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Abstract Slovenian schools were victims of 
the totalitarianism of Italian Fascism from the 
advent of fascist rule in 1922 until the capitu-
lation of Italy in 1943 and of German Nazism 
during World War II (1941–1945). However, 
the question remains whether schools in Slov-
enia were victims of totalitarianism after the 
war, too. The answer depends on whether 
the socialist regime was merely undemocratic 
or also totalitarian. But even if the state at that 
time was not totalitarian, it violated human 
rights also in the field of education. According 
to the European Court of Human Rights, the 
State is forbidden to pursue an aim of indoc-
trination in public schools – as was the case 
in Slovenia – because indoctrination is con-

sidered to not respect parents’ religious and philosophical convictions. In this pa-
per it will be shown that the state also violated two other human rights of their cit-
izens which are in close connection to this parents’ right, namely, the right of parents 
to choose private schools based on specific moral, religious or secular values; and (if 
there are not such schools) the right to establish them. Both of these rights were viola-
ted because private schools, except religious schools for the education of priests, were 
forbidden. These rights were violated in the socialist republic of Slovenia even thou-
gh ex-Yugoslavia (one of whose constitutive parts was at that time Slovenia) signed 
and ratified these international documents on human rights.

Keywords indoctrination, human rights, public schools, totalitarianism

Slovenian schools were the first victims of Italian fascism before World 
War II in Europe. In addition, during the war, in one part of Slovene ter-
ritory schools were subjected to the repression of German Nazism as 
well. In both cases, they were, therefore, the victims of totalitarianism. 
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There are several definitions of totalitarianism.1 Since the purpose of 
this paper is not to analyse the various philosophical and sociological 
definitions of this concept, we proceed from the generally accepted 
view that fascism, Nazism and communism were totalitarian regimes.

“Slovenian” Schools in the Time of Fascism
Before World War I, the entire territory of present-day Slovenia was 
under the Austro-Hungarian monarchy. Slovenians were able to study 
in their mother tongue, since the state law on universal rights of cit-
izenship of 1867 clearly stated in Article 19 that “the state recognizes the 
equality of all provincial languages at school” (Schmidt, 1988, p. 320).

After World War I, a large part of Slovenian territory, Primorska – or 
the western part of the territory – belonged to the Kingdom of Italy. The 
pre-fascist liberal governments acknowledged the existence of Slavic 
minorities in Italy and, by a resolution filed in parliament by the Social-
ists, assured them that they would be able to use their language and cul-
tivate their culture and religion without restrictions or obstacles. How-
ever, these promises were not fulfilled, and with the advent of fascist 
rule in 1922, things changed fundamentally (Kacin Wohinz & Verginella, 
2008, p. 31). The recognition of the existence of national minorities 
was incompatible with the fascist doctrine of the superiority of the 
Italian people. Fascist politics was based on the denial of the exist-
ence of national minorities, on the belief that they were undeveloped 
second-class groups that were doomed to assimilation and Italian-
ization (ibid., pp. 33‒34). The Italianization policy was felt by Slov-
enes in Italy in all areas of social life, in administration, in the Church, 

1 One of the most widely accepted definitions of totalitarianism is the definition 
of Carl J. Friedrich and Zbignew K. Brzezinski in The Totalitarian Dictatorship and 
Autocracy (1956). This definition served as a reference for US policy during the 
Cold War and as a conceptual framework for a whole generation of researchers 
in political science and history for the study of the USSR. It focuses on six funda-
mental characteristics: an official ideology embracing the totality of life; a single 
party of mass and subject to a charismatic leader; a police control resorting to ter-
ror and directed by a secret police; a monopoly of the means of mass communica-
tion; a monopoly of arms; a planning and centralized control of the economy.
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in the economy, in language, in culture, and in education. The use of 
the Slovenian language was banned in all public places. Slovenian 
schools were hit with a decisive blow by the so-called Gentile2 school 
reform in 1923, especially by the reform’s fourth and seventeenth art-
icles. Article 4 stated that instruction in all primary schools should be 
provided in the state language, i.e. Italian. Slovene could be taught at 
extra hours at the special request of parents, but this option was abol-
ished in 1925 with the Fedele reform. Article 17, however, provided that, 
as of the beginning of the 1923/24 school year, Italian should be intro-
duced as the language of instruction in all first grades of foreign lan-
guage primary schools. Slovenian was thus to be gradually phased out 
by the 1928/29 school year, but this happened earlier than required by 
law. Gradually, all Slovenian secondary schools were also abolished. The 
only public institution where Slovene could be taught in the interwar 
period was the Small Seminary in Gorizia, at which the Vatican per-
mitted the Slovene language to be used even after the introduction of 
Gentile’s school reform (Vižintin, 2013, pp. 21‒23; Kacin Wohinz, 1990, 
p. 71; Okoliš, 2008, p. 90).

