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Discovering Non-Elite Interpretations of National Politics and Mass Violence 

My research explores how ordinary people interpreted the ideologies promoted by national and 
political leaders. I consider how peasants and workers engaged with national politics and mass 
violence in interwar and World War II Croatia. My analysis suggests that non-elite actors often had 
a very limited understanding of the programs that nationalist leaders publicly advocated. Police re-
ports from the period reveal many instances in which peasants and workers displayed nationally 
indifferent behaviours, suggestive of a popular disinterest in modern mass politics that scholars of 
nationalism have identified in other areas of Europe. I, however, show that many ordinary people 
also passionately displayed their support for certain national and political programs while still lack-
ing a fully coherent understanding of what those programs represented. Ordinary peasants and 
workers had an incomplete understanding of the Ustashas’ genocidal campaign against the Serbs, 
Jews and Roma, and articulated a number of peculiar beliefs as they decided whether to support 
the Ustasha leadership or join one of the resistance 
movements fighting against the Axis.  

Non-elites in wartime Croatia internalised distorted inter-
pretations of elite-level ideology by combining concepts 
they recognised from their daily lives with the fragmentary 
political information to which political activists had exposed 
them. By revealing how incompletely many ordinary people 
understood the national and political ideologies guiding the 
movements that they supported, I question the utility of rig-
idly defining people from the period as either fascists or 
anti-fascists, collaborators or resistors, victims or perpetra-
tors. My examination of non-elite attitudes exposes addi-
tional levels of popular political engagement that scholars 
have generally overlooked. As a result, it enhances our understanding of fascism and genocidal 
violence and provides us with a new approach for considering the history of the Holocaust and the 
Second World War. 
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