Slovenians and the border question1
Along with other South Slav nations, the Slovenians settled in the Eastern Alps
towards the end of the 6th and at the beginning of the 7th century. From the early Middle
Ages on, their identity was mostly formed within European West, but also by the Easternand South-European civilisation circle, which was due to their geographical position at the
junction point with the Eastern and Southern Europe. Geographically, the Slovenian
territory comprises the Alpine, the Pannonian and the Mediterranean world. The influence
of all these cultures is extremely strong, which is evident from the division of Slovenian
territory into different regions, from very diverse dialects and strong regional identities. All
that made it difficult to develop a unified literary language and a common national identity.
In the north, Slovenian ethnical borders were formed within the relation to the Germanic
world, in the east to the Hungarian, in the west to the Italian, and in the south to the
Croatian world. Of course they were frequently changed (what actually meant that they
were reduced): mostly in the north, a little less in the east and hardly at all in the south,
where ethnical border remained almost unchanged for centuries. Due to different reasons,
particularly economic ones, emigration, and the fascist oppression, the Slovenian
population decreased constantly, particularly in the 20th century. 2Political (state) borders
were never the same as the national ones. Individual Slovenian territories belonged to
either German, Austrian, Hungarian or Italian state formations; during the time of Illyrian
Provinces (1809 – 1813) Slovenian territories even belonged to France and from the year
1918 on also to the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes and Yugoslavia, respectively.
There was a time, however, when all the Slovenes lived within one state; this was, when
according to the Campformio Peace Treaty from 1797, Austro-Hungary got Venetian
Slovenia inhabited by the Slovenes instead of Belgium, which the monarchy lost. In 1805,
Napoleon annexed these territories to the Kingdom of Italy; however, Austria managed to
get them back, but only to lose them permanently after the lost war with Prussia in 1866,
which was later confirmed by the plebiscite. The fact that all the Slovenians lived within
one state had no special influence on the formation of the national consciousness or the
demands for independent national state until the mid 19th century. Only in 1848 a group of
Slovenian intellectuals in Vienna expressed a demand to form a Unified Slovenia (an
autonomous country within Austria), whereby they did not take into account the Venetian
and the Prekmurje Slovenians (the Slovenians living along the river Mura); the latter
belonged to the Hungarian part of the monarchy. Even after the World War I, hardly
anyone in Ljubljana knew that these people were Slovenians, which is also evident from
the maps of the national territory dating from this time. Some other territories were also
missing in these maps (Bela Krajina and the Gorjanci Mountain Ridge) – the territories
bordering to Croatia. It is true, however, that that in the first half of the 19th century Illyrism
according to which the Slovenians were to abandon their own language and adopt a
common South Slav language did not prevail. Some historical researches show that it was
a French ambition during the time of Illyrian provinces to form a uniform south Slav (Illyric)
nation.3
At the turn of the century Slovenes were faced with two basic problems: the issue of
democracy and the national issue (which political elites usually place in the foreground).
The development of democracy was only partially determined by our own selves, in so far
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as its primary characteristic was the induction of mutual intolerance and the exclusion of
those with different opinions, especially in the field of so called »national enemy .4
Slovenian politicians in that time saw the solution of the national question in the so called
trialism: the division of Austria Hungary to the German, the Hungarian and the south Slav
part, within which the Slovenians were to have an autonomous unit together with the Serbs
and the Croats. With the end of Austro-Hungary this idea was dropped. After a short-term,
one month long transitional phase in which Austro-Hungarian South Slav states had their
own small state with the seat in Zagreb, the Slovenians became a part of Yugoslavia,
within which they remained for over 70 years. The idea, according to which they were to
become a part of a single Yugoslav nation with a single language, was done with at the
beginning or the twenties. The Slovenians got schools in their own language, a university
and a kind of non-formal cultural, yet no political autonomy. The change was not only as
regards the state, but more so regarding the cultural framework: from the well organised
and pedantic Austro-Hungarian monarchy, the Slovenians joined another civilisation circle
with a strong Balkan tradition, a heterogeneous national and religious structure, and a
specific politics, which strived to preserve the Osmanali tradition of “outsmarting”. For the
Slovenians, World War I proved to be catastrophic: according to the London treaty of
1915, Italy got the Slovenian coastal region and Istria for its joining the Entente forces;
Slovenia thus lost a direct access to the open sea and the port of Trieste. According to the
result of the plebiscite in 1920, Carinthia was granted to Austria. The only gain for Slovenia
was the Prekmurje region in the east, which was mostly a result of the fear from spreading
of bolshevist revolution, due to which the great powers allowed the Yugoslav Army to
occupy Prekmurje.