In addition to Italianization, children were also subjected to indoc-
trination in schools. Fascism spread its ideology in schools as well. 
Pupils were automatically enrolled in the departments of the uni-
fied youth organization the Opera Nazionale Balilla (founded in 1926), 
renamed the Gioventù Italiana del Littorio in 1937. In the mid-thirties, 

2 Giovanni Gentile (1875–1944) was an Italian neo-Hegelian idealist philosopher, edu-
cator, and fascist politician. The self-styled “philosopher of Fascism”, he was influ-
ential in providing an intellectual foundation for Italian Fascism, and ghostwrote 
part of The Doctrine of Fascism (1932) with Benito Mussolini. As a minister of 
Mussolini’s government, he was the author of the fascist education reform, known 
to Primorska Slovenes as Gentile’s reform. It was adopted on 1 October 1923. This 
was part of the fascist plan to denationalize the annexed Slovene and Croatian 
territory, or more precisely the ethnocide against Slovenes and Croats in Italy. 
On the basis of this plan, all Slovene and Croatian schools, which until then had 
managed to maintain their mother tongue lessons (more than 400), were abol-
ished and replaced by the teaching of Italian, which they carried out in the very 
rude ways (‘Giovanni Gentile’ in Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2021; Wikipedia, 2019). 
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organizations for pre-school children – Figli and Figlie della Lupa – were 
created. These organizations wanted to bring youth into fascist soci-
ety through military discipline, sports, political events and propaganda 
(ibid., pp. 58‒60). Schools in general became a means of consolidating 
a totalitarian fascist state. In the interwar period, almost all Slovenian 
teachers were forcibly replaced by Italian teachers so that lessons were 
taught exclusively in Italian. All Slovenian teachers who did not flee to 
Yugoslavia or abroad were expelled under police control to the south of 
Italy. Teachers played a major role in the spread of fascist propaganda 
among young people. Children used to sing fascist songs, learn fascist 
slogans and listen to Mussolini’s speeches. The teachers had to be wel-
comed by the students with a fascist salute. In addition to the com-
pulsory lessons, students were also required to attend so-called Fascist 
Saturdays, which extolled the fascist regime and glorified Mussolini. 
They had to wear special uniforms of fascist youth organizations that 
varied by the gender and age group of the students.

In this context, the results of a survey of the memories and feel-
ings of Slovenes who attended Italian schools is interesting (Vižintin, 
2013, pp. 38‒39, 50‒54). The author of the research says that those 
who started schooling before the introduction of Gentile’s reform and 
who had previously studied in the Slovene language have negative 
memories. In particular, those who first encountered fascism as teen-
agers and in high school already had a largely national consciousness 
and were most affected by the reform. In contrast, most of those who 
began their education in Italian have positive memories. They say that 
other than the reality that they spoke Slovenian at home and Italian at 
school, they were not at all aware of any injustice. There is also a dif-
ference between village and bourgeois children. The village children 
were taught in Italian, but during the breaks they were mostly able to 
speak in Slovenian without serious consequences. In the ethnically 
mixed cities of Gorizia and Trieste, the regime was stricter and Slov-
ene could not be used even on the street. Many therefore felt inferior. 
Those who came from poor families also have positive memories of 
schooling during fascism. Schools enabled them to play and socialize 
with peers within the framework of so-called Fascist Saturdays, enjoy 
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food and appearances at public holiday gatherings, and attend sum-
mer colonies at the seaside, etc. The vast majority of those who fondly 
remember their fascist education say that despite their parents’ warn-
ings, they were not aware that they were manipulated and indoctrin-
ated at school. This still gives them a sense of guilt.

