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ABSTRACT

The purpose of the research paper is to examine the historical trajectory of the
resurgence of Serbian nationalism in the aftermath of Josip Broz Tito’s death in 1980.

Scientific novelty. The novelty of the study lies in the synthesis of existing
historiographical literature with newly examined primary sources, including previously
unpublished archival materials from the Archives of Serbia. Through systematic
documentation of the ideological, institutional, and geopolitical dimensions of Serbian
nationalism during the 1980s, the study sheds new light on its origins, mechanisms, and
consequences, particularly its role in the erosion of Kosovo’s constitutional autonomy, which
constituted the initial site of nationalist assertion.

Conclusions The death of Josip Broz Tito marked the prelude to a resurgence of Serbian
nationalism, which had been largely curtailed following the Brijuni Plenum of 1966.
Following this plenary session, the federal leadership, under Tito’s guidance, initiated
extensive debates over constitutional reform, which culminated in the adoption of the 1974
Constitution. This constitutional framework devolved certain powers from the Republic of
Serbia to the autonomous provinces of Kosovo and Vojvodina, thereby effectively recognizing
them as constituent entities within the federation. This development constituted a significant
political advancement for the predominantly Albanian population of Kosovo.

However, these constitutional changes were met with considerable opposition from
segments of the Serbian republican leadership, particularly among communist officials
harboring nationalist ambitions. These leaders articulated their grievances through the
publication of the ‘Blue Book’, which denounced what were perceived as injustices inflicted
on Serbia by the constitutional arrangements. While Tito remained alive, he managed to
contain these tensions.

Following Tito’s death, the political landscape deteriorated rapidly. In March and April
1981, Albanians in Kosovo initiated a series of student-led protests demanding the elevation
of Kosovo to republic status within the Yugoslav federation. This movement, in turn,
catalyzed a counter-mobilization among the Serb population of Kosovo, orchestrated from
Belgrade, which framed these actions as a defense against alleged threats posed by ‘Albanian
nationalists’. The central objective of this Serbian movement was the revocation of Kosovo'’s
autonomy as established by the 1974 Constitution.

This struggle over Kosovo autonomy was emblematic of the broader resurgence of
Serbian nationalism, most notably articulated in the 1986 Memorandum of the Serbian
Academy of Sciences and Arts. The document, and the political objectives it reflected, sought
to extend Serbian influence and control over other Yugoslav republics, thereby laying the
groundwork for the eventual disintegration of the Yugoslav Federation.
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AHoTALIA

Memow cmammi € JOCHiIKeHHS iCTOpUYHOI TpaekTopii BiApoKeHHs cep6ChKOro
HanjoHani3My mics cMepTi Mocuna Bpos Tito y 1980 poi.

Haykoea Hoeu3Ha. HoBU3Ha [0C/Ii/PKeHHSsI NOJISITA€ e CUHTe31 HasgiBHOI icTopiorpadiyHoi
JIiTepaTypyu 3 HOBUMH MepUIO/KEPeSaMH, 30KpeMa paHilie He ony6/1iKOBAaHUMH apXiBHUMHU
MaTepiasamu 3 ApxiBiB Cep6il. 3aBAsIKM CUCTEMAaTUYHOMY JOKYMEHTYBAaHHIO i/€0JIOTIYHUX,
iHCTUTYIiHHUX | TreonoJiTUYHHUX BHUMIpPIB cepbcbKOro HamioHasmismy y 1980-x pokax,
JOCJI/PKeHHS POJIMBA€ HOBE CBITJIO Ha MOTO BUTOKH, MEXaHi3MU Ta HACJIiKH, epeAyciM Ha
AOoro poJsib y MiApUBI KOHCTUTYLiMHOI aBToHOMii KocoBa, fka cTasa mnNepBUHHUM
Mal/JaHYMKOM HaLliOHAJIiICTUYHOTO YTBEPAKEeHHS.

Bucnosku. Cvepts Mocuna Bpos TiTo cTana mpoJioroM /0 BiJpOKeHHS cep6ChbKOro
HalioHa/Mi3My, IKHH 3HA4YHOW Mipolo OyB CTpUMaHUU micas BpioHcpkoro mienymy 1966 p.
[liciga 1boro mnJieHapHOro 3acifjaHHs ¢eaepasbHe KepiBHHUITBO IiA mpoBoaoM TiTo
iHiLifoBaso MacmTabHi AuCKycii moJ0 KOHCTUTYHiiHOI pedopMH, sKi 3aBepUININCSA
yxBasieHHsIM KoHctutynii 1974 p. g kKoHCcTUTyLilHAa MojJesb mepenbadana Iepegady
YaCTUHHU MOBHOBaXkeHb Bij Pecny6uiiku Cep6ist aBToHOMHUM KpasiM KocoBo Ta BoeBoanHa,
$aKTHYHO BM3HABIIHM iX CKIaZ0BUMHU Cy6'eKTaMu defepanii. Takuii po3BUTOK MO/ill 03Ha4YaB
CYTTEBUH MOJITUYHUN OCTY /IS IepeBaXKHO aJIbaHCbKOTo HacesieHHs1 Kocosa.

BogHodac 1ji KOHCTHUTYLiMHI 3MiHM BUKJ/HMKAa/JIM 3HAYHUK Omip 3 OGOKy OKpPeMHX KiJ
cepOChKOro pecny6J1iKaHCbKOI'0 KePiBHUI[TBA, 30KpeMa cepe/i KOMYHICTUYHUX QYyHKI[iOHEPiB
i3 HarioHaslicTHYHUMU aM6iLissMu. CBOE HEB/IOBOJIEHHSI BOHM BHCJIOBUJIM 4epe3 my6Jiikalito
TaK 3BaHOI «bJIakMTHOI KHUTM», B AKIM 3aCy/>KyBa/uce, Ha IXHIO AYMKY, HECIIpaBeAJIUBOCTI,
3aBzaHi Cep6ii YUHHUMH KOHCTUTYLiHHUMH A0MOBaeHOCTAMHU. [loku TiTo 6yB XUBUH, HOMy
B/IaBaJIOCsl CTPUMYBATH Lii HANPYXKEHHS.

