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FROM INTEGRAL YUGOSLAVISM TO BROTHERHOOD 

AND UNITY. ATTEMPTS TO BUILD THE YUGOSLAV 
IDENTITY OF THE YOUTH   

    
Abstract:  The article will analyze the methods used by the authorities, 

both in the first and second Yugoslavia, to “shape” generations of young people. 
Special focus is placed on the period of the dictatorship of King Aleksandar (1929–
1935), i.e. on the period of early and developed socialism (1945–1965). While the 
term “youth” refers to individuals aged 14–27 years, the article primarily considers 
young people as a social group rather than merely an age category. Sources from the 
Archives of Yugoslavia and relevant periodicals and literature were used. 

Keywords: youth, dictatorship of King Aleksandar, ideology of integral 
Yugoslavism, brotherhood and unity 
 
 

 The importance of building a common identity in newly created states, 
whether national or multinational, is well known. Even though the youth were 
“targets of reformers and revolutionaries” as early as the 19th century, only the 
First World War fully brought the youth to the political stage.1 Experienced war 
atrocities influenced the creation of “generational consciousness.” The delineati-
on of youth as a distinct sociopolitical group and the expansion of voting rights 
by lowering the age limit2 encouraged political elites to start addressing young 
people more. Authoritarian and undemocratic regimes tried to mobilize the 
youth and, through various models of indoctrination, ensure the support of these 
generations. The Kingdom and socialist Yugoslavia were no exception. “Loyal” 
youth was already being created in schools and through various formal and in-
formal organizations. The Sokol movement, the youth of the Yugoslav Radical 

 
1 Andrew Donson, Youth in the Fatherless Land: War Pedagogy, Nationalism, and Authority in 

Germany, 1914–1918 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010), 2-3. 
2 Felix Krawatzek, Youth in Regime Crisis. Comparative Perspectives from Russia to Weimar Ger-

many (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 5. 
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Union, the Union of Pioneers and the Socialist Youth League of Yugoslavia re-
presented only some of the organizations through which, more or less success-
fully, attempts were made to influence young people.  

 The complex political and economic circumstances in which both Yugo-
slav states found themselves after the First and Second World War influenced the 
ruling elites to try, each in their own way, to resolve ongoing ethnic conflicts, 
consolidate the regime and ensure the permanence of the (newly created) state 
through an attempt to create a common identity of young people.  Although these 
were completely different ideologies – integral Yugoslavism, i.e. brotherhood and 
unity, as well as an entirely different approach to upbringing, education and for-
mation of “Yugoslav” generations of youth, certain similarities are still apparent. 
The aim of this article is to show what methods the authorities, both in the first 
and second Yugoslavia, used to “shape” generations of young people and create a 
sense of community and belonging, primarily to the current regime, and secon-
darily to the state. In order to shed light on the aspirations of the political elites 
in the best way, the paper will place a special focus on the period of the dictators-
hip of King Aleksandar (1929-1935), i.e. on the period of early and mature socia-
lism (1945-1965). Special attention will be devoted to imposing the ideology of 
integral Yugoslavism in schools and its connection with the Sokol movement; the 
(excessive) expectations of party officials from generations that grew up in pea-
cetime and constant comparisons of war and post-war generations; ideological 
education in schools and the organization of (economically unprofitable)3 federal 
work actions because of their “most pronounced revolutionary continuity.”4 

 
An attempt to create the first Yugoslav generation 

 
“The deterioration of the parliament was so deep that it encroached on 

its vitality, and a major surgical operation was necessary to avoid complete col-
lapse.”5 The report of Kennard, the British ambassador in Belgrade, from early 
January 1929 summarized, in just one sentence, all the complexity of the state 
crisis that marked the first decade of the existence of the Kingdom of SCS. The 
persistent insistence on centralism, coupled with a refusal to consider arguments 
for a federalist order on one hand, and fiery rhetoric that saw the causes of all 
problems exclusively in “Serbian hegemony”, on the other, prevented any con-

 
3 Архив Југославије (АЈ), 114, Савез социјалистичке омладине Југославије, 381, Извештај о 

раду Народне омладине Србије у 1952. години 
4 AJ, 507, CK SKJ, Централни комитет Савеза комуниста Југославије), I / VIII – K1 /1. 
5 АЈ, 371, Foreign Office (FO), 389-13706.  
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structive work.  State and parliamentary boycotts and obstruction, fierce conflicts 
of deputies that culminated in June 1928 and constant strengthening of the king's 
power led to dictatorship, as the only “solution” to overcome the growing natio-
nal conflicts. The seriousness of the crisis and the political implications of the 
possible collapse of the Kingdom of SCS led even the London Times to declare in 
December 1928 that “Yugoslavia needs a Mussolini, Pilsudski or Primo de Rivera, 
who would put politicians in their place and give the country what it needs.”6 The 
bloodshed in the Parliament further deepened the existing chasm, misunderstan-
ding and intolerance in the relations between Serbs and Croats. Unprepared for 
reorganization on a federalist basis, surrounded by a group of court radicals and 
democrats, as well as a few Croatian and Slovenian politicians, the king tried to 
unite the “three-named people” into one tribe after ten years of living together 
and build a strong (one)national state capable of opposing external enemies. The 
Kingdom thus stepped into a dictatorship that would only deepen the state crisis, 
erode the idea of Yugoslavism and lead to the complete and tragic defeat of King 
Aleksandar – political and personal.7  

 With the division into banovinas and the renaming of the state to the King-
dom of Yugoslavia in October 1929, there was a shift from compromise unitarism to 
Yugoslav integralism.8 By rejecting Pašić's idea of retaining tribal names in the name 
of the state, it was necessary to highlight the unitary form of government, but also the 
compactness of its content – i.e. the unity of its constituent people.9 National names 
and national symbols were outlawed,10  and the Royal address, delivered by King 
Aleksandar at the opening of the joint session of the National Assembly and the Se-
nate in January 1932, showed that the past of the South Slavs, since their migration to 
the Balkans, was being reinterpreted. Namely, in front of the newly elected deputies 
and senators, the king spoke about the history of the “Yugoslav people”, stressing that, 
despite centuries of suffering, “the thought of inter-tribal brotherhood and Yugoslav 
community was never extinguished... but lived forever in the ethnic elements of 
Yugoslav unity and the clairvoyant consciousness of the best sons of our people.”11 

 
6 Cited in its entirety according to: Hrvoje Matković, Povijest Hrvatske seljačke stranke (Zagreb: 

Naklada PIP Pavličić, 1999), 280. 
7 Ivana Dobrivojević, Državna represija u doba diktature kralja Aleksandra 1929-1935 (Beograd: 

