found that in seven analyzed countries
(Bulgaria, Croatia, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Ukraine, and Hungary)
there were differences in how each public assessed religion's ability to
give answers to moral problems and its ability to give answers to social
problems. He also showed that respondents differentiate the sociopo
litical and sociocultural roles of religion, while the sociopolitical role
of religion was the least accepted. Results for Croatia from Table 6.1
confirm this claim. Around 80% of respondents reject religion's interfer
ence with politics while 70% do not find it appropriate when religious
organizations involve themselves in the politics of government.
Acceptance of the social role of religion is confirmed but is not
unambiguous (Table 6.2). There is considerable space for Churches to
address some pressing social issues, such as growing social differences
and unemployment. Expectations in regard to the engagement of reli
gious organizations in more private issues, such as abortion, extramarital
relations, and same-sex relations are not expected by the large majority,
but still about half of respondents find it appropriate that big Christian
Churches deal with these issues. The acceptance of the social role of
"big Christian Churches" (the phrase used in the Aufbruch research
project) is also visible from the approval of Church ownership of social
institutions, such as hospitals or retirement homes.40
The social role of Churches, or even the social role of larger Christian
Churches, does not imply inequality. The data presented in Table 6.3
show that Croatian citizens strongly support equal rights for all reli
gious groups, and indeed think that this has not been achieved at

Table 6.1

Religion and politics in Croatia (%)

Religious leaders should not
influence people's vote in
elections
Religious leaders should not
influence government
Source: ISSP 2008.

(Strongly)
agree

Neither
agree nor
disagree

(Strongly)
disagree

Can't
choose

82.6

7.5

7.6

1.7

78.1

9.7

9.2

2.1
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Table 6.2

Social expectations of religion's social role in Croatia (%)

Do you find it appropriate w hen the big Christian
Churches deal with the following issues?

Yes

No

Unemployment
Abortion
Extramarital relations
Same-sex relations
Growing social differences
Politics of the government

58.0
48.8
50.7
52.1
70.3
30.1

42.0
51.2
49.3
47.9
29.7
69.9

Source: AUFBRUCH 2007.
Table 6.3 Religious communities in Croatia - social perception and
social expectation
In your opinion, how do you perceive the relationship
of the state tow ard religious com m unities in Croatia?*
State privileges the Catholic Church
All churches are treated equally
State privileges (some of) the non-Catholic churches

%
60.8
38.6
0.6

All religious groups should have equal rights*’
(Strongly) agree
Neither agree nor disagree
(Strongly) disagree
Can't choose

%
81.0
7.7
8.2
2.5

Source: ’ Social and Religious Changes in Croatian Society, 2004; **ISSP 2008.

least as of 2004, when 60.8% of those surveyed claimed that the state
was privileging the Catholic Church. More research on these issues is
needed. The acceptance of equality is encouraging; however, that should
be put in context with the acceptance of new religious groups as there
are indicators that Croats are very suspicious of these.
However, there are different opinions when it comes to the issue
o f financing. As we mentioned before, in public debates concerning
the financing of Churches there were claims that the Catholic Church
gets too much from the state budget. The financing of other Churches
(those with signed contracts with the government), although according
to their size they receive far less, was not questioned in public. So the
question of how the Churches should be financed remains partly open.
The results shown in Table 6.4 show that there is support for financing
from the state budget, but 48.5% think that the Churches should rely
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Religions and finance in Croatia

In your opinion, how should
religious com m unities be
financed in Croatia?

%

W hat do you think about
the taxation of religious
com m unities in Croatia?

%

There should be a church tax
only for believers with a
permanent income
There should be a church tax
for all citizens with a
permanent income
They should be financed from
the state budget
They should be financed on
their own (charity and their
own revenues)

9.9

Religious organizations should
pay taxes on income and assets

42.3

6.3

Religious organizations should
not pay taxes on income and
assets
Don't know

21.9

35.3

35.9

48.5

Source: Social and Religious Changes in Croatian Society, 2004.

on sources other than the government to finance their activities. Tax
exemptions are also not widely accepted.