[licns cmepti TiTo mosiTuyHa cuTyauis cTpiMko moripuumiacs. Y 6epesni-kBiTHI 1981 p.
asbanni KocoBa iHiLiroBasu cepilo CTyAEHTCbKUX MNPOTECTIB i3 BHMOrOI MiABUIEHHS
cratycy KocoBa o piBHA pecny6uiku y ckiazi HOrociaBcbkoi @efepanii. Y BignoBige 1e
CHPUYMHMIIO KOHTPMOGistizanito cepbecpkoro HacesneHHs1 KocoBa, opranizoBany 3 Besarpaga,
sKa moJi@aBaja ni Ail fK 3aXUCT BiJ HIGBUTO 3arpo3 3 GOKY «asibaHCbKUX HAIiOHAiCTiB».
lleHTpa/IbHOIO METOI0 IbOr0 CEpPOCBKOro pyxy OyJIo cKacyBaHHS aBToHoOMii Kocoga,
3akpinsiieHoi Koncruryniero 1974 p.

BopoTb6a 3a KOCOBCbKY aBTOHOMII0 CTaJsia IOKA30BOK JJIi LIMPILOrO BiJApOKEeHHS
cep6CbKOro HalioHaJi3My, HaWBHpasHile chopMmysboBaHoro y Memopanaymi Cep6cbkoi
akajeMii Hayk i mucTterTB 1986 p. llel fokyMeHT i nosiTuyHi Ui, Aki BiH Bifjo6pakas, 6yiu
CHpsIMOBaHi Ha PO3LIMPEHHS CEPOCHKOr0 BIUIMBY Ta KOHTPOJIIO HAa/J| iHIIMMHU I0T0CJIaBCbKUMHU
pecry6JikaMy, TUM CaMHAM 3aKJaBUIM MiAIPYHTS AJs nojajbuioro posnagy HrocaaBcbkoi
depeparii.

Katou4osi cnoea: cepbcbkuil HalioHATi3M, KOHCTUTYL{iHHI 3MiHH, KOHQJIIKTH, KOMYHi3M,
KocoBo
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INTRODUCTION

Tito’s death on May 4, 1980 was an event, according to Raif Dizdarevicl, one of the
members of the top leadership of federal Yugoslavia, “...that hit the whole country,
but also the world public opinion. All the political leaders of the world expressed their
great regret for the death of such a person as Tito"2.

This event marked a turning point in the political and ethnic stability of the
Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. Tito’s authoritarian yet inclusive leadership
had suppressed overt nationalist sentiments and maintained a delicate balance
among Yugoslavia’s six republics and two autonomous provinces. However, his
absence left a power vacuum and exposed deep-seated ethnic tensions-particularly
Serbian nationalism, which would grow increasingly assertive throughout the 1980s.

Tito’s death and the 1981 Albanian student demonstrations in Kosovo were used
by Serbian nationalists to reinforce the narrative that Serbs in Kosovo were being
persecuted and that Serbia was losing sovereignty over part of it. Serbian media
began to propagate the image of an ‘Albanian threat’, portraying Albanian aims to
secede Kosovo from Serbia. This ideology became a key component of Serbian
nationalism during the 1980s.

The purpose of the research paper is to examine the historical trajectory of the
resurgence of Serbian nationalism in the aftermath of Josip Broz Tito’s death in 1980.

LITERATURE AND SOURCES REVIEW

Among the main local authors who have addressed this topic, Nebojsa
Vladisavljevic stands out for several of his scholarly articles3. In these works, he
contends that the dissolution of Yugoslavia constituted a highly complex process,
shaped in part by the interplay between nationalist ambitions and unitarist
tendencies within the emerging political elite in Serbia. Additionally, he highlights the
role of certain dissident Serbian intellectuals who perceived the constitutional
weakening (‘defactorization’) of the autonomous provinces as a strategic means to
reassert the dominance of the Republic of Serbia within the Yugoslav Federation.
Among Kosovar scholars, Gashi is particularly noteworthy for his argument that the
death of Tito and the 1981 student demonstrations in Kosovo constituted a prelude
to the reemergence of Serbian nationalism*.

The academic Rexhep Qosja, in tracing the evolution of the Albanian question
throughout the twentieth century, asserts that the initial signs of Yugoslavia’'s

1 Raif Dizdarevi¢ was Chairman of the Presidency of Yugoslavia (1978-1982), then Chairman of the
Federal Assembly of Yugoslavia (1982-1983), Foreign Minister of Yugoslavia (1984-1988), see:
Dizdarevié¢ R. Od smrti Tita do smrti Jugoslavije - svjedoCenja. Sarajevo: Svjetlost, 2000. P. 21.

2 Ibid. P. 42.

3 Vladisavljevi¢ N. Grassroots Groups, MiloSevi¢ or Dissident Intellectuals? A Controversy over the Origins
and Dynamics of the Mobilisation of Kosovo Serbs in the 1980s. Nationalities Papers. 2004. Vol. 32 (4).
P.781-796. DOI:  https://doi.org/10.1080/0090599042000296113;  Viadisavljevic N. = Serbia’s
Antibureaucratic Revolution, MiloSevi¢, the Fall of Communism and Nationalist Mobilization. Palgrave
Macmillan, 2008. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1057 /9780230227798

4 Gashi 1. Studime Historike II: Studime, artikuj, véshtrime dhe recensione. Prishtiné: Instituti i Historisé,
2023.P.83.
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disintegration emerged in Kosovo immediately following Tito’s death5. The
researcher and politician Bajram Kosumi also shares this views.

The phenomenon of Serbian nationalism has also been examined within a broader
contextual framework by several Western scholars. Notably, D.Sanders and
D. Houghton have addressed the resurgence of Serbian nationalism through the lens
of British foreign policy toward Yugoslavia, situating nationalist developments within
the geopolitical and diplomatic dynamics of the period”

Barbara Jelavich provides a comprehensive analysis of the emergence and
resurgence of Serbian nationalism, focusing particularly on its manifestations during
the political tenures of Aleksandar Rankovi¢ and Slobodan MiloSevi¢s.