Institut za savremenu istoriju, 2006), 43. 
8  Љубодраг Димић, Историја српске државности. Србија у Југославији (Нови Сад: САНУ, 

огранак у Новом Саду 2001), 140.  
9 Лаза Костић, Коментар Устава Краљевине Југославије од 3. септембра 1931 (Београд: 

Геца Кон, 1934), 2.  
10 I. Dobrivojević, op. cit. 114.    
11 „Престона беседа Њ. В. Краља“, Време, 19.1.1932.  
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To facilitate a departure from the parliamentary period, the regime sought to relay 
the on “new Yugoslav youth”—one “not steeped in partisanship, tribal, or religious 
hatred”. This new generation was to become the foundation and main strength of the 
regime, as only a “new man” could truly embody Yugoslav nationalism.”12 However, 
the attempt to create the first Yugoslav generation was an ambitious and difficult task. 
The developed national consciousness of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, as well as the 
socio-economic structure of Yugoslav society, hindered a greater influence, both for-
mal and informal, on young men and women, despite all the regime's efforts to im-
pose the ideology of Yugoslavism. Through the school system and Sokol societies, 
only a portion of the youth could be reached. However, even in these cases, the influ-
ence of the environment, banned political parties, and Roman Catholic clergy was 
much stronger. Neglecting the political and economic conditions, the regime harbo-
red a certain hope that the administrative reorganization could mechanically mark 
the beginning of the resolution of political and ethnic problems. This thesis is also 
supported by the statement of Prime Minister Petar Živković that the new name of 
the Kingdom and the administrative division into banovinas represent “a complete 
and synthetic solution to our national problem.”13 However, in a country where uni-
tarism had been one of the main generators of a deep state crisis for a decade, the 
rejection of all national peculiarities and imposing the integral Yugoslavism repre-
sented a utopia that, in the long run, could not reconcile the accumulated political 
contradictions or preserve the state.  

 The ideology of national and state unity, which was established by the Ja-
nuary 6th proclamation and strengthened by the division of the state into banovinas, 
received its full expression only in the Declaration adopted at the session of the Mi-
nisterial Council on 4 July 1930. The citizens’ commitment tor Yugoslavism beca-
me an obligation. Petar Živković asserted that cooperation with the regime was a 
“civic duty” for every individual, emphasizing that the state required everyone to 
be active. He stated that “those who are not active declare that they are against the 
current state of affairs.”14 The Sokol Movement of Kingdom of Yugoslavia, founded 
in December 1929, instead of national Sokol societies, was supposed to “with its 
integral and national character... cover all similar tribal and religious organizations 

 
12  Љубодраг Димић, „Држава, интегрално југословенство и култура“, Књижевност , 1-2-3, 

1994, 189.  
13 Report of the President of the Ministerial Council, General Petar R. Živković. to H.E. the King on 

the work of the royal government in 1929 dated 31 December 1929; Љубодраг Димић, Никола 
Жутић, Благоје Исаиловић, Записници са седница Министарског савета краљевине 
Југославије 1929-1931 (Београд: Службени лист СРЈ и Архив Југославије, 2002), 124.  

14  Љ . Димић, „Држава, интегрално југословенство и култура“, 189.  
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prior to that time.” The development and expansion of Sokol societies became “part 
of the state policy program” which had to be “implemented without delay.”15 
Everyone – pupils, students, teachers and other government officials – enrolled in 
Sokol, voluntarily or not, so in 1934 the organization had over 300,000 members.16 
Since most young men and women completed their education quickly, often by the 
fourth grade or even earlier, the Sokol societies served not only as a significant tool 
for spreading the ideology of integral Yugoslavism,17 but also for providing military 
training. Exercises with elements of military training were of particular importance 
in the Sokol companies, and long-standing members of the Sokol had the right to 
shorten their military service by three months.18  The establishment of the Ministry 
of Physical Education of the People testified to the importance placed on sports and 
fitness for building a unified nation, as well as for the physical preparation of young 
men for a possible war. The organized policy of physical education, according to 
Minister Lavoslav Hanžek, was aimed at educating new generations in the spirit of 
“full national unity, in the conviction of the inevitability of indivisible national and 
state life, in the awareness of responsibility for safeguarding national heritage and... 
state independence.”19 However, equating the regime with the state and imposing 
the ideology of integral Yugoslavism through gymnastics and sports produced a 
counter-effect. State interference in all spheres of life became resented, and too 
many Sokol activities and the omnipresence of the organization in society led to 
certain fatigue and apathy. Moreover, many residents of Yugoslavia joined Sokol 
out of pure opportunism, trying to preserve the positions they had or to gain some 
benefit. They barely participated in Sokol exercises, preferring to spend their free 
time wandering the city or playing cards and pool instead. However, at public 
events they appeared in the Sokol uniform and stood in the front rows,20 thus de-
monstrating their loyalty to the regime.  

 In creating a new Yugoslav generation, teachers and schools bore a sig-
nificant burden and responsibility. Plans included adopting several educational 

 
15 „Значајна седница Министарског савета. Претрес опште политичке ситуације. 

Подвлачење југословенске националне и државне политике“, Политика, 5. 7. 1930.  
16 Pieter Troch, „Interwar Yugoslav state-building and the changing social position of the Sokol 

gymnastics movement“, European Review of History: Revue européenne d'histoire, 26:1, (2019), 64. 
17  Nikola Žutić, Sokoli. Ideologija u fizičkoj kulturi Kraljevine Jugoslavije 1929-1941 (Beograd: An-

grotrade, 1991) 49–51. 
18 Nikola Žutić, „Militarizacija fizičke kulture u Kraljevini Jugoslaviji“, Istorija 20. veka, 1-2, 