Conclusion
This chapter has addressed Church-state relations in Croatia since the
collapse of com m unism and the breakdown of Yugoslavia. As these rela
tions changed completely in comparison with socialist times, we have
presented in detail the development o f the legal framework, particu
larly as visible in the new Croatian constitution passed in December
1990, the agreements with the Holy See signed in 1996 and 1998, the
Law on Legal Status of Religious Communities from 2002, and the reg
ulation of status of other religious communities. On the basis of the
foregoing analysis, we can conclude that, in terms of Church-state rela
tions and legislation concerning religion, Croatia has similarities with
those European countries which are usually included in a group of coun
tries with selective cooperation (countries which usually opted for the
separation of Church and state but build different links with mainly
traditional communities, and grant and protect their numerous social
functions), and consequently a group of countries with a pyramidal
model of status for different religious communities. There are three
issues that should be m entioned in connection with this. First, although
we included Croatia in a group of countries with selective, not equal,
cooperation with different religious communities, there are of course
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further differences between these countries: Croatia has been an exam
ple in which, particularly in the 1990s, the strong link between the
political regime and the Catholic Church was maintained. Second, the
government took a large number of arbitrary decisions, even reflecting
incompetence, which has been visible in a way of formulating the agree
ments with the Holy See, and moreover in a way that the government
acted in connection with the registration of other religious com m uni
ties and signing of agreements on issues of mutual interest with them.
Third, although historically and culturally deeply embedded, C hurchstate models are under constant pressures (though these pressures can
be very contradictory), but in many countries there is at least an open
public debate about different aspects of Church-state relations. We still
miss that kind of debate in Croatia.
Another part of this chapter has focused on religious education.
Again, without much debate but in line with the strong social and
political presence of the Catholic Church, and even in line with a m ajor
ity public opinion, confessional religious instruction was introduced in
public schools in 1991 as an optional subject. Eventually the religious
instruction has become a widely accepted subject with developed cur
ricula, textbooks, and teachers, and it is taught not only by the Catholic
Church but also by other traditional religious communities. Still, there
are some open issues, such as those connected with the treatment of
minority religions (particularly those classified as non-traditional reli
gions, or "sects") as well as of those who do not belong to any religion.
Data about attendance at religious instruction show that it is, mainly
in primary schools, greater than the ratio of Catholics in the popula
tion (80.6% according to the European Value Survey data from 2008),41
which can be an indication of social pressure in that respect.
In order to complement our analysis, we also addressed social expec
tations where religions are concerned. The data presented confirmed
that, as mentioned, religious instruction is accepted but as an optional
subject and, which we find particularly important, that citizens differen
tiate between the sociopolitical (which was rejected) and sociocultural
(which was mainly accepted) role of religion. People support the social
presence of traditional Churches and believe that their social function
that should be supported by the state, but do n ot support their political
involvement, do not support unequal treatment of different religious
communities (although we do not know if that includes all m inor
ity religions that are usually considered controversial), and are unsure
how Churches should be financed. Indeed, direct state financing is not
supported by the majority.
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In view of past history and overall social circumstances, it is not
surprising that Croatia has developed a model which privileges the
Catholic Church, which in turn accepts and cooperates with other pre
dominantly traditional religious communities, while the state discrim
inates against some others. Still, privileges (as they reflect differences
in social significance) could not be in a sharp contrast with sensitivity
to the needs o f other religions, and to people with different religious
or irreligious stands. That remains a main challenge for the future.
We do not expect any radical change of the existing model in the
near future, but certainly its slight refinement in line with democratic
development.
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7
The Cross, the Crescent, and
the War in Bosnia: The Legacy
of Religious Involvement
Janine Natalya Clark

Bosnia-Herzegovina (BiH) is a country of striking scenery - rugged and
imposing mountains, lush verdant meadows, lakes and rivers which,
according to the vagaries of the Balkan climate, can appear either crys
tal blue and serene or grey and menacing. If this natural beauty creates
character and charm, so too do the vast number of mosques, cathe
drals, churches, and monasteries that adorn the Bosnian landscape.1
One awakes to the sound of an imam calling his people to prayer or the
ringing of church bells. Religion and its symbols are deeply interwoven
into the tapestry of everyday life in BiH. According to one commentator,
"Religion has apparently filled the vacuum created by the delegitima
tion of the communist project and provided an integrating framework
for post-communist societies that have problems defining their new
identities."2 Religion, however, has not been a major focus of schol
arly research in BiH. W hile various authors have explored how religion
and religious leaders contributed to and fuelled the bloodshed in the
country,3 some of the contemporary legacies of this religious involve
m ent have received less attention. This research seeks to address this gap
and to demonstrate that in post-conflict societies such as BiH, questions
pertaining to transitional justice, security sector reform, reconstruction
and development, returnees, and so on should not overshadow critical
religious issues.
Divided into three sections, this chapter begins by examining some
of the religious elements of the War in Bosnia, focusing specifically
on both the involvement of foreign mujahedin and the overall nega
tive role that BiH's religious com m unities played during the conflict.
These two particular aspects of the war have had significant long-term
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