Among the most prominent Western scholars who have offered in-depth analyses
of the disintegration of Yugoslavia following Tito’s death and the concomitant rise of
Serbian nationalism are Laura Silber, Allan Little, and Sabrina P. Ramet. Silber and
Little, in their seminal work?, provide a detailed journalistic and analytical account of
the collapse of the Yugoslav federation, emphasizing the central role of Serbian
nationalist politics under Slobodan MiloSevi¢. Their work combines investigative
reporting with historical context to trace how ethno-nationalist rhetoric and political
manipulation contributed to the outbreak of violent conflicts.

Similarly, Sabrina P.Ramet, in several of her scholarly publications, including
‘Balkan Babel’10, offers a comprehensive political and sociological examination of
nationalism in the region, highlighting the ideological, institutional, and cultural
factors that facilitated the reassertion of Serbian dominance in the post-Tito era.

During the drafting of this paper, we have identified several sources and scholarly
literature that shed light on the topic under examination. Among the most important
sources are political analyses produced by the Presidency of the Central Committee of
the League of Communists of Yugoslavia addressing the political and security
situation in the country. These materials are preserved in the Archives of Serbia,
fonds AS 1. 1589, Sk. 956, and AS. 1. 1589, Sk. 845.

SERBIAN NATIONALISM IN TITO’S YUGOSLAVIA: SUPPRESSION, RESURGENCE AND
TRANSFORMATION

In the final years of Tito’s leadership, Yugoslavia experienced a period of relative
political stability and minimal popular dissent. The ruling elite successfully projected
an image of legitimacy, largely by emphasizing their defense of the country’s
sovereignty within the polarized geopolitical context of the Cold War and by
invoking the public’s apprehension toward Soviet domination. Under Tito’s
stewardship, Yugoslavia’s international prestige reached unprecedented levels,
bolstered by his adept balancing of relations between East and West and his
prominent role in the Non-Aligned Movement. The political turbulence of the late

5 Qosja R. Céshtja shqiptare: Historia dhe Politika. Tirané: Toena, 1998.

6 Kosumi B. Koncept pér mendimin e ri politik. Prishtiné: Brezi ‘81, 2001.

7 Sanders D., Houghton D. Losing an Empire, Finding a Role: British Foreign Policy Since 1945. London:
Red Globe Press, 2017.

8 Jelavich B. History of the Balkans, Twentieth Century. Vol. 2. New York: Cambridge University Press,
1983.

9 Silber L., Little A. The Death of Yugoslavia. London: Penguin Books, BBC Books, 1995.

10 Ramet S.P. Balkan Babel: The Disintegration of Yugoslavia from the Death of Tito to the Fall of
Milosevic. London-New York: Westview Press, 2002.
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1960s and early 1970s appeared to have receded, and the recently expanded system
of workers’ self-management was widely celebrated as a model capable of
stimulating economic growth and participatory governance. By comparison,
Yugoslavia was perceived as more prosperous than its Eastern European socialist
counterparts, and distinguished by higher living standards, a burgeoning consumer
culture, limited space for private initiative within certain sectors of the economy,
more liberal cultural policies, relatively extensive personal and foreign travel
freedoms, and a selective - though still present — use of political repression?t.

Concurrently, political instability intensified, reflected in the fragmentation of the
ruling elite, characterized by growing intra-regional rivalries and inter-republican
tensions. The disconnect between the political leadership and the broader
population widened, further undermining state legitimacy. Political conflicts became
particularly pronounced in debates over how to address the deepening economic
crisis, proposed constitutional reforms, and the cautious liberalization of repressive
mechanisms. This transition from the relative stability of the 1970s to the
pronounced instability of the mid-1980s occurred despite the formal continuity of
the party-state’s institutional structures and ideological frameworks. This continuity
suggests that underlying socio-economic, inter-republican, and institutional tensions
- rather than solely changes in official policy - played a decisive role in the
destabilization of the Yugoslav federation!2.

The death of Josip Broz Tito in May 1980 marked a pivotal moment in the political
trajectory of Socialist Yugoslavia. In the immediate aftermath, the party-state
leadership orchestrated a public display of unity aimed at reassuring both domestic
and international audiences, and the succession process unfolded in a relatively
orderly manner, without major disruptions. In accordance with the 1974
Constitution, the position of President of Yugoslavia - held by Tito for life - was
dissolved, and executive authority was transferred to the collective State Presidency,
a rotating body composed of representatives from the republics and autonomous
provinces. Despite the formal continuity of governance, the long-term implications of
Tito’s departure were profound, particularly due to the central role he had played in
both mediating intra-elite tensions and maintaining political cohesion across the
ethnically diverse federation. The leadership vacuum created by his absence
gradually exposed deep-seated structural and political vulnerabilities within the
system. The generational shift in the political elite further compounded these
challenges. Over the course of the early 1980s, members of Tito’s ‘old guard’ -
predominantly pre-war communists and Partisan veterans - began to retire or pass
away, making way for a new cohort of post-war politicians. Although this
generational transition had begun as early as the 1960s, many members of the older
generation had resisted relinquishing power, particularly following the partial
reintroduction of repressive measures in the early 1970s, which had strengthened
their grip on authority.

However, within a few years of Tito’s death, key figures from the founding
generation had exited the political stage. Edvard Kardelj, a chief ideological architect
from Slovenia, died in 1979; Vladimir Bakari¢, the dominant figure in Croatian

11 Vladisavljevi¢ N. Serbia’s Antibureaucratic Revolution... P. 44-46.
12 Ibidem.
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politics, died in 1983; and Milo$ Mini¢, a senior Serbian official, retired in 1982.
Other influential leaders - including Petar Stamboli¢ (Serbia), Lazar KoliSevski
(Macedonia), Cvijetin Mijatovi¢ (Bosnia and Herzegovina), Fadil Hoxha (Kosovo),
and Stevan Doronjski (Vojvodina) - retired by 1984 following the completion of
their mandates in the federal presidency. This generational turnover ushered in a
new political class, largely composed of post-war cadres in their forties and fifties,
who assumed key roles within party and state institutions. However, this transition
did not result in greater political cohesion; rather, it exposed the fragmentation of
the League of Communists and weakened the integrative function previously
exercised by Tito’s personal authority?3.