(1988), 112-113. -113.  
19 Zasedanje Senata od 29. 3. 1933, Stenografske beleške Senata (Beograd: Državna štamparija Kra-

ljevine Jugoslavije, 1933) 189.  
20 P. Troch, „Interwar Yugoslav state-building”,75.   
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laws and creating state textbooks to be used across the entire country. “Primary 
education’s goal is not merely to spread literacy,” said Boža Maksimović, the 
Minister of Education, during a session of the Ministerial Council, “but, even 
more importantly, to foster national education.”21 The ideologization of educa-
tion received its full expression in the Law on Public Schools (1929), which, in 
its first article, defined schools as institutions tasked with educating students in 
the spirit of “state and national unity and religious tolerance,” with the aim of 
shaping them into “moral, loyal, and active members” of society.”22 At all levels 
of education, teaching was supposed to be conducted “in the Yugoslav national 
spirit with the cult of the youth for national history and culture, and their deep 
faith in the progressive future of Yugoslavia.”23 Professors and teachers, as “car-
riers of the state idea”24  had to meet the stated requirements with their “charac-
teristics and qualifications.”25 Special emphasis was placed on the national gro-
up of subjects, the teaching of history was ideologized, and the terms “Yugo-
slavs” and “Yugoslavism” were used whenever and wherever possible. Moments 
from the past that united the South Slavic peoples were emphasized, stereotypes 
about the common characteristics of Yugoslavs were placed in textbooks, and 
great attention was paid to the Karađorđević dynasty and the affirmation of the 
state idea.26 Students studied both alphabets equally; in Slovenia, a quarter of 
the texts in reading books were to be printed in Serbo-Croatian. The spirit of 
Yugoslavism was promoted through literature and geography classes, and ba-
novinas were intended to become the primary regional area of identification.27 
The goal of “civic education” was clear – it was necessary to train young people 
to “think and act as the needs of the state demand.”28 Even the teaching of music 

 
21  Presentation of Božidar Maksimović, Minister of Education at the 6th session of the Ministerial 

Council on 14 March 1929, Љ. Димић, Н. Жутић, Б. Исаиловић, op. cit., 35.  
22  Љубодраг Димић, Културна политика у Краљевини Југославији 1918–1941 (Београд: 

Стубови културе, 1997), т. 2, 123.  
23 „Значајна седница Министарског савета. Претрес опште политичке ситуације. 

Подвлачење југословенске националне и државне политике“, Политика, 5. 7. 1930.  
24  Presentation of Božidar Maksimović, Minister of Education at the 6th session of the Ministerial 

Council on 14 March 1929, Љ. Димић, Н. Жутић, Б. Исаиловић, op. cit., 35.  
25 „Значајна седница Министарског савета. Претрес опште политичке ситуације. 

Подвлачење југословенске националне и државне политике“, Политика, 5. 7. 1930.  
26  Љ. Димић, Културна политика, т. 2, 136–139.  
27  Pieter Troch, „Yugoslavism between the world wars: indecisive nation building”, Nationalities 

Papers, vol 38, no 2, (March 2010), 235.  
28 “Говор Алојзија Павлича у Народној скупштини, XXVI редовни састанак од 5. марта 

1934”, Стенографске белешке Народне скупштине (Београд: Државна штампарија 
Краљевине Југославије, 1934), 410. 
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was ideologized, and the repertoire for student choirs was composed exclusively 
of songs from the list provided by the Ministry.29 A special role in “national 
education” was assigned to school celebrations, particularly St. Sava's Day, 
“especially in regions that had been exposed to foreign influence during the long 
period of oppression.” Since Saint Sava celebrations were not organized in all 
schools, particularly in regions with predominantly Roman Catholic or Muslim 
populations, the Ministry of Education emphasized that “teachers' efforts in this 
regard will be considered when evaluating their overall performance, both wit-
hin and outside of school.”30  

 In the educational system imbued with ideology, teachers were declared 
“the builders of the youth soul” who played a key role in the formation of the 
Yugoslav mentality. From the assembly rostrum, it was proclaimed that in peace-
time, teachers were “what officers and standard bearers were to us in war.”31 Jo-
urnal “Jugoslav”  went a step further, claiming that the future of the Kingdom 
depends on teachers and their work.32 The role of schools and teachers in society, 
their significance in promoting the ideology of integral Yugoslavism, and the re-
pression they faced were also highlighted by General Đorđe Aranđelović’s propo-
sal in mid-1932. He advocated for “senior public officials to occasionally attend 
history and geography classes in secondary schools and colleges to observe how 
the children are learning and to ensure that the professor’s lecture on the unity, 
greatness, power, and future of Yugoslavia is genuinely heartfelt.”33 

 However, the attempt to create a Yugoslav nation was met with resistan-
ce, especially in regions west of the Sava and Danube river. The Sokol of the King-
dom of Yugoslavia ultimately failed. Most members of the Croatian Sokol chose 
not to join the new organization. Some became passive, while others engaged with 
voluntary fire brigades or singing societies,34 thereby expressing their resistance 
to the Yugoslav Sokol. Roman Catholic clergy, especially after the episcopal pa-
storal letter,35 urged believers not to join the Sokol organization in their sermons. 

 
29 Љ. Димић, Културна политика, т. 1, 262.   
30 АЈ, 66, Миистарство просвете Краљевине Југославије, поверљива архива, 62-161, пов. бр 

261 од 21. 2. 1929. 
31 “Говор посланика Гаврила Милошевића, XXVI редовни састанак од 1. 3. 1934”, 

Стенографске белешке Народне скупштине, (Београд: Државна штампарија Краљевине 
Југославије, 1934), 227.  

32 Т. Н. Николић, „Учитељство и југословенство“, Југословен, фебруар 1932, 205.  
33 Вони архив (ВА), Пописник 17, Војска Краљевине Југославије, 24-3-74. 
34 Christian Nielsen, Making Yugoslavs. National Identity in King Aleksandar’s Yugoslavia (To-

ronto: University of Toronto Press, 2014), 147.  
35 „Католички епископат о соколству Краљевине Југославије“, Политика, 16.1.1933.  
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“Not a single child must be a member of the Sokol,” said religious teacher Pavle 
Pašiček, because “God, the pope and the bishop command the school, and then 
comes the king and his laws.”36 Individual school supervisors also worked against 
the Sokol organization, so the teachers complained to the Ministry that because 
of their Sokol's work, they were given lower ratings.37 The failure of the new edu-
cational policy was obvious. Not only did the Sokol movement have almost no 
foothold in the Croatian regions, but the students' level of knowledge about the 
king, the dynasty, and the common state was also insufficient. An inspection of 
11 elementary schools in the Našice County (1934) showed that in 9 educational 
institutions, schoolchildren did not know who and from which dynasty the king 
was. The first of December, the most important national holiday, was celebrated 
in only three schools, out of a total of 40 in the mentioned county, but the students 
“had no idea” about its significance. If there were pictures of King Aleksandar in 
the schools, they were often “found without frames, torn, dirty, simple, and ugly, 
making them a source of embarrassment.” The inspection also found that the stu-
dents did not know anything about national history and that they “consider Cro-
ats to be a separate nation.”38 

