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Summary

Relations with Italy were among Yugoslavia’s greatest foreign policy
problems and temptations during the entire inter-war period. The
stability oftheinternational position ofthe new Yugoslavstate depen-
ded on their resolution, they had serious consequences on the domestic
political situation and affected trade relations with Italy, a significant
economic partner. Drawing aborder with Italy, the status of the city of
Rijeka, the fate of the Yugoslav population in the annexed territories
(between 400,000 and 600,000 Slovenes, Croats and Serbs), and Italy’s
involvementin the internal conflicts of its eastern neighbour, were all
questionsthatwerepersistently,,ontheagenda“-especiallyinthe
first post war years.

The disordered relations with the Kingdom of Italy left serious
consequences on the already complex domestic political situation, pro-
voking accusations against the government in Belgrade for pursuing the
wrong policy, ,selling national territories” and , capitulation“. These
accusations mostly came from the ranks of the Croatian parties, but
also from the Serbian opposition and influential Serbian and Slovenian
newspapers. Territorial pretensions, the irredentist maximalism of Italy,
the member of the victorious ,club of great powers", the presence of
the Italian occupational army in Dalmatia, and on the islands, on the
Montenegrin coast, and in Albania, together with the instrumentali-
sation of internal differences, political and national rivalries, faced the
Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes with great temptations. It was
forced to be on the defensive and receive a subordinate role in the in-
tricate diplomatic game. In this diplomatically and politically unequal
confrontation, the official attitudes of the Yugoslav government always
referred to the defence of common national interests and territories
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inhabited by Yugoslavs of all three ,tribes, simultaneously warning
abouttherestrictionsimposed by the unfavourable situationin which
the state found itself.

The Kingdom of Italy and its policy, regardless of the occasional
improvementinrelationsand changesinthehighestgovernmentautho-
ritiesinRome, were viewed, with reason,asakeyfactorinthreatening
the territorial integrity and the survival of its Yugoslav neighbour. In
the initial period of the First World War, especially after entering the
warin1915,ItalysawSerbiaasacourageoussmallallied state, fighting
againstthe common Austro-Hungarian enemy. The prominent Italian
poet, nationalist Gabriele D’Annunzio, dedicated the Odetothe Serbian
Nation to the Serbian allies in 1915. Also in 1915, the former socialist
Benito Mussolini demanded for the utter respecting ofthe borders
inthe Eastern Adriatic, promised by the Treaty of Londonin favour
of Italy, simultaneously accepting Serbia’s right to access part of the
Adriatic coastline. He criticised the stance of Italian nationalists who,
through their immoderate policies, wanted to replace Austria-Hungary
with Serbiaas theirnewenemy. Mussolini saw good relations with the
territoriallyenlarged Serbiaasthebasis forltaly’s furtherpoliticaland
economic penetration into the Balkans. However, already by 1916,
Mussolini began radically changing this stance, further sharpening it
in 1917 after the adoption of the Corfu Declaration. The adoption of a
jointprogramofthe Serbian governmentand the Yugoslav Committee
(the representatives of the Serbs, Croats and Slovenes from Austria-
Hungary) for the creation of a Yugoslav state that would include the
easterncoastofthe Adriaticseawithinitsboards, whichtheItalian
irredentism had aspiration over, influenced Mussolini to begin claiming
that this document annulled the Serbian government’s possibilities
for further cooperation with Italy. He also began publicly denying the
Slavic ethnic character of the population in Dalmatia, Istria, and Gori-
cia. After the Italian army’s loss at Capporetto (Kobarid) in 1917, he
softened his attitude, accepting Serbia’s unification with Bosnia and
Herzegovinaand Montenegro, as well as Croatia’s ,right” to join, except
forthe coastal territories towhich Italy had claims. Until the end of the
war, he changed his opinion onthis matter several times.

At the Paris Peace Conference, the Serbian (= Yugoslav) delega-
tion was faced with difficult territorial questions, the hardest of which
washowtoresisttherequestsofltaly, toreceivetheterritoriesthatthe
Allies promised by the secret Treaty of London. For the Yugoslavs, the
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demarcation had political and moral significance and, having in mind
the unequal position ofthe new Yugoslav state, required making diffi-
cult decisions. Aside from the territories it annexed, Italian troops were
stationed across the Dalmatian coast and islands, including the city of
Rijeka,whichwassupposedtoactasabufferstateandbeunderthe
governance ofthe League of Nations. The Kingdom of Serbs, Croats
andSlovenesfoughtforinternational recognition,invokingtheprinci-
pleofnationality, the prevailing ethnic composition ofthe population,
the economiclogic and the strategicimportance of the territories that
were under the attack of Italian irredentism. However, the Kingdom
of SCS did not have the support of other great European Allied states,
astheyprioritised relations withItaly.Inthefirstmonthsupontheend
oftheFirst World War, danger ofan armed confrontation between the
Serbian and the Italian armies (Serbian had around 140,000 soldiers
and Italy counted 4.5 million nearing the end of 1918) also arose. The
supportofthe American presidentWilson-an opponentof secrettre-
aties and their promised territorial concessions, especially highlighted
inhis Declaration ofthe 24th April 1919 thatrejected the Treaty of
London - disappeared with the USA’s retreat from European affairs,
which further weakened the Yugoslav position.