A little better was the position of Slovenes in the province of 
Ljubljana, which was annexed to Italy in 1941 after the disintegration 
of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. In the province of Ljubljana, cultural 
autonomy was recognized for Slovenes, unlike before the war in Primor-
ska, by a special statute. The former Yugoslav school system remained 
unchanged, changing only the curricula for history (emphasizing Itali-
an-Roman history), geography and national science. At all levels of 
education, compulsory instruction was in Slovene, and Italian was 
optional. This arrangement was supposed to be only temporary, and 
the Italian authorities also here wanted to completely replace Slove-
nian education with Italian. Fascist pressure was exerted on schools in 
the Ljubljana region by introducing a mandatory fascist salute and by 
forcibly recruiting children and teachers into fascist youth and work-
ers’ organizations. Here too, the fascists tried to gain the affection of 
children with various benefits, from organizing school meals to parti-
cipating in sports organizations and giving gifts. With the strengthen-
ing of the Slovenian liberation movement, the Italian occupier became 
increasingly violent. Many Slovenian teachers and even entire classes 
of students were imprisoned in Italian internment camps. At the Gon-
ars camp, at the end of the 1942/43 school year, students even took the 
matura exam (Okoliš, 2008, pp. 102‒104).

Slovenian Schools under the Nazi Regime during the World 
War II
In April 1941, Slovenia was occupied by the armies of three neighbour-
ing countries: Germany, Italy and Hungary. The German occupier was 
the most ruthless and violent of the three regarding the procedures 
and methods of assimilation. The occupied Slovenian territories of 
Styria, Carinthia and Gorenjska were annexed to the Third Reich. All 
Slovenian schools were abolished, many Slovenian teachers were cast 
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out to Croatia and Serbia or deported to German labour camps. In the 
occupied territories, German schools and kindergartens were intro-
duced with German teachers who mostly did not have a proper ped-
agogical education and did not know the Slovene language. The use of 
Slovenian was forbidden also during breaks. German language classes, 
which were not only language lessons but also propaganda for Hitler 
and the Third Reich, were introduced. Nazi youth organizations, like 
the Deutsche Jugend and the Volksbundjugend, were closely associated 
with the schools (Okoliš, 2008, pp. 100‒102). These organizations were 
a very important part of Nazi education, which is usually interpreted 
as indoctrination since it was based on racist ideology and anti-hu-
manism (Reboul, 1977, pp. 131‒171).

Although there are similarities and differences between fascism 
and Nazism, both are generally considered as paradigmatic examples 
of totalitarianism. In both cases, Slovenian schools in the territory 
under fascist and Nazi powers were therefore victims of totalitarian-
ism. However, there is no consensus on whether schools were victims 
of a third totalitarianism after the war: communism. Some believe 
that the post-war socialist regime in Slovenia was undemocratic, but 
not totalitarian in terms of the regimes in Eastern Europe.3 In any case, 

3 “In 2011 the Constitutional Court of Slovenia designated the entire political order 
during 1945–1990, […] as ‘totalitarian’. However, the Constitutional Court did not 
invoke any systematic treatments of totalitarianism, nor did it analyse this phe-
nomenon and its presence in the time period referred to. One cannot deny that in 
1945 Yugoslavia was established predominantly as a totalitarian state” (Flere, 2013, 
p. 116). But Slovenian sociologist Sergej Flere in his analysis “denies that the order 
in Yugoslavia after the 1960s was totalitarian, and in particular not with respect to 
any of the elements laid down by Carl Friedrich and Zbigniew Brzezinski in their 
classic study (1956). In Yugoslavia during the 1960s, e.g. millions of copies of re-
ligious materials were freely published annually, economic firms did not operate 
within a non-monetary planned economy; although the political system was of-
ficially a one-party one, republics (as of 1971 also provinces) acted as autonomous 
political entities, taking care of their interests and conflicting mutually. Although 
Tito was appointed president with a life mandate and his cult proliferated, his ac-
tual power was limited by the federal nature of the state and opposing federal units. 
Also, with respect to no other elements noted by the authors there is no reason 
for Yugoslavia to be designated a totalitarian state as of the middle of the 1960s” 
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this was a regime in which some human rights were violated because 
private schools were banned, and in public schools, if they followed 
the demands of the Communist Party, they would have to indoctrin-
ate, that is, to inculcate Marxist ideology.