 The fact that local surroundings had a greater influence on shaping young 
people's consciousness than textbook content was evident in a school assignment 
by Danijel Vilenica, a fifth-grade student from Šibenik. His assignment included 
the following statement: “There are two peoples living in the Kingdom of Yugosla-
via: the Serbs and Croats. The Serbs hold all the power and oppress Croatia like a 
colony. There are Serb ministers in the government who can't even sign their na-
mes, but their words are final. Serbs view educated Croats as idiots. We had a leader, 
Stjepan Radić, who protected our peasants. The Serbs lured him to Belgrade and 
killed him. Serbs are jealous that we Croats have smarter people than them and that 
is why they beat them. After that, they imprisoned Maček, then Predavec came to 
his place, and the Serbs shot him as well. We Croats cannot stand this slavery.” Vi-
lenica was expelled from school as punishment, and a police investigation was la-
unched against him.39 The authorities reacted nervously to such and similar inci-
dents, and an investigation was conducted in the Department of State Protection 

 
36 АЈ, 63, Министарство правде Краљевине Југославије, 33/1933. 
37 АЈ, 63-24, пов. бр 2523/33 од 21. 12. 1933, поверљива архива. 
38 АЈ, 66-11-31, пов. бр. 3904 од 30. 1. 1934. The fact that this case was not an isolated is evidenced 

by the speech of MP Milan Stijić at the parliamentary session in March 1934. See: „XXVI 
редовни састанак од 5.3.1934“, Стенографске белешке Народне скупштине (Београд: 
Државна штампарија Краљевине Југославије, 1934), 427. 

39 АЈ, 63-22, поверљива архива.  
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against children if the school supervisors discovered that they had in any way da-
maged or defaced the image of the king or crown prince.40 The case of ten-year-old 
Zlatko Zanini, who was expelled from all secondary, vocational, and civil schools 
for piercing the eyes of the king, queen, and princes on a postcard and then “di-
splaying the damaged postcard prominently in the classroom for all students to 
see”, illustrated that this was not merely a formality.41 The authorities' determinati-
on to use all available means to suppress activities deemed anti-Yugoslav is also 
illustrated by an order from Milan Srškić, the Minister of Internal Affairs. For po-
litical purposes, he exploited a provision of the Financial Law to recommend the 
closure of several schools “in the interest of savings.” Given that in certain areas, 
high school students were politically active and involved in protests, he ordered the 
closure of schools in those regions. Namely, it was expected that the threat of clo-
sing schools would influence parents to do everything to prevent their children 
from participating in actions against the regime. 42 

 The fear of the Serbian political parties that the dictatorship would com-
promise the idea of national and state unity in the regions outside the former Serbia43  
proved to be justified. Although a part of the population had some sympathy for the 
Yugoslav ideology, the methods used to impose it were widely resented.44 Although 
it would not have been possible to create a Yugoslav generation of youth in just six 
years, even under optimal conditions, the results achieved were inconsistent with 
the efforts made. While the king and a small group of his political allies viewed Yugo-
slavia as the only solution to stabilize political conditions and overcome the state 
crisis, many dissatisfied individuals across the country—particularly in the Sava Ba-
novina—equated the new ideology with “Serbian hegemony” and the denial of nati-
onal peculiarities. The idea of Yugoslavism was thus compromised, and the Yugo-
slav idea was dragged “into the maelstrom of internal politics” and “equated with a 
particular regime, namely a personal regime.”45 The political system envisioned by 
King Aleksandar failed to outlive its creator. Six years after the introduction of the 
dictatorship, the Kingdom found itself in a political crisis as severe, if not more se-
vere, than the one before January 6. Separatist movements flourished, the Croatian 

 
40 АЈ, 66-15-38, пов. бр. 991 од 7. 11. 1935, (поверљива архива). See also: АЈ, 66-11-31, пов. бр. 

25972 од 26. 6. 1933, поверљива архива. 
41 АЈ, 74, Двор Краљевине Југославије, 12-23. 
42 АЈ, 14, Министарство унутрашњих послова Краљевине Југославије, 26-68, unregistered, 

undated (probably from the late 1931 or early 1932).  
43 Todor Stojkov, Opozicija u vreme  šestojanuarske diktature (Beograd: Prosveta, 1969, 1969), 89. 
44 АЈ, ФО, 371-400-16827, Извештај британског посланика у Београду од 12. 2. 1933. 
45 С. Јовановић, Југословенска мисао у прошлости и будућности (Београд: Слобода, 1939), 7.  
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population began to turn not only against the regime, but also against the state, 
Yugoslavism was resented, and the YNP disintegrated by itself.  

 
Yugoslavism in new conditions. Creation of socialist generations of youth 

 
 “We are continuing the revolution in a different form and history will 

judge this as a true revolution,” said Milovan Đilas in May 1952 at a meeting held 
in the Central Committee of the National Youth of Yugoslavia. The position that 
armed struggle is a “precondition” for complete social transformation,46  obliged 
the Yugoslav authorities to create a generation of new, socialist youth. Just as in 
the interwar period, it was believed that only young people could and should be 
the guarantors of the new regime's stability and the main drivers of socialist mo-
dernization. The doctrine of the Communist Party, but also the experience of in-
terwar Yugoslavia, the collapse of ideology of integral Yugoslavism and the fact 
that World War II was also a civil war on the territory of Yugoslavia prompted 
leaders to focus less on building some kind of unified Yugoslav nation and more 
on building a ‘socialist man’47 and Yugoslav unity.  

 Under socialism, “Yugoslavism” acquired a completely new meaning. 
“We in Yugoslavia are not creating borders that would divide and mean the cre-
ation of new states,” Tito said in Bela Crkva in July 1945, “but we are making 
divisions only to resolve the national question, which was not solved in the old 
Yugoslavia, and to allow the peoples to fully develop and achieve cultural and 
political equality. This is to be done in such a way that no one imposes pressure 
on others, while at the same time, their development and progress have a positive 
impact on the other peoples, on the peoples of the other federal units. And we all 
together are Yugoslavs.”48 However, although the Yugoslavism of the Communist 
Party was ideologically completely different from integral Yugoslavism, “it was 
equally centralized and even less democratic” than the Yugoslavism developed in 
the 1930s. Until the early 1960s, the national question was considered resolved49 
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and documents reported that an increasing number of girls and young men “pri-
marily identified as Yugoslavs.”50 Although the ideology of brotherhood and 
unity was initially employed to overcome the national intolerance manifested du-
ring World War II, strengthen the unity of the Yugoslav peoples, and create a 
state of reconciliation, 51 a partial departure from this ideology occurred over ti-
me. Increasingly, people began talking about “Yugoslav socialist patriotism,”52 a 
term first introduced by Milovan Đilas at the Fifth Congress of the KPJ in 1948.53 
While the idea of a “Yugoslav nation” was rejected at the Seventh Congress in 
1958, where “Yugoslav patriotism” was defined as a “supplement to democratic 
national consciousness,” the belief that Yugoslav identity was more “progressive” 
than national identity became more widespread among the youth, particularly in 
urban areas. This shift caused dissatisfaction and criticism among party leaders.54 
The evolution of views on the national question continued through the 1960s and 
1970s. The concept of brotherhood and unity was gradually replaced by socialist 
Yugoslavism, and later by the concept of the unity of peoples and ethnic groups. 
The fall of Ranković and the rise of Kardelj marked the “actual (though not yet 
ritual) abandonment of the concept of brotherhood and unity and the ethnic 
Yugoslav identity.” This shift also signaled the defeat of Tito's vision that in 
the new Yugoslavia it would be possible to create a “Yugoslav socialist commu-
nity in which national peculiarities would be irrelevant” and that, with the pro-
gress of the socialist system, these peculiarities would eventually fade away.55 