One of the most consequential outcomes of the generational shift in Yugoslavia’s
political leadership was the dissolution of the personal bonds that had previously
existed among republican and provincial representatives in the upper echelons of
the federal party and state apparatus. These relationships - many of which had been
forged through shared experiences before, during, and immediately after the Second
World War, and further solidified following the political purges of 1971-72 - played
a stabilizing role in the functioning of the federal system. In the context of
Yugoslavia’s decentralized political structure, particularly following the
constitutional and administrative reforms of the late 1960s and early 1970s, such
interpersonal connections among senior officials were crucial for managing inter-
republican coordination and ensuring elite consensus. Their erosion in the post-Tito
period contributed significantly to the emergence of political fragmentation and elite
conflicts at the federal level. These tensions were not confined to federal institutions
but also manifested within individual republics and provinces, at times escalating
into overt power struggles played out in the public arena. The most notable and
visible instance occurred in Serbia between 1985 and 1987, when a leadership crisis
unfolded within the League of Communists of Serbia. Ivan Stamboli¢ succeeded in
marginalizing Draza Markovi¢, only to be subsequently removed from power himself
by his protégé, Slobodan MiloSevi¢ - a pivotal moment marking the beginning of a
more confrontational and nationalist political discourse in Serbia4.

In assessments of the internal political situation in Yugoslavia during the early
years following Tito’s death, Kosovo remained one of the most persistent and
destabilizing sources of concern for the federal leadership. The province continued
to be perceived as a political flashpoint, particularly in the wake of the 1981
Albanian student protests, which were met with firm suppression. Despite a change
in generational leadership, the federal authorities maintained the repressive
strategies of their predecessors, revealing a continuity in state policy toward Kosovo.
Although some elements within the new political elite expressed a preference for
more moderate approaches, their reluctance to pursue systemic reform or engage
the Albanian population politically meant that their rhetorical commitment to less
repressive methods remained largely untested. Concurrently, divisions emerged
within the central leadership of the League of Communists of Yugoslavia, as well as
within the Serbian political establishment. Prominent disagreements were recorded
in the Central Committee, where tensions between high-ranking Serbian politicians

13 Ibid. P. 44-46.
14 Ibidem.
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Milo§ Mini¢ and Petar Stamboli¢ signaled growing factionalism. These intra-elite
disputes reflected the broader fragmentation of political consensus and the
weakening of federal cohesion.

Regarding developments in Kosovo, Albanian grievances continued to be framed
by the leadership as a direct threat to the territorial integrity and constitutional
order of the Yugoslav federation. The prevailing narrative among both the old guard
and the incoming generation of leaders cast Albanian demands not as calls for
autonomy or cultural recognition, but as nationalist agitation, thus justifying
continued repression.

During the early 1980s, organized activism among Kosovo Serbs intensified in
response to perceived marginalization and demographic decline. Various groups
sought to establish contacts with influential figures in the capital and beyond,
including former Kosovo Serb émigrés occupying managerial roles in state
enterprises, mid-level bureaucrats, and journalists from Belgrade-based media
outlets stationed in the province. These intermediaries - often referred to as
‘trustees’ - played a pivotal role in identifying potential allies outside Kosovo and in
shaping the protest messaging, as many local activists were unfamiliar with the
complex institutional structure and informal networks of power in Belgrade.
Notably, activists also engaged with dissident intellectuals, including the prominent
nationalist writer Dobrica Cosi¢, who endorsed their cause and advised them to
exploit all available legal channels for petitioning the state. Some elements within
Belgrade’s dissident circles advocated for more radical measures, predicting that
visible protests by Kosovo Serbs in the capital could trigger mass demonstrations.
According to multiple accounts, the initial draft of the widely circulated petition
denouncing conditions in Kosovo was authored not by the activist Kosta Bulatovic,
who publicly claimed credit, but by a journalist — himself a former Kosovo Serb
émigré and close associate of Bulatovi¢. This version of events has been widely
accepted among contemporaries and historians alike?5.

In his memoirs, Dizdarevi¢, then President of the Federal Assembly, reflects on
the socio-political climate of Yugoslavia during a period marked by significant
unrest. He observes that widespread dissatisfaction at workplaces manifested in
riots and strikes, coinciding with a discernible rise in nationalist sentiments across
several republics. This resurgence of nationalism had notably entrenched itself
within key institutions critical to shaping public policy and societal transformations.
Dizdarevi¢ identifies the fragmentation of national unity, exacerbated by public
disagreements among various leadership factions, as a principal destabilizing factor
for the country. Within this context, Kosovo emerged as a pivotal flashpoint. The
province’s situation progressively deteriorated, revealing deep national divisions,
particularly within the League of Communists of Kosovo. During a session of the
Central Committee leadership of the League of Communists of Yugoslavia on July 18,
1988, prominent figures such as Millovan Shogorov, Kaqusha Jashari, and Slobodan
MiloSevi¢ failed to reach a consensus on addressing the escalating crisis in Kosovo.
MiloSevi¢ notably endeavored to bring the autonomous provinces of Vojvodina and
Kosovo under the direct influence of Serbia. Despite attempts by the Party to
implement measures aimed at crisis mitigation, the leadership in Vojvodina once

15 Vladisavljevic N. Grassroots Groups... P. 12.
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again experienced setbacks. Concluding this chapter, Dizdarevi¢ recounts a meeting
with Momo Markovié, during which they discussed Slobodan Milosevi¢. Markovi¢
characterized MiloSevi¢ as “an unscrupulous, self-serving individual who exploits
nationalism to further his personal ambitions and against whom vigilance is
imperative”16,

THE ALBANIAN STUDENT DEMONSTRATIONS OF 1981 IN KOoSOvO AND CLASHES WITH
SERBIAN NATIONALISM

In the early 1980s, the international system entered a renewed and intensified
phase of the Cold War, marked by escalating tensions between the communist bloc,
led by the Soviet Union, and the Western democracies, under the leadership of the
United States - a geopolitical struggle often conceptualized as the confrontation
between East and West. This resurgence in hostilities was largely influenced by
significant shifts within the political leadership of the Western alliance. In the United
States, the 1980 presidential election resulted in the victory of Ronald Reagan, whose
administration adopted a markedly assertive stance against global communism.
Reagan articulated a rhetoric of moral absolutism, famously characterizing the Soviet
Union as an ‘evil empire’, thereby framing the Cold War not only as a geopolitical
contest but also as a moral struggle?”.