The Violation of the Right of Parents to Establish and Choose 
Private Schools after World War II
The right of parents to choose private schools would be worthless if at 
the same time the right to establish private schools did not exist.4 And 
the opposite: the right to establish such schools would be worthless 
without recognition of the right of parents to choose them. It is evid-
ent, therefore, that the question of which of these two rights comes first 
makes no sense if we judge it from the logical point of view, for there 
is no before and after. But looking from the historical point of view, the 
right to establish such schools comes before the right to choose them 
and makes the choice possible (Bobbio, 1986, p. 17).

The right of parents to choose private schools – or more pre-
cisely, schools other than those established or maintained by the 
public authorities – for their children is recognised as a human right 
in two important international documents: firstly, in the Interna-
tional Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights,5 and secondly, 

(Ibid.). The political alliance between the Soviet Union and Federal Yugoslavia (of 
which Slovenia was part) lasted only from 1945 to 1948, when the Yugoslav Com-
munist Party was expelled from the Soviet-dominated international communist 
organization. The political break with the Soviet Union in 1948 did not however, 
mark a clean break with Soviet educational thinking. Nevertheless, from 1950 the 
Soviet model of educational theory was gradually replaced with more independ-
ent educational thinking.

4 Since 1950 religious communities have been allowed to establish religious schools 
for the education of priests (The Constitution of the SR of Slovenia, 1974, Article 
229; Šimenc, 1996, p. 39). However, their right is limited and very different from 
the right to establish private schools, as it is formulated in the international doc-
uments on human rights. 

5 “The States Parties to the present Covenant undertake to have respect for the 
liberty of parents and, when applicable, legal guardians, to choose for their 



190 Historia scholastica 1/2021 7    Ingrid Kodelja & Zdenko Kodelja

in the Convention Against Discrimination in Education.6 In both docu-
ments, this right of parents is defined as a right to liberty of choice. That 
is to say, it is defined as the liberty of parents to choose private schools. 
This right is correlative to the duty of the State to refrain from impos-
ing on them an obligation to send their children to public schools. 
Defined in such a way, the discussed right is understood as freedom 
from the State monopoly in education. Therefore, this right of parents, 
as well as other individual human rights, requires the State to limit its 
power.7 All States that have ratified the mentioned international doc-
uments on human rights have voluntarily accepted this limitation of 
their sovereign power in relation to their citizens.8 However, this was 
not enough for protecting the discussed parents’ right. The former 
Yugoslavia ratified, among other international documents on human 
rights, the Convention Against Discrimination in Education in 1964 and 
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in 1971. 
But despite this, all private schools except seminaries and faculties of 
theology were legally prohibited on its territory not only before but 
also after ratification. In Slovenia, for example, private schools were 
abolished after World War II, when the Republic of Slovenia became 
a constitutive part of Yugoslavia, and they have been permitted again 
since 1991, when Slovenia became an independent state.9 In this case 

children schools, other than those established by the public authorities” (Interna-
tional Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 1966, Art. 13.3).

6 “It is essential to respect the liberty of parents and, where applicable, of legal guard-
ians, […] to choose for their children institutions other than those maintained by 
the public authorities” (Convention Against Discrimination in Education, 1960, Art. 
5. 1.b).

7 Cf. Haarscher, 1993, pp. 11–12, 38–39.
8 The States have themselves limited their internal sovereignty (Rendel, 1997, p. 23). 

Internal sovereignty is subordinate to international law, which is a product of con-
sensualism, but limits the arbitrary exercise of power. Nothing can be imposed on 
those who govern without their consent. National sovereignty is in this way safe-
guarded (Bettati, 1996, pp. 91, 100–101).

9 In 1945, all private schools were banned. The exception was religious schools 
for the education of priests, which have been allowed to be established by reli-
gious communities since 1950. But the certificates of these schools did not have 
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it is totally clear that the State respected neither the liberty of parents 
to choose private schools for their children, nor the right of individu-
als and bodies to establish and direct private schools. 