The status of Rijeka (Fiume), a significant port city, became the
mainstumblingblockin Yugoslav-Italianrelation. The situation beca-
me especially complicated after the coup carried out in September 1919
by Gabriele D’Annunziowithhisarditi, whichmoreorlessreceived
tacit support from the Italian army. In the next fifteen months of pre-
parationsfor finallyjoiningItaly-as D’Annunzio sawit- he turned
Rijekainto a stage for a political experiment that combined elements
ofdifferent, often contradictingideologiesandpolicies: fromanarcho-
syndicalism to radical nationalism. All these differences were clearly
noticeable in the libertarian-intoned Constitution (Cartadel Carnaro),
of TheltalianRegencyofCarnaro, as well as in the ethnicintolerance
and violence against non-Italians. Delegations and persons from several
separatist organisations arrived to Rijeka, asking and receiving support
from D’Annunzioforactionagainstthe Yugoslavstate (supporters
ofthe former Montenegrin King Nikola, the Albanian Kosovo Com-
mittee, Frankists (Frankovci) - the Croatian separatists, the Internal
Macedonian Revolutionary Organisation).

Although D’Annunzio had lukewarm support from Mussolini, who
sawthepoet-commanderascompetition,someoftheexperiencesofthe
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Dannunziadarepresentedadesirablerolemodelinshapingthe future
practice ofthefascistmovement (the way oftaking power, rituals, slo-
gans, scenography, uniforms, the cult of the dead etc.). The division of
societyintoten corporationsaccordingtothe Cartadel Carnaroleadsto
the conclusion that this experiment certainly provided the fascists with
many elements for ,copying“. However, under international pressure,
theltalian governmentwas forced to publicly condemn the proclama-
tion of The Italian Regency of Carnaro and declare D’Annunzio arebel,
forcing him to leave the city after a brief armed conflict in January 1921.
To the Yugoslav public, the fascists were, at first, only one of the
extreme nationalist and irredentist groups that attacked Slovenian and
Croatian institutions and their representatives in the annexed and occu-
piedterritories. The most well-known example of such fascistactivity
was the burning of the Slovenian National Hall and the attack on the
headquarters of the Delegation of the Kingdom of SCS in Trieste in July
1920.Before October 1922, Mussolini’s followersin Triesteand other
border centresoftheFriuli- VeneziaGiuliaregion, radicalrepresenta-
tives of border fascism, were especially active in spreading anti-Yugo-
slav, anti-Slavic, racist intoned politics. They also organised numerous
border incidents and carried out incursions into Yugoslav territory.
AsecondcoupwascarriedoutbythefascistsinMarch1922,overt-
hrowing the autonomist Rijeka government. In this way, they executed
its informal annexation, which was formalised two years later, when the
Treaty of Rome was signed by the Yugoslav and Italian governments.
The signing of the Treaty of Rapallo by the governments in Rome

and Belgrade in 1920 did not satisfy the Italian irredentists, including
Mussolini. The treaty was also criticised and condemned by the Yugo-
slavpublicasaresultofunacceptable compliance and the capitulation
of the government under Italian pressure. The treaties that the Yugoslav
government later signed with Mussolini’s government (the Treaty of
Romein 1924 and the Treaty of Nettunoin 1925) created a similar
climate. The unfavourable solutions for the Yugoslav state wereasign
ofitslimited room for manoeuvringininternational relations, the we-
aknesses oftheyoungstate and its diplomacy, thelack of supportfrom
allies, and internal conflicts. Nevertheless, in the circumstances of the
mid-1920s, this policy was the only achievable solution. Due to its po-
litics regarding Italy, the Yugoslav government was especially targeted
in domestic policy disputes, most notably by the prominent Croatian
(Republican) Peasant Party and its leader Stjepan Radi¢ - who, himself,
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was, however, counting on Italian supportfor the fulfilment ofhis own
political goals.

Inthe period until the mid-1920s,due todomesticand foreign
policy reasons, Mussolini had to, although involuntarily, accept and
continue the course of relations with his Yugoslav neighbour that was
traced by previous governments, including the ratification of the already
signed treaties and the signing ofnew ones. From themid-1920s, after
consolidating his position and intensifying the process of the fascisation
ofItaly, his politicsbecame more aggressive, increasingly threatening
the Yugoslav position and borders on the south, too, through political
and military presence in Albania. Italy also became the centre of the
revisionistbloc of statesin the Yugoslavneighbourhood and the main
financier of separatist movements.