In pursuing his new political course against communism, President Ronald Reagan
found a key ally in the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, Margaret Thatcher, who
had assumed office in 1979. Thatcher, described as being ‘instinctively Atlanticist’ in
her geopolitical orientation, shared Reagan’s conviction that the West not only could
- but indeed should - resort to the use of force when confronting communist regimes
or ideologically aligned movements that posed a significant threat to Western
strategic interests. Their alignment marked a critical consolidation of transatlantic
resolve during the renewed phase of Cold War confrontation!s.

This strategic orientation reflected a period during which the United Kingdom,
while deepening its engagement with continental Europe, remained firmly aligned
with the broader Western campaign against Soviet influence. Within this geopolitical
context, particular attention was directed toward the Socialist Federal Republic of
Yugoslavia - a communist state that, notably, stood outside the formal structures of
the Soviet-led Eastern Bloc. Western interest in Yugoslavia was shaped by several
key factors: its geostrategic location in the Balkans, its economic potential, and its
complex multi-ethnic composition, which rendered it both a potential site of
instability and a buffer against Soviet expansion. One British ambassador to Belgrade
during the era of Josip Broz Tito characterized him as a pragmatic and authoritative
leader whose influence was instrumental in mediating between the conflicting
national and ideological currents within the federation. Tito’s leadership, in this
view, served as a stabilizing force that enabled a delicate balance among the
constituent republics of the Yugoslav state?®.

Within the Western bloc - more specifically within the United States
administration, which played a leading role in representing Western democratic

16 Dizdarevi¢ R. Od smrti Tita do smrti Jugoslavije - svjedocenja... P. 98.
17 Vladisavljevi¢ N. Grassroots Groups... P. 32.

18 Sanders D., Houghton D. Losing an Empire... P. 112.

19 Jelavich B. History of the Balkans... P. 403.
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interests - there prevailed a strategic concern that the death of Josip Broz Tito might
create an opening for the Soviet Union to reassert its influence in Yugoslavia. It was
feared that such a shift could destabilize the Yugoslav political establishment and
potentially alter the country’s non-aligned orientation in foreign policy, thereby
tipping the balance of power in the Balkans during a delicate phase of the Cold
War20, In light of these geopolitical concerns, British Prime Minister Margaret
Thatcher undertook an official visit to Yugoslavia in the latter part of September
1980. During her meetings with the highest echelons of Yugoslav leadership, she
emphasized the importance that the United Kingdom placed on maintaining
Yugoslavia’s unity, independence, and territorial integrity. This diplomatic
engagement reflected broader Western efforts to support Yugoslavia’s continued
detachment from Soviet influence?.

Consistent with this orientation, British authorities closely monitored internal
developments within Yugoslavia, particularly the Albanian student demonstrations
in the spring of 1981. In a detailed report based primarily on Yugoslav official
sources, the British Ambassador to Belgrade, E. Bolland, informed the Foreign and
Commonwealth Office of the initial events in Prishtina. According to the report, on
the afternoon of March 11, 1981, a disturbance broke out in the student canteen in
Prishtina, allegedly sparked by dissatisfaction with food quality. While a student
burning a tray of food did not initially provoke large-scale unrest, the situation
escalated when approximately thirty students began to destroy canteen property.
This incident quickly evolved into a broader protest involving around 400 students
who marched into the city center chanting political slogans and clashing with police
forces. Although the authorities managed to temporarily disperse the demonstration
and return the students to their dormitories, tensions persisted. In an effort to
defuse the situation, a meeting between university administrators and students was
held on March 26, 1981. However, the dialogue broke down as soon as students
began articulating overtly political demands. Demonstrations resumed, now with
greater coordination - protesters brought prepared flags and reiterated their
demands with increased intensity. A significant confrontation occurred when
students attempted to exit the city at a time when approximately 40,000 citizens had
gathered to observe the passage of the annual Youth Relay through Kosovo. The
police responded forcefully, resulting in 23 demonstrators injured, 22 arrests, and
14 injured police officers?22,

These accounts represent the perspective of Western diplomacy regarding the
1981 student demonstrations. However, beyond these external interpretations, there
exists a rich corpus of local sources, including memoirs and interviews with
participants and organizers, that offer a more nuanced and internally grounded
understanding of the events. From this perspective, the 1981 Albanian student
demonstrations can be interpreted as a natural socio-political evolution, rooted in the
increasing level of educational attainment and institutional integration among Kosovo

20 Howard A.M., Ashley C, Munteanu M.A. (Eds.). Foreign Relations of the United States, 1977-1980.
Vol. XX: Eastern Europe. Washington: United States Government Publishing Office, 2015. P. XI.

21 Thatcher Margaret. Speech at Yugoslav official dinner, 24 September 1980. Margaret Thatcher
Foundation. URL: https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/104429

22 Syla S.,, Kaba H. Demonstratat e Kosovés né Arkivin Kombétar té Londrés. Dok. 34-35. Prishtiné:
Instituti i Historisé “Ali Hadri”, 2017. P. 52-54.
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Albanians. Whereas only two or three decades earlier, the region had struggled with
high illiteracy, by the 1980s, nearly every family had at least one student or a member
employed in the public sector. This transformation - what some have termed an
educational and economic revolution - contributed to the emergence of a new
intellectual elite. According to the historian Oliver Jens Schmitt, this process marked
the replacement of a traditional, post-Ottoman elite with a modern, educated class that
sought to affirm Albanian national identity within the Yugoslav framework. Schmitt
further argues that many of these shifts were not purely grassroots developments but
were, in fact, driven from above, as part of deliberate policies of the Yugoslav state
aimed at strengthening the position of non-Serb nationalities. Examples of these state-
led reforms include the constitutional recognition of the term ‘Albanian’ (in place of
the previously used and pejorative Siptari), the standardization of the Albanian
language, the facilitation of academic exchange between universities in Tirana and
Prishtina, and the widespread use of Albanian-language educational materials
imported from Albania. These measures illustrate the complex and at times
paradoxical nature of Yugoslav federal policy, which simultaneously promoted ethnic
pluralism and sought to maintain state cohesionz3.