 Recognizing that the future of socialism and socialist Yugoslavia depended 
on the successful education of new generations, party leaders and youth leaders to-
ok a proactive stance very early on, rejecting spontaneous and automatic socialist 
education.56 Education was put into the service of ideological (re)education, in ac-
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cordance with the understanding that it was possible to spread Marxist-Leninist 
ideology “even through an alphabet book.”57 From elementary school to univer-
sity,58  teaching was more or less ideologized, depending on whether it concerned 
social or natural sciences. The national group of subjects – history, literature and 
geography – gained special importance in the affirmation of the new system of va-
lues and the development of Yugoslav patriotism. The fact that in some schools, 
lessons about the Slavs were immediately followed by discussions on the Second 
World War highlights both ideological blindness and the pressures placed on teac-
hers, especially during the early post-war years.59  In order to strengthen the ideo-
logical work, in the 1952/1953 school year, primary and secondary school students, 
in most of the Yugoslav republics, received a new subject – social and moral educa-
tion. Since textbooks and curricula were not prepared in a timely manner,60 teac-
hers used these classes mainly to solve ongoing problems. Students also showed 
little enthusiasm, referring to it as “socialist religious studies” and teasing each other 
by saying, “You’re as boring as a moral education class.”61  

 Although the curricula varied from republic to republic, during the 1950s 
and 1960s, students were expected to receive education about Yugoslavia as a “state 
and economic entity,” as well as about the most significant events and figures from 
the history and culture of the South Slav peoples. Even though the tendency to emp-
hasize republican particularities emerged very early in the curriculum, school excur-
sions and organized correspondence with students from other republics aimed to 
connect and bring together young people from different parts of the country.62 The 
new socialist school was tasked with educating a “person rich in inner life” who “lo-
ves his country,” “respects other nations,” and “thinks and acts boldly and courage-
ously.” 63 It was necessary to develop “the creative attitude of young people towards 
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their future vocation and work in general”, “educate the youth for participation in 
the social life of the country” and “self-management bodies”, develop the spirit of 
brotherhood and unity, internationalism and international solidarity.64 Both inside 
and outside school, every opportunity was used for educational and ideological work 
with young people. Lectures were supposed to represent only one aspect of educati-
on since students had to actively participate in the “everyday movements of society” 
– in their class, school and commune.65 However, a verbal survey conducted by as-
sociates of the Yugoslav Institute for the Study of School and Educational Issues re-
vealed that the educational goals of the new socialist school were not always suffici-
ently known to some teachers and principals.66 

 The forms and methods of developing socialist consciousness and foste-
ring the “spirit of revolution” were more or less subtle, depending on the skill of 
teachers or youth activists. Children's and youth literature and press,67 work acti-
ons, marches and camps,68  compulsory military service, companies and courses 
for literacy and advance training were abundantly used to shape and form new 
socialist generations. During organized excursions, trips, and vacations, young 
Yugoslavs visited not only cultural and historical monuments but also major con-
struction sites and the “grand edifices of socialist architecture.”69 Rather than ta-
king a factual approach to studying WWII and the revolutionary changes that 
followed, youth leaders emphasized 'embracing the revolution as a class process,' 
believing that only this perspective held the desired educational significance.70 
The aim of the educational and ideological work was straightforward: to prepare 
and “mobilize” girls and boys for socio-political engagement, thereby shaping 
“generations of self-managers” who would carry forward the revolution by 
strengthening and improving self-management.71 However, despite all efforts, ne-
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ither the education system nor the youth organization managed to include all co-
horts of youth in their activities. At the sessions, it was critically assessed that the 
influence “on the broad mass of youth is insufficient, unsystematic, sporadic” and 
that “as such it is unsatisfactory.”72 Moreover, the greater or lesser ideologization 
of almost all content in some cases caused a counter-effect, leading to fatigue and 
lack of interest in political lectures among the youth.73 Although popular culture, 
Western, especially American, films and the illustrated press had long been bla-
med for “decadence”, “educational neglect” and insufficient social engagement of 
the youth,74 a much greater concern, from the Party’s point of view, was the acti-
vity of the Roman Catholic Church, especially in Croatia, Herzegovina and Slo-
venia. Religiosity among the population remained strong, with young people at-
tending religious classes75 and masses. Priests sought to engage the youth by or-
ganizing entertainment and leisure activities. Free excursions,76 football matches 
and choir sections77 were organized; motorbikes were purchased,78  cinema pro-
jectors acquired, and in some places within the church, there was also a well-stoc-
ked children's library.79 Although the activity of the clergy was not aimed against 
the state,80  the spread of religiosity and the gathering of young men and women 
around the Roman Catholic Church made it difficult, and sometimes impossible, 
for them to fully accept and adopt the socialist model of education.  

 Expectations from the post-war generations of youth were high. In ad-
dition to “respecting and admiring” the revolutionary activities of the wartime 
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generations, young people born in peacetime were expected to be aware 'that the 
revolution was not over,' but that it continued 'through the struggle to build soci-
alism.”81 Acquiring knowledge and developing a “responsible attitude towards 
work” has become the basic political task of the youth organization, but also of 
every individual. The capabilities and ambitions of young men and women were 
ignored, and the unrealistic demands placed on the first generation of socialist 
youth were fully expressed in the slogan: “Good young man – good student.”82 
Admirable success in school was not, however, the only criterion for evaluating 
the character of the socialist youth. The political disinterest and lack of involve-
ment of young people were not easily forgiven, and reports often stated it was 
possible to read that an honor student who does not participate in social life “did 
not deserve” to be called an honor student.83 The popularity of “extremely weak” 
and undisciplined students who excelled in football or boxing particularly con-
cerned party officials. As a result, there were proposals to deny them membership 
in city sports clubs, because they “had a negative influence on other students.”84 
However, the highest level of mistrust was expressed towards high school stu-
dents from the middle class, who were found to underestimate and disparage the 
work of the youth organization and its activists, thereby creating an “atmosphere 
of passivity and resistance to organized work at school” among their peers.85 