The dominant critical view of the Yugoslav public towards Mu-
ssolini and the fascists was determined by the negative experiences
with border fascism and its brutal attacks on minorities’ institutions and
persons, threats and incursions into Yugoslav territory. The fascists
especially entered the focus of interest of the Serbian, Slovenian and
Croatian publics in the time of the Italian government crisis in the au-
tumn of 1922 and after the March on Rome. Mussolini’s personality,
the ideology of his movement and his methodology of gaining power
weresubjectoflivecoverage,inthe dailypressand numerousjournals
where analytical texts about fascism by prominent intellectuals of diffe-
rent political orientations, including active diplomats, were published.
Inthealmostcompletelackof Yugoslavdiplomaticarchival materials,
which shared the fate of the country in the Second World War, these
textsmadeitpossibletotracktheopiniononfascisminYugoslavia
until the mid-1920s.

Oneofthedistinctionsofthatperiod wastheattempttonotge-
neraliseand thustodivide the criticism ofthe fascistregimeandits
anti-Slavic policy from the image of Italy, as one of the mostimportant
historical rolemodels to the Balkan Slavs, in their struggle for national
emancipation and unification from the 19th century. The conclusion
imposedbythisresearch, whenitcame to the nature offascism, is that
very early on, it was clear to the Yugoslav public what the movement
was and especially what its foreign policy goals were. The texts of, for
example,Jovan]Jovanovi¢PiZon, Zivojin BalugdZi¢, MiodragRisti¢,
Ivo Andri¢, Josip Smodlaka, Milan Durman, as well as other authors,
testify tothat. Itshould beemphasised thatsome oftheseauthors gave
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a precise and accurate ,mass-psychological” analysis of the changes
that fascism produced in the political and social life of Italy in its early
phases, including the consequences of these changes, as well as its in-
fluence outside of Italianborders (Hungary, Germany).

On the other hand, the radical part of the supporters of the ideo-
logy ofan integral Yugoslav nation, especially numerous in Dalmatiaand
Slovenia, with strongholdsinVojvodinaas well, founded the Organisa-
tion of Yugoslav Nationalists (Organizacija jugoslovenskih nacionalista
-ORJUNA) in Splitin 1921. They saw the reason for founding this
organisation in the danger imposed by Italian irredentism and Italy’s
politics in the annexed territories. The organisation of ORJUNA, the
militarisation of the movement, propaganda vocabulary and brutal met-
hods of confrontation with opponents (in addition to fascists: commu-
nists, national ,tribal“ organizations and political parties, primarily the
Croatian Republican Peasant Party, minority organisations, etc.) were

ymodelled” after Mussolini’s movement. Still, it lacked some important
elements in order to be classified as a ,pure” fascist organisation (strong
hierarchyand centralised organisation, the cultoftheleader, massive
strongholds onthe entire state territory and the widely accepted con-
ceptofintegral Yugoslavnationalism). Furthermore, ORJUNA did not
question the state order (the monarchy, parliament), nor advocate its
overthrow. Extreme narrow national counterparts and opponents of
ORJUNA also had similarities with the Italian model: The Croatian
Nationalist Youth (Hrvatska nacionalisticka omladina- HANAO),
TheSerbianNationalist Youth (Srpskanacionalistickaomladina-SR-
NAO), the Muslim Nationalist Youth (Muslimanska nacionalisticka
omladina - MANAO), as well as several other similar organisations.
ORJUNAattempted to createits cells on thetalian territory and orga-
nise actions as a response to the fascist policy of the repression of Yugo-
slav (Croatian and Slovenian) minorities. Abandoning the ideology of
integral Yugoslavism from the mid-1930s and the loss of support from
the government authorities led to the growing impact of national parties
and to the subsequent weakening and extinguishing of this organisation.

One may conclude that, during this period, the existence of a gap
between the possibilities of the Yugoslav state in finding an adequa-
teresponse for the suppression of negative effects of fascist Italy and
therequests and expectation of the public was also noticeable. In this
unequal ,game*, the Kingdom of SCS was, and remained, a passive
player. Onthe other hand, the Kingdom of SCS and the Kingdom of
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Italy, with all of their political problems, had greatinterests for the im-
provementofeconomiccooperation,havinginmind the compatibility
(and weaknesses) of their economies. Economic exchange remained
the most positive segment of their politically instable relations in the
inter-war period.

The participation of Italy, the main ally of the Third Reich, in the
territorial dismemberment of Yugoslavia in 1941, the occupational
policy,and repressionofthe populationwere, with tragicconsequences,
the wartime metastasis of these relations. Through new challenges,
thesenegative experienceswouldgoontomarktheperiod ofpost-war
relationsbetween the twostates. The disputed issues between the Re-
publicofItalyand socialist Yugoslaviawere removed from the agenda
by signing the Treaty of Osimo in 1975.

Tranaslated by
Kristina Pintar
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