The intensifying pressure exerted by Serbian nationalists within the Yugoslav
communist leadership - both during Tito’s final years and especially after his death - to
curtail the growing national affirmation of Kosovar Albanians did not go unnoticed by
the political leadership in Kosovo or by the emerging class of Albanian intellectuals. By
this time, national consciousness among Kosovar Albanians had become significantly
consolidated, particularly among the university-educated youth, who increasingly
demanded more assertive and accelerated advancements in the constitutional and
political status of Kosovo. This shift in political awareness and aspiration was deeply
rooted in the new constitutional framework established by the 1974 Yugoslav
Constitution, which granted Kosovo expanded autonomy. This period may be
interpreted as the embryonic phase of Kosovo’s statehood, laying the foundational
structures of modern Kosovar institutions that embraced the principle of civic
representation. The implications of this constitutional evolution were evident across
virtually all spheres of socio-economic and political life in the province. Key
developments included the establishment of a provincial government largely composed
of Albanian communists; the proportional representation of Albanians in both political
and party structures, reflective of their demographic weight; the founding and rapid
expansion of the University of Prishtina - which quickly became the third largest
university in Yugoslavia by student enrollment; and the creation of critical academic
and cultural institutions such as the Academy of Sciences and Arts of Kosovo (ASHAK),
the Albanological Institute, and the Institute of History. These institutions played a
central role in nurturing the emerging political and intellectual elites of Kosovo within
the framework of its autonomous status in the Yugoslav federation2+.

This transformative phase marked the gradual departure of Kosovo from a
political culture historically shaped by dependence and subordination. It gave rise to
a new political ethos - one grounded in notions of autonomy and civic identity -
which increasingly emphasized a distinct state identity. This development occurred

23 Schmidt 0.]. Kosova histori e njé trevé gendrore ballkanike. Prishtiné: Koha, 2012. P. 189-195.
24 Gashi I. Studime Historike... P. 15.
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alongside the enduring memory among segments of the population of Albania as the
national homeland of the Kosovar Albanians. Despite operating within the constraints
of a socialist and highly centralized federal system, this semi-autonomous phase of
governance constituted a formative period in the evolution of a political and
institutional culture in Kosovo. For the first time in modern history, the people of
Kosovo began to transcend the legacy of tribal and kinship-based political structures,
laying the groundwork for a new tradition centered around modern public
institutions and collective civic representation25.

Within the analytical framework presented in this study, the 1981 student
demonstrations in Kosovo should be interpreted not merely as spontaneous
expressions of socio-economic dissatisfaction, but as the initial phase of an erosive
process that would contribute to the disintegration of the Yugoslav federation and the
emergence of nationalist movements aimed at establishing independent nation-
states. In this regard, the demonstrations may be viewed as a critical turning point in
the political trajectory of Kosovo and the broader Balkans. As Academician Rexhep
Qosja aptly observes, the 1981 events constitute “a prelude to developments that
would bring about historical transformations: the crisis of communist ideology and
its eventual collapse; the crisis of Yugoslav federalism and its ultimate dissolution;
the Balkan crisis and, ultimately, its new political and state reconfiguration”z26.

Similarly, Bajram Kosumi - a scholar and participant in these developments -
argues that the year 1981 marks a significant qualitative shift in the Albanian national
movement within Yugoslavia. According to him, this period signals the end of a phase
characterized by clandestine activity through illegal groups and organizations, and
the beginning of a new era of organized national resistance. The political demands
once limited to select groups became the articulated demands of an entire people.
Kosumi also identifies this moment as the emergence of the first post-World War II
Albanian generation - formed within the relatively liberal atmosphere of the 1970s -
who were uncompromising toward Serbian hegemony and firmly confident in their
collective agency?’.

In conclusion, the 1981 demonstrations represent a foundational moment in the
political culture that ultimately led to the creation of an independent Kosovo. As
noted by French scholar Jacques Baudouin, the very idea of Kosovo’s independence
finds its earliest and most substantial roots in the demonstrations of 1981. These
events not only revealed the growing national consciousness of Kosovo Albanians but
also symbolized the beginning of a broader process of political transformation in the
Balkans, with lasting implications for regional stability and statehoodzs.

BELGRADE COERCIVE POLICIES TOWARD K0Sovo

The movement for the freedom and liberation of Kosovo did not subside following
the suppression of the 1981 demonstrations; rather, it persisted, adapting to
increasingly repressive political conditions. In the aftermath of the protests, Serbian
propaganda intensified and was systematically institutionalized as a tool for

25 Ibidem.

26 Qosja R. Céshtja shqiptare... P. 216.

27 Kosumi B. Koncept pér mendimin e ri politik... P. 32-33.

28 Baudouin J. Lindja e njé demokracie - Hashim Thagi dhe rruga drejt Kosovés sé pavarur. Prishtiné:
Gjon Buzuku, 2019. P. 113.
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achieving political objectives. Through state-controlled media - press, radio,
television - as well as public speeches and ostensibly ‘scientific’ publications, efforts
were made to mobilize the wider Yugoslav public by portraying Albanians as inherent
enemies of the Slavic peoples29.

The emergence of an official anti-Albanian sentiment in the Socialist Republic of
Serbia, and more broadly within the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, was not
limited to the violent suppression of protests by special police units and the
deployment of the Yugoslav People’s Army in Kosovo. It was also characterized by
the instrumentalization of these events as a pretext for purging the political and
institutional elite of the Autonomous Socialist Province of Kosovo3?. The initial
targets of this political retribution were prominent Albanian cadres - particularly
from the city of Gjakova - who had played key roles in advancing Kosovo's
constitutional status within Yugoslavia. These included figures such as Fadil Hoxha,
Xhavit Nimani, Veli Deva, and Mahmut Bakalli.