However, although the previously mentioned international docu-
ments on human rights guarantee the right of parents to choose private 
schools, this does not mean that parents’ liberty of choice is unlimited. 
On the contrary, it is restricted. On the one hand, parents have freedom 
in their choice of schools only in relation to the State, but not necessar-
ily also in relation to the religious communities or churches to which 
they belong. Parents belonging to the Catholic Church, for instance, 
have a duty to send their children to Catholic schools wherever this 
is possible.10 On the other hand, parents are permitted to choose only 
those private schools “which conform to such minimum educational 
standards as may be laid down or approved by the State” (Interna-
tional Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Art. 13.3) or “by 
the public authorities” (Convention Against Discrimination in Educa-
tion, Art. 5.1.b). Therefore, the State is not only obliged to permit par-
ents’ liberty of choice but also to limit it.

public validity. Two such Catholic secondary religious schools were established, 
but their completion allowed enrolment only in the Faculty of Theology. If gradu-
ates of these schools wanted to enrol in other colleges or universities, they had to 
pass exams at state gymnasiums (cf. Šimenc, 1996, p. 39). This means that these 
schools were in some sense private, but all other types of private schools (includ-
ing religious ones) that we usually think of when we talk about private schools 
were banned. Since 1991, the existence of private schools has again been permitted 
thanks to the new concept of the educational system in Slovenia, which is foun-
ded on the basis of human rights and other political, cultural and moral values 
which lie at the root of a civilized society: pluralist democracy, tolerance, solid-
arity and the rule of law (The European Dimension of Education: Teaching and Cur-
riculum Content; Résolution de la Conférence permanente des Ministres européens de 
l’Education sur ’la dimension européenne de l’éducation: pratique de l’enseignement et 
contenu des programmes’, 1991, p. 3, 5).

10 “Parents are to send their children to those schools, which will provide for their 
Catholic education. If they cannot do this, they are bound to ensure the proper 
Catholic education of their children outside the school” (Codex Iuris Canonici, 1983, 
Can. 798).
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Nevertheless, although this parental right is limited, there is no 
doubt that it was violated in Slovenia after World War II, when it was 
one of the six socialist republics of federal Yugoslavia. If we consider 
two additional facts – firstly, that parents were legally obligated to 
send their children to public schools, and secondly, that the educa-
tion in these public schools was, or at least was supposed to be, based 
on Marxist ideology – then we can conclude that the State violated 
another internationally recognised parent’s right, the right “to ensure 
religious and moral education of their children in conformity with their 
own convictions” (The International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights, 13.3) in public schools.

The Violation of the Right of Parents to Educate their Children 
in Conformity with Their Own Religious or Philosophical 
Convictions in Public Schools
According to the European Court of Human Rights, the State is for-
bidden from pursuing an aim of indoctrination in public schools 
because indoctrination is considered to not respect parents’ religious 
and philosophical convictions (Digest of Strasbourg Case – Law relat-
ing to the European Convention on Human Rights, 1985, pp. 810–811). 
According to its interpretation, the State must “protect the children 
of certain parents from compulsory religious or philosophical instruc-
tion which is not directed at providing information but which is con-
cerned with indoctrinating children with unacceptable beliefs, con-
victions or ideologies” (ibid., p. 801).11 Countries where the parental 
right has been violated were formerly the communist, including Slov-
enia – there were parents legally obligated to send their children to 
public schools in which education was, or at least was supposed to be, 

11 Here, once again, it is not clear whether indoctrination is forbidden because be-
liefs, convictions or ideologies are unacceptable, or because indoctrination itself 
is not acceptable. Unacceptable for whom? It seems for parents. But would indoc-
trination of children be acceptable if these beliefs, convictions or ideologies were 
acceptable for their parents?
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based on Marxist ideology.12 But this phenomenon of indoctrination 
was not unique to communist regimes. Before World War II, the Cath-
olic Church in some European countries also required that all school 
subjects in public schools, even mathematics and the natural sciences, 
would be permeated with Catholicism.13 In these cases, Marxism and 
Catholicism were seen as indoctrination and, as such, a violation of the 
right of parents to educate their children in public schools in accord-
ance with their own religious or philosophical convictions.