During World War II, Slovenia was divided among three occupants: the Germans,
the Hungarians and the Italians. The Hungarians and the Italians formally annexed their
occupational zones to their respective states. The Germans planned that parts of Slovenia
should make a southern border of the Reich; the inhabitants of the frontier regions were
deported; the territory was then colonised by the so-called Gottcher Germans. The
German plan was that Slovenia should officially become a part of the Reich after it was
completely germanised; yet it did not come to it because of the partisan resistance and
technical problems.5 Due to the anti-fascist partisan movement, the border with Italy was
changed after the war.6 Although it was not changed to the extend the Slovenians wanted,
the Paris Peace Treaty from 1947 and after that London agreement were much more
favourable to them than the agreements from the time after World War I.7 Due to the
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decisions of the allied forces according to which Austria was to be preserved within the
borders from the time before the Anschluss, Slovenia didn’t get Carinthia and nor did
Trieste become the seventh Yugoslav republic, or as suggested by the French, the
liberated Trieste region – a small buffer state under the jurisdiction of the United Nations.8
The new border in places where it did not exist before, led to a series of tragicomic
situations: in the village Miren near Gorica, for example, the border divided the local
cemetery into two halves. When a burial took place the relatives took leave of the
deceased in the presence of the border guards by pushing the coffin from one state into
the other.
Slovenians did get the status of a republic in the new, federal Yugoslav state and along
with it the right of self-determination, including the right of separation from Yugoslavia. This
is what the Slovenians appealed to when they attained independence in 1991.9
In the neighbouring Italy, attainment of independence led to a wish for revision of
the borders, however, the idea fortunately did not predominate. Another problem is the
question of the border with Croatia – particularly at the sea – which still remains unsolved
although both countries signed an agreement, according to which Slovenia was to get a
free access to the open sea. For the time being the Croatian parliament rejects this
agreement.
Slovenians articulated their wish for an independent state for the first time in the
second half of the 20th century when the socialist Yugoslavia was about to cease to exist.
At that time the centuries long fear from the German and Italian oppression had
disappeared. Slovenians perceived the threat of Serb predominance as more threatening
than the fear from the former traditional enemies. Before that, they tried to find solution of
the national question in alliance with other nations, particularly the South Slav ones. The
belated process of attaining absolute independence, that is a national state in the
traditional sense of the word, was lived out during the past ten years. The circumstances
regarding sovereignty of the state in the fields of defence, the internal legal order,
judicature, protection of human rights, protection of environment, etc. are now
comprehended in a completely different manner than in the second half of the 19th century
when the national states came into existence. In some way this helped the Slovenians to
overcome the belated national romanticism easier than they would have done it otherwise.
Also the result of the referendum about entering the European Union shows that. With its
strong national minorities in the neighbouring countries, Slovenia urgently needs a Europe
without borders. However, joining European Union brings new dilemmas and challenges.
As regards the border, Slovenia will present the southern border of the EU until Croatia
becomes a member too. This is a territory, which was physically not divided by a border in
the former Yugoslavia. When the border was finally set, it was - by agreement of both
countries - a soft one; now it will become the hard Schengen border. By abolishing other
borders, it will be much easier to maintain contact with the national minorities, but at the
same time the Slovenians will be confronted with the dilemmas they already faced at the
end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century: namely, how to survive squeezed
between the Germanic and the Romanic world and how to harmonize the regional identity,
which will become increasingly important, with the national one and how to provide long
term survival of the nation.10
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