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IN THE run-up to Slovakia’s parliamentary 

election in June, Robert Fico, prime minister 

and leader of the centre-left Smer party 

(pictured), is busy bolstering his nationalist 

credentials. His supporters say that ordering 

schoolchildren to sing the national anthem is 

just an example of a legitimate effort by a 

newish country to strengthen its sense of self 

(Slovakia became fully independent only in 

1993, after the break-up of Czechoslovakia). 

Critics find Mr Fico’s cocktail of history and 

culture stodgy or downright creepy. 

The focus of protests is a new “patriotic act” 

just passed by parliament that awaits 

presidential approval. It mandates weekly anthem-playing in all state educational 

establishments. School officials who disobey risk being sacked. Its champion is Jan 

Slota, the bombastic leader of a nationalist party that is part of Mr Fico’s coalition. 

Mr Fico himself takes a softer line, defending only what he calls “reasonable 

historicism”. But even this is sparking angry squabbles over Slovakia’s past. 

Some disputes will seem trivial to outsiders. For example, can today’s Slovaks trace 

their roots to Great Moravia in the 9th century? Yes, says Mr Fico, who urges 

officials to call its people the “Old Slovaks”. No, say his opponents (and most 

historians), who see this as a ludicrous attempt to link modern-day Slovakia to an 

ethnically pure superpower in the dim and distant past. Myth-making is common in 

many countries. But Mr Fico’s critics fret that behind his approach lies an attempt to 

rehabilitate the Nazi-backed Slovak puppet state of 1939-45. Some now regard this 

as an admirable, if brief, interlude of statehood for the much put-upon Slovak 

nation. Others see it as a truly shameful episode of clerical fascism.  



Mr Fico’s government seems to incline to the first view. It has raised fourfold the 

subsidy to Matica slovenska, a nationalist cultural outfit that condemns the 

execution in 1947 of Father Jozef Tiso, the wartime puppet state’s priest-president. 

Many Slovaks see him as a holy patriot. Others think his role in the deportation of 

more than 50,000 Jews to Nazi concentration camps damns him irretrievably. 

The culture weapon is also being wielded at the education ministry, which is 

controlled by Mr Slota’s party. It has sidelined a long-planned joint textbook with 

the former imperial power, Hungary, and is promoting instead a Slovak-centred 

view of the country’s patchwork past. Emphasising ethnic Slovaks’ virtues is 

unlikely to do much to lessen the alienation of Slovakia’s national minorities, 

notably its 500,000 or so ethnic Hungarians. 

Mr Fico’s cocktail is especially potent because of the opposition’s weakness. The 

leading centre-right party, the Christian Democrat SDKU, is in disarray after 

allegations of corruption connected with party financing. Its longtime leader, 

Mikulas Dzurinda, who was a reformist prime minister, has now pulled out of the 

election. 

The wily Mr Fico is a lawyer, not a historian. But he seems to be trying to rewrite 

Slovakia’s past as well as its future. 

 