But in the context of the discussed international documents on 
human rights, two things are not clear enough. Firstly, it is not obvi-
ous what exactly is meant by indoctrination. The Court’s interpret-
ation gives the impression that only one criterion of indoctrination 
has been used: aim or intention. Accordingly, indoctrination is for-
bidden as the aim of religious or philosophical instruction in public 
schools.14 Secondly, it is not evident why indoctrination is forbidden. 
It is clear, of course, that it is forbidden because it is seen as something 
bad. But the question remains: is it forbidden because it is bad in itself 
or because it is bad only as a violation of parents’ right to educate their 

12 In 1974, the Communist Party demanded: “It is urgent […] that young and adult 
accept Marxism as their worldview. […] This binds all factors of education to be 
combative and critical in the educational work of all non-scientific, anti-Marxist 
theories, ideas and ideologies that are alien to socialist self-government, as well 
as to their bearers” (Deseti kongres, 1974, p. 321). 

13 In the Encyclical on Christian Education (Divini Illius Magistri) given by Pope 
Pius XI in 1929, it is clearly stated: “It is necessary not only that religious instruc-
tion be given to the young at certain fixed times, but also that every other subject 
taught, be permeated with Christian piety” (Point 80). Even more, “it is neces-
sary that all the teaching and the whole organization of the school, and its teach-
ers, syllabus and text-books in every branch be regulated by the Christian spirit, 
under the direction and maternal supervision of the Church” (ibid.).

14 Yet, if the requirements – that the State “must take care that information or know-
ledge included in the curriculum is conveyed in an objective, critical and plural-
istic manner” (Digest of Strasbourg Case – Law relating to the European Convention on 
Human Rights, 1985, pp. 810–811); and that the exemption from “compulsory edu-
cation in one religion” must be allowed because it means teaching “unacceptable 
beliefs, convictions or ideologies” – are understood as prevention of indoctrina-
tion, then the method and content criterion of indoctrination have been used too.
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children in conformity with their own religious or philosophical con-
victions? If it was forbidden because it is bad in itself, then we would 
expect it to be forbidden also in private schools and at home as well. 
Since indoctrination is not explicitly forbidden there, it might make 
someone believe that it is forbidden because it is in opposition with 
the previously mentioned parents’ right. If so, then it seems that we 
should conclude either that indoctrination is something good when the 
indoctrinators are parents or teachers in private schools who indoctrin-
ate children in accordance with their parents’ religious or philosoph-
ical convictions, or that indoctrination in such cases is not possible. If 
we understand indoctrination in the sense which it has in predomin-
ant philosophical theories of indoctrination, then both conclusions 
are false, since indoctrination is in contemporary philosophy of edu-
cation commonly seen as something bad and immoral.15 If so, then 
indoctrination is a bad thing also when children are indoctrinated by 
their parents or by teachers who indoctrinate children in accordance 
with their parents’ religious or philosophical convictions in private 
schools. On the other hand, there is no evidence that indoctrination 
in such cases would be impossible. It might be argued that just the 
opposite is true. Religious education is namely often given as a paradig-
matic case of indoctrination (Snook, 1972, pp. 76–79). But this does 
not mean that all religious or philosophical education is indoctrina-
tion. It means that some forms of religious or philosophical education 
could become indoctrination, while others are – at least according to 
the European Court of Human Rights – not understood as indoctrin-
ation if such teaching “is conveyed in an objective, critical and plural-
istic manner” (Digest of Strasbourg Case – Law relating to the European 
Convention on Human Rights, 1985, pp. 810–811).

15 In the past, indoctrination was not always understood as blameworthy. In the 
Middle Ages indoctrination indicated the implanting of Christian doctrine. As such, 

“indoctrination” was synonymous with education and it did not have a pejorat-
ive connotation. Later on, indoctrination “gradually assumed the connotations of 
a coercive type of education” and has acquired a negative meaning (Gatchel, 1972, 
pp. 11–13).
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These conceptual differences must be considered when we speak 
of indoctrination as a violation of the aforementioned human rights. 
It would also be a mistake to see such a violation of human rights as 
something specific only to communist countries. Nevertheless, there 
is no doubt that the violation of these human rights was an important 
feature of what was then Slovenia, even if it was not – as some claim – 
a totalitarian country.
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