Following the political purge, attention turned to Kosovo’s most important
educational institution: the University of Prishtina. Labelled by Belgrade as a ‘cradle
of nationalism’, the university - where the 1981 demonstrations had originated -
suffered significant institutional setbacks3l. A wave of forced resignations and
dismissals swept through public institutions, including high-ranking officials such as
Mahmut Bakalli (President of the Assembly of Kosovo), B. Oruci (President of the
Executive Council), Pajazit Nushi (Vice President of the Executive Council), and Ymer
Jaka (Provincial Secretary for Education, Culture, and Science)32. Under mounting
political pressure, even the rector of the University of Prishtina, Professor Gazmend
Zajmi, was compelled to resign in June 198133,

In the aftermath of the demonstrations, the Yugoslav authorities intensified their
repressive mechanisms through the reactivation of a political tool known as
‘differentiation’ - a form of punitive ideological vetting applied to individuals
perceived as sympathizers of the demonstrations. Although this process had
precedents in earlier decades, its implementation after 1981 assumed unprecedented
scale and intensity. Differentiation aimed not only to isolate dissident voices but to
fracture Albanian social cohesion by encouraging internal denunciations, often under
coercion34. This campaign of political pressure, referred to officially as ‘ideopolitical
differentiation’, was initially launched within the University of Prishtina and later
extended to nearly all sectors of public life - including local communities and even
family structuress3s.

Individuals and groups across all social strata were subjected to scrutiny and
disciplinary action, merely for being suspected of supporting the 1981 protests, directly

29 Kecmezi-Basha S. Shtypi ilegal shqiptar né Kosové (1945-1999). Prishtiné: Shoqata e té Burgosurve
Politiké, 2009. P. 113.

30 State Agency of Kosovo Archives (ASHAK). Fond: Komiteti Qendror i LK sé Serbisé, vitet 1977-1981.
Box. 9.

31 Akademia e Shkencave té Shqipérisé - Qendra e Enciklopedisé Shqiptare. KOSOVA né véshtrim
enciklopedik. Tirané: Toena, 1999. P. 126.

32 Lalaj A. Kosova-rruga e gjaté drejt vetévendosjes, 1948-1981. Tirané: Mésonjétorja e paré, 2000.
P.393.

33 Mbledhja e Plegésisé sé Universitetit té Kosovés. Bota e Re. 1981. Qershor 20. P. 6.

34 Kecmezi-Basha S. Shtypi ilegal... P. 115.

35 Dario M. SHBA-ja dhe Kosova. Prishtiné: Koha, 2013. P. 70.
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or indirectly3é. Parallel to this internal repression, efforts were made by members of the
Albanian diaspora to internationalize the Kosovo issue. Demonstrations in support of
Albanian political demands were held in cities such as Zurich and Basel, organized and
led by activist Kadri Zeka3’. Similar demonstrations also occurred in the United States38.
In a speech delivered during a protest in Diisseldorf (Federal Republic of Germany),
Zeka warned that the Republic of Serbia and the Yugoslav federation - allegedly with
the tacit support of the Soviet Union - were deliberately inciting conflict with the
Republic of Albania, thereby risking a broader Balkan or even European war, for which
they intended to blame the Albanians3°.

As a result of these repressive measures, between 1981 and 1989, approximately
930 Albanian students were denied the right to education40. The ideological purging
campaign also extended to prominent intellectuals, including Rexhep Qosja, Ali
Hadri, Gazmend Zajmi, Fehmi Agani, and Mark Krasniqi*l. It is worth noting,
however, that despite significant pressure on Kosovar authorities to enact harsher
punitive measures - especially targeting academic figures - many Albanian
representatives within political and institutional structures resisted the most
extreme actions42. Consequently, while the differentiation process inflicted
reputational and professional harm, it failed to achieve the broader objective of
silencing Kosovo'’s intellectual and political leadership.

Nevertheless, the state continued to pursue criminal prosecutions against
dissenters. In contrast to the centrally orchestrated mobilization of Serbian
nationalism in Serbia, the mobilization of Kosovo Serbs unfolded more locally and
opportunistically, driven largely by shifts in the political landscape that provided
space for increased activism by Serbian groups in Kosovo. In this context, a highly
publicized court case in 1982 targeted a group of Albanian intellectuals - Ukshin
Hoti, Ekrem Kryeziu, Halil Alidema, Hilmi Retkoceri, Nezir Haliti, and Muharrem
Fetiu - accused of political subversion43.

Amid the rise of overt nationalist sentiment in Serbia during the mid-1980s, the
Kosovo Serb population began to organize more openly in opposition to the political
and demographic developments occurring within the Socialist Autonomous Province
of Kosovo. By 1985, the Serbian Resistance Movement in Kosovo, led publicly by
Miroslav Solevié, had emerged as an expression of Serb mobilization in the province.
However, the ideological architects behind this movement were Dobrica Cosi¢ and
Dusan Risti¢, who played a pivotal role in drafting a petition advocating for the
adoption of radical measures in Kosovo. The petition, framed in terms of preventing

36 Lefter N. Aspekte té shtypjes kombétare e politike té shqgiptaréve né Kosové (1981-1986). Tirané:
Toena, 2011. P. 94-95.

37 Zeka K. Refleksione. Prishtiné: Druckart, 2002. P. 26-27.

38 During the years 1981-1982, a very active Albanian political organization in the USA was the political
organization ‘Kosovo Albanian Youth in the Free World’, see: Kecmezi Basha S. Kosova 1945-1990:
Véshtrim historiko-politik. Prishtiné: Instituti i Historisé, 2017. P. 338-339.

39 Zeka K. Refleksione... P. 74.

40 Kecmezi Basha S. Kosova 1945-1990... P. 387; Vllasi A. Kosova fillimi qé nuk harrohet. Prishtiné: Koha,
2017.P.370-372.

41 Malcolm N. Kosova - Njé histori e shkurtér. Prishtiné: Koha, 2001. P. 352.

42 Vllasi A. Kosova fillimi gé nuk harrohet... P. 376-377.

43 Matoshi H. Mr. Halil Alidema - Jeta dhe veprimtaria. Prishtiné: Instituti Albanologjik, 2017. P. 15.
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the alleged “persecution and displacement of Serbs”, served to legitimize further
nationalist agitation within Serbian political discourse.