 Despite the traditional classification into “high school,” “student,” “la-
bor,” and “rural” youth, which was a mandatory part of official reports, it appea-
red that in everyday life, the fact that Yugoslav youth did not constitute a homo-
geneous group in terms of social or regional affiliation was often overlooked. Alt-
hough it was impossible to discuss certain characteristics of the generations of 
young people aged 14 to 25 without a representative sociological analysis, studies, 
analyses, and reports from the League of Communists, the People's Youth, and 
the Socialist League often compared the peacetime generations with those who 
had fought in the war. Tito also believed that “the situation with the youth was 
not rosy.”86  Educational workers and pedagogues spoke in a similar vein, and the 
press was also excessively critical. Arbitrary and generalized evaluations were re-
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duced to claims that the young people “lacked the revolutionary spirit and com-
bativeness” that characterized the youth during the war. Harsh condemnations 
claiming that young girls and young men “no longer have ideals in life,” “are sin-
king further into hopelessness,” “easily succumb to cheap entertainment, the in-
fluence of trivial literature, and imitation of Western heroes,” and “display a fri-
volous attitude toward work” and their obligations, “not even remotely resem-
bling” the war and post-war generations were frequently expressed.87 The press 
added fuel to the fire by focusing excessively on petty excesses and juvenile crime. 
This created an atmosphere in which many party and youth leaders felt their pri-
mary duty was “to save the youth from bad influences.”88 

 Although the comparison of pre-war and post-war generations of young 
people eventually faded, it became clear that even with advanced modernization 
in the 1960s, certain attitudes and opinions about the youth remained unchanged. 
The press wrote extensively about the profile of the young generation based on 
hastily conducted surveys.89 Judgments about young men and women were for-
med from immediate impressions,90  while work actions were glorified and parti-
cipation in them was presented as both a fundamental duty and the primary con-
tribution of young people.91 Moreover, the war and the war experience that defi-
ned the pre-war generations contributed to widening the generation gap, as adults 
almost universally assumed that everything had been much more difficult for 
them in 1941.92 Therefore, some citizens were even ready to call the police for the 
“smallest excesses” among young people. Teachers fared no better, as their lack 
of understanding of the new interests of the youth led them to make “angry” judg-
ments about the entire generation.93 

 The authorities could be partially satisfied with the results of the school 
system in the formation and education of generations of youth in a socialist spirit. 
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Education became more accessible, and the number of young people enrolling in 
classes increased. However, in underdeveloped rural regions and among primary 
school-aged children, particularly in the early 1960s, there were many illiterates.94 
The concerning trend of girls not enrolling in school,95 along with widespread 
cases of dropping out before completing the eighth grade,96  contributed to an 
unsatisfactory average educational level among young people. Moreover, even 
those young men and women who wanted to continue their education did not 
always have the opportunity, given that the network of secondary schools in the 
poorest republics was insufficiently developed.97 Despite the ideologization and 
politicization of teaching content, the disinterest of a part of young men and 
women in political events was striking. Many students in the final grades of se-
condary schools in Novi Sad did not know what the Cominform Resolution was. 
Their peers, the fifth-grade students of the Teacher Training School, were not any 
better informed. Some believed that the Belgrade Declaration had been signed by 
Nikola Pašić before World War I, while others thought that the president of the 
USSR was Stalin and the president of China was Ho Chi Minh (1959).98 A similar 
degree of lack of information, and the (un)success of ideological and educational 
work with young people, was revealed by data obtained on the basis of several 
insufficiently representative, but still indicative, surveys conducted among JNA 
recruits. As many as 27% of the young men could not state the name of the joint 
state, while 40% were unfamiliar with the number of republics, the duration of 
the Second World War on the territory of Yugoslavia, and the names of the pre-
sidents of the republican assemblies (1955).99 The data of the Directorate for Mo-
ral and Political Education collected through surveys (1957, 1958, 1959) and in-
terviews with over 900 recruits (1959) confirmed that a significant part of the 
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young men who had joined the army did not have even the most basic knowledge 
about social organization, the political orientation of Yugoslavia and the role of 
LCY or Socialist Alliance of Working People of Yugoslavia in society. The extent 
of ignorance was best reflected in the claims that the country was occupied in 
1941 by “Ustashas and Chetniks”, “Turks”, “Montenegrins” and “Macedonians”, 
that is, that the Yugoslav social order is “feudal” and “manufacture-based.”100 
However, precisely because of the level of general knowledge, and in some cases 
also poor literacy, as well as lack of knowledge of the Serbo-Croatian language, 
the Army was often the first place where many were “systematically introduced 
to the new Yugoslavia.”101 

 Tito's 1956 assessment that the process of “merging all our nationalities 
into one monolithic whole on the basis of socialist construction... has stagnated 
in recent years,” and his observation that the school system, instead of promoting 
such development, was actually reinforcing national feelings and aspirations102 
confirms that he harbored significant hopes for “some kind of fusion of the Yugo-
slav people” well into the late 1950s.”103 The development of the school system, 
however, took a different direction. After the initial efforts to create similar repu-
blican curricula based on unified Yugoslav principles, this idea was gradually 
abandoned, and each republic began formulating its own programs, leading to an 
increase in differences between the curricula.104 Although, on the basis of conduc-
ted surveys, it was concluded that high school students “view reality positively” 
and hold Josip Broz Tito in the highest regard as a personality (1964), research in 
primary schools revealed that Yugoslav consciousness—understood as an aware-
ness of belonging to socialist Yugoslavia—was developing much more slowly than 
national consciousness which was already well-established by the age of fifteen. 
The aforementioned survey, which was carried out by a group of psychologists 
from the faculties of Belgrade, Zagreb and Ljubljana at the request of the Council 
for the Education of Children of Yugoslavia, showed that elementary school stu-
dents still didn’t have sufficient knowledge about Yugoslavia. The lack of 
knowledge about other republics and peoples was most evident in the fact that 
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many students did not distinguish between national and regional affiliations, with 
some believing that the inhabitants of Šumadija and Bosnians were nations.105 
The reasons for this situation were somewhat similar to those that prevailed in 
the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. The teaching of national subjects, such as history and 
literature, was primarily oriented towards studying content important for the past 
and culture of a particular nation, while similar processes that marked the deve-
lopment of other regions were generally superficially studied or overlooked.106 
The fact that students frequently encountered minor or major difficulties when 
compelled to continue their education in a different republic supports the argu-
ment that the differences in school programs were fundamental rather than me-
rely symbolic, and these differences were evident as early as the 1950s.107 The ab-
sence of standardized textbooks, curricula, and guidelines for interpreting certain 
events hindered the development of a shared sense of belonging.108 It thus turned 
out that neither radical primary school reform, nor radical political and economic 
changes, nor technical and technological progress could completely overcome 
certain limitations of the educational system and ensure the unhindered formati-
on of the Yugoslav socialist consciousness. The issues that became apparent in 
the 1950s were further exacerbated in the 1960s. Despite initial disapproval, Kar-
delj's assertion that 'our federation cannot be a framework for a new Yugoslav 
nation' (1962) eventually prevailed. This shift in political thinking, coupled with 
the adoption of Kardelj's concept during the constitutional debate (1967-1974) 
and the move away from the ideology of brotherhood and unity, led to defining 
Yugoslavia as 'primarily an ideological, not an ethnic project,' ultimately contri-
buting to the gradual weakening of the state.109 
 