This political climate culminated in the publication of the Memorandum of the
Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts (SANU) in 1986 - a seminal document in the
articulation of modern Serbian nationalism. The memorandum proposed
constitutional revisions to overturn key provisions of the 1974 Yugoslav
Constitution, particularly regarding the autonomous status of Kosovo and Vojvodina.
Framed as a call to address the ‘Serbian question’ within the Socialist Federal
Republic of Yugoslavia, the memorandum suggested that the dissolution of the
Yugoslav federation was a plausible - and even desirable - outcome. It marked a
return to the ideological foundations of pre-Yugoslav Greater Serbia aspirations,
effectively rehabilitating historical narratives that had fueled Serbian expansionism
in the late 19t and early 20th centuries.

In this context of increasing nationalist polarization and institutional threat, the
unification of previously fragmented Albanian underground organizations into a
single Popular Front for the Republic of Kosovo emerged as both a strategic
necessity and a political imperative. Leading this process were three key figures in
the Albanian national movement - Jusuf Gérvalla, Bardhosh Gérvalla, and Kadri Zeka
- who envisioned the consolidation of disparate political factions into a unified
resistance capable of advancing the cause of Kosovo’s self-determination4.

The political momentum generated by their efforts triggered an intensified
response from the Yugoslav state security apparatus, particularly among its foreign
intelligence networks operating in Western Europe. On January 17, 1982, the Yugoslav
secret service carried out the extrajudicial assassination of Jusuf and Bardhosh
Gérvalla along with Kadri Zeka in Untergrupenbach, Germany - a calculated operation
aimed at decapitating the leadership of the emerging Albanian nationalist movement.
Despite this act of repression, the movement quickly reorganized. Just one month
later, on February 17, 1982, representatives from various clandestine Albanian
organizations active both in Kosovo and the diaspora convened to formally establish
the Movement for the Albanian Republic in Yugoslavia. This marked a critical step in
the institutionalization of the Albanian resistance, which continued its activities in the
subsequent years.

By 1983, a new leadership emerged in the form of Nuhi Berisha and Rexhep Mala,
who, after an initial period of semi-illegal activity, entered into full clandestinity. These
individuals became central to the internal organization, strategic coordination, and
territorial expansion of the underground movement across Kosovo and beyond. They
were responsible for gathering and processing political and intelligence information,
establishing operational priorities, and structuring the organization’s obligations for
further consolidations. During this phase, the movement initiated the reorganization
of its internal structure, establishing Regional and Local Operational Headquarters - a
process which marked the transition toward a more disciplined and militarized
resistance effort. This reorganization laid the groundwork for the eventual creation of
a political-military organization that would later evolve into the Kosovo Liberation
Party, an early precursor to broader armed resistance formations.

44 Simpoziumi i dyté shkencor “Lévizja Popullore e Kosovés né vitet 1982-1984”. Shkup: Instituti i
Trashegimisé Kulturore dhe Shpirtérore té Shqiptaréve, 2018 (unpublished collection).
45 [bidem.
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POLITICAL IMPRISONMENTS IN KOosovo 1981-1989

The student demonstrations that erupted at the University of Prishtina on
March 11 and 26, 1981, marked a watershed moment in the socio-political history of
Kosovo. These protests represented not only an immediate expression of
dissatisfaction with prevailing socio-economic and political conditions, but also the
culmination of a deeply rooted, intergenerational resistance movement shaped by
decades - and indeed centuries - of marginalization and repression. What had
previously been articulated through clandestine activities and illegal organizations
now emerged as open, public demands, giving voice to a broader national
consciousness. The students of the 1981 generation confronted the Yugoslav People’s
Army and state security apparatus with nothing but their conviction and the symbolic
power of the Albanian national identity. Their resistance signaled the beginning of an
intensifying ethnic and political crisis that would come to define the final decade of
the Yugoslav federation. These protests, although initially presented as isolated
disturbances, in fact prefigured the broader systemic collapse that would engulf
Yugoslavia in the years to follow.

The state response to the protests revealed the extent to which Serbian and
Yugoslav authorities had institutionalized mechanisms of violence and control,
particularly targeting the Albanian population. What followed was a systematic
campaign of suppression, coordinated at the highest levels of power, involving
political purges, mass arrests, and extensive use of state-controlled media and
propaganda. Following the suppression of the demonstrations, Kosovo entered a
period that some scholars have referred to as a ‘reoccupation’ — a time marked by
the suspension of autonomy and a heightened Serbian security presence.
Throughout the 1980s, Yugoslav - and particularly Serbian - propaganda
apparatuses became more sophisticated and coordinated. Their primary goal was to
portray the situation in Kosovo as politically stable, socially harmonious, and
economically progressing. In reality, however, this narrative masked widespread
human rights abuses, ethnic discrimination, and the silencing of dissent. Albanian
political figures were compelled to publicly affirm this false narrative, proclaiming
that ‘the people are happy’ and that ‘everything is proceeding according to plan’,
while simultaneously navigating increasing political pressure and surveillance.

The manipulation of data and public information became a central strategy; for
instance, while credible sources reported over 2,000 political prisoners, official
Yugoslav discourse reduced that figure to just 50, illustrating the regime’s systematic
distortion of facts. The repression of Albanians in Kosovo must be contextualized
within a broader historical framework of state violence#¢. Since the end of the
Second World War (1944-45), tens of thousands of Albanians had been executed or
imprisoned, either through extrajudicial means or under the rulings of the so-called
‘People’s Courts’, which were heavily staffed by Serb-Montenegrin personnel with
overtly anti-Albanian sentiments. These courts were established not only in Kosovo
but also in other Albanian-populated regions of Yugoslavia such as Macedonia and
Montenegro?’.

46 Gazeta ‘Lajmétari i Lirisé’. 1980. Viti I, nr. 2 (Tetor-Néntor). P. 9.
47 Kecmezi-Basha S. Té burgosurit politiké shqiptaré né Kosové 1945-1990. Prishtiné-Tirané: Shkup,
2010.P. 313.
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Statistical records reveal the disproportionate targeting of Albanians within the
Yugoslav penal system. Although Albanians constituted approximately 12% of the total
population of Yugoslavia, they represented