Work actions: a training ground for spreading brotherhood and unity  
and developing the “cult of work” 

 
“The preparatory material for the Third Plenary session of the Central 

Committee of the People’s Youth of Serbia stated that it was “of essential impor-
tance for work education” “to affirm the culture of work through the concrete 
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work process” and “to develop a positive attitude towards work and work obliga-
tions.” The glorification of physical effort and dedication led to the creation of a 
new “work culture,” which had to be based on “an engaged attitude,” “creative 
interest,” “curiosity for new discoveries,” and “love for the profession.”110  This 
definition of work and its importance effectively sublimated all the aspirations of 
the Yugoslav party leadership in the socialist education of young people. Work 
represented a logical continuation of the revolution and the struggle to build so-
cialism, so the creation of the cult of work in the first post-war years, apart from 
practical, also had its ideological justification. The chronic shortage of labor force, 
caused by the rapid pace of socialist construction, the low professional level of 
workers, poor organization and weak mechanization of production, was compen-
sated by youth work. Miodrag Protić vividly described the atmosphere of urgency 
in which a new society and a whole new world were being created: “Work actions, 
the Brčko-Banovići railway, shock-workers, Stakhanovite workers, orchestrated 
rhythm... Painters at the construction sites and sites of revolution. Writers. Krleža 
on the railway, Andrić in the mine! The ideology of collective work.”111  

 The benefit of engaging young people was obvious at first glance – peo-
ple were working for free, and the actions represented an ideal opportunity to 
develop a “socialist attitude towards work” among girls and boys.112 However, 
their cohesive function was far more important. The joint physical effort was sup-
posed to develop the collective spirit and create a feeling of common belonging 
and solidarity. Connecting young men and women from different regions and 
different social strata, creating, even temporarily, a shared identity that could help 
overcome existing differences, was what, according to the party's belief, made the 
work actions” a school of socialist education.”113 The organization of youth bri-
gades, therefore, began immediately after the liberation. Young people from all 
parts of Yugoslavia, either voluntarily or forcibly, were engaged in the most im-
portant work – harvesting corn, sowing, cutting wood and repairing destroyed 
buildings and railways. High school students were also sent to work, and from the 
beginning of the first work action (1946) until the temporary cessation of their 
organization (1952), young men and women built 11 railroads, a highway and a 
large number of factories and hydropower plants. According to official data, in 
seven years, just over a million young people were employed on construction sites 
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throughout Yugoslavia, working an average of two months each. The great ent-
husiasm, present in the first months of the reconstruction of the country, began 
to wane, leading many to participate in the actions either reluctantly or under 
constraint. The need to abandon family and regular duties and the hard physical 
work and poor living conditions in the brigades, as well as rumors that the work 
was actually a form of military training, after which they would be sent to war, 
deterred young people from this ‘voluntary’ work. Moreover, although it was 
frequently emphasized that the benefits of work actions 'cannot be measured only 
in terms of dinars' but also in their 'moral and educational importance' for 'sha-
ping the image of our socialist youth,' it became evident that the mass mobiliza-
tion of youth often led to substandard quality of the work performed.114: 

 The collapse of the economic policy embodied in the First Five-Year 
Plan, along with the partial denationalization of the economy and the liberaliza-
tion of society led to the temporary suspension of organizing work actions (1952). 
The economic turnaround (1955) the relative consolidation of financial conditi-
ons in the country and the adoption of the Second Five-Year Plan (1957), which 
was supposed to correct the anomalies created in the period 1947-1957, 115 con-
tributed the revival of the old idea of organizing work actions. At the Sixth Ple-
nary session (March 1956), greater involvement in “political activation of youth” 
was requested116 and it was stated that since the abolition of work actions, no “ot-
her forms” suitable for engaging with youth had been found.117 Just a few months 
later, at a meeting with representatives of Belgrade high school graduates, Tito 
reiterated that it was necessary to start organizing work actions as soon as possi-
ble. “The economic component of work actions is not as important as the moral-
political one,’ he stated, emphasizing that the vacuum left by their abolition led 
to a certain 'distancing of the youth,' as there was no opportunity for them to be 
'educated together.”118  

Although economists frequently and openly warned that the cost of 
youth work surpassed its worth, due to the lower skill and productivity levels of 
young men and women compared to professional workers, the authorities did not 
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abandon the organization of actions. The fact that abandoning the Soviet econo-
mic and social blueprint did not mean forsaking the importance of work and the 
social engagement of youth was confirmed by Tito's speech at the rally in Novo 
Mesto, held to mark the opening of a highway section in November 1958. ‘Such 
facilities, highways and others,’ he pointed out, ‘are important for our socialist 
country, both for economic and other reasons. But it is also crucial that these de-
velopments help shape new men, that they understand and grasp the meaning of 
brotherhood and unity, the significance of our socialist country, and the character 
of our new people.”119 The slogans: “We build the railway, the railway builds us” 
and “Tito, the Party, the Youth, Work action” effectively emphasized the impor-
tance of youth work and ideological shaping of the consciousness of young men 
and women. The educational effects of work actions, such as fostering brother-
hood and unity, facilitating interactions among young people from different re-
gions, developing work habits, and bringing the benefits of modern life closer to 
youth from underdeveloped rural areas, were among the positive aspects 
frequently and enthusiastically highlighted. 

 When a youth work action was launched in 1958, the first since 1952, to 
build a section of the Brotherhood and Unity Highway, political and social cir-
cumstances were different in many ways. The enterprises had a final say as re-
gards construction, while the involvement of young people represented a kind of 
guarantee that the work would progress at the desired rate, since the unskilled 
workers who had come from villages tended to leave work sites and go home to 
cultivate fields at peak harvest times. However, even in changed social circum-
stances, old habits and practices proved difficult to eradicate. Even in the early 
1960s, the brigades were organized according to the semi-military principle, with 
many elements of militarism.120  Although the cultural and entertainment content 
became more varied and numerous, lectures, discussions, organized listening to 
radio shows, and press reading remained important aspect of everyday life in the 
brigades.121 Moreover, in 1962, the participants in work action received a prelimi-
nary draft of the Constitution as a gift. 122  

 Ideological-political work was organized according to the minimum pro-
gram drawn up by the Central Committee of the People’s Youth of Yugoslavia for 
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federal actions. Lectures were most often organized, and the programs intended for 
young people from the countryside differed from those designed for city dwellers. 
Village brigades covered six mandatory topics, and high school and student briga-
des covered three. Each brigade also received a special program from the county or 
district committee that addressed the specific issues of the area from which the 
young men and women came. Finally, if needed, the Headquarters, that is, the lea-
dership in the settlement, could choose another topic that needed to be addres-
sed.123 Young people were given basic knowledge about the socio-political situation 
in the country, the foreign policy of Yugoslavia, the tasks of the People’s Youth and 
the League of Communists, self-management, the perspective of agriculture, and 
the like.124 The emphasis on the ideological and educational aspects at the expense 
of the economic ones became evident, and it was even publicly acknowledged that 
simple physical labor could not provide educational benefits.125 Neglecting the eco-
nomic profitability of youth work actions also led to radical proposals. At one me-
eting, it was suggested that youth should be employed in highway construction even 
if it meant that companies might forego using mechanization in certain situations.  

 Open pressures on young people, such as those prevalent throughout 
Yugoslavia until 1952, had nearly disappeared. In some villages, young people 
were still 'persuaded' to participate in actions through threats, parents opposed 
their children going to socialist construction sites, and youth under the age of 17 
were sent to work. However, the majority participated in actions voluntarily. Mo-
tives for joining the youth work actions varied. Some young people did so out of 
enthusiasm or a desire for companionship and more relaxed behaviour, others 
from a desire for social recognition, while many hoped to undertake training and 
find a job in industry. Although the official reports regularly analyzed ‘negative 
phenomena’ amongst young people, such as petty theft, intoxication, looser rela-
tionships between boys and girls, the emergence of prostitution and illegal fleeing 
across the border, local authorities would often send young people already found 
guilty of such things to the work brigades for ideological education. However, the 
educational effect and the possibility of resocialization were not the only motives 
for sending problematic youth to working actions.126 Sometimes the path of least 
resistance was followed, so individuals whose behavior troubled the police and 
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were relocated from their hometowns by local authorities were deliberately re-
moved from the areas where they caused problems, even if only temporarily.127  

 By the mid-1960s, it was evident that young men and women, especially 
students and rural youth, were losing interest in work actions. Even the People’s 
Youth, as an organizer, became relatively weary, leading to more frequent, hasty, 
and last-minute organization of work actions. However, the methods of agitation 
for participation remained unchanged over the years. Young people were promi-
sed more than could be delivered, and posters advertising courses for waiters, 
cobblers, barbers, and sausage makers were put up around the counties.128 The 
press also played its part, publishing photographs of ‘brigade girls’ in swimwear 
along with the calls for actions.129 The reduced role of the Federation in general 
investment130 and the unregulated relationships between investors, contractors, 
and working youth further complicated the situation. Many companies involved 
in construction sought to exploit the involvement of young people as a means to 
push through investment plans and acquire unnecessary equipment. Moreover, 
the youth leaders were not satisfied with the educational effect of the actions eit-
her, stating that the results of ideological and political work are sometimes “of a 
dubious nature.”131  

 After the construction of sections of the Brotherhood and Unity 
Highway, the work on the Adriatic Highway, and the reconstruction of Skopje, it 
became clear that a period of respite was necessary. This shift in focus was evident 
in the Resolution of the VIII Congress, which emphasized that future work acti-
ons should be “developed in accordance with socio-economic circumstances.”132 
The increasingly pronounced destatization of the economic system, coupled with 
persistent financial difficulties that remained unresolved even after an extensively 
prepared economic reform, led to growing skepticism about the relevance of 
work actions. Although these viewpoints were not dominant, they fostered an en-
vironment where ideas “about the need for a more decisive shift” and the explo-
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ration of “more flexible forms of work gathering” increasingly resonated.133 The 
fact that the construction of the Adriatic Highway section from Kolašin to Bijelo 
Polje  (1964) exceeded the budget by as much as 30% undoubtedly influenced the 
Federal Executive Council's decision to inform the Yugoslav Youth League that 
“there were no conditions” for organizing federal work actions (1965, 1966).134 
However, by the second half of 1967, it became clear that this was merely a short-
term respite rather than a complete abandonment of the belief in the educational 
benefits of voluntary work. The announcement of the five-year Yugoslav action 
New Belgrade in 1968, which aimed to demonstrate that volunteering was not as 
costly 'as people usually believed’, 135 indicated that the organization of youth bri-
gades would not be abandoned.136 A few months later, at the VIII Congress of the 
Youth League of Yugoslavia, Tito advocated for further development of the “use-
ful long-standing tradition of work actions.”137 This gave a new impetus to work 
actions, which were massively organized throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Despite 
significant political changes and the deepening internal crisis, work actions “re-
mained a solid ideological concept and one of the most important tools in the 
ideological construction of Yugoslav youth” until the collapse of the state.”138  

 
* * * 

 
Attempts to create Yugoslav generations of youth—first on an ethnic and 

national basis, and later on an ideological and supranational basis —defined ne-
arly sixty years of the Yugoslav state's existence. Economic underdevelopment, 
inadequate education and low population mobility during the inter-war period 
prevented the South Slavic peoples from getting to know each other and develo-
ping a unified Yugoslav identity. The repressive measures that imposed integral 
Yugoslavism created a counter-effect, additionally strengthened the already built 
national consciousness and complicated the already complex political situation. 
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The creation of a common identity of young people in socialist Yugoslavia was 
somewhat more successful. The education system, the mass media, popular cul-
ture, but also work actions and the increasingly popular summer holidays orga-
nized by the Youth Travel Association managed to influence the formation of the 
first generations of Yugoslav youth, of course in a civic rather than an ethnic sen-
se. As it turned out, the collapse of the state also led to an almost complete disso-
lution of the common identity among young people. Nevertheless, traces of the 
former Yugoslav identity, especially in popular culture, have survived and remain 
visible thirty years after the country's disintegration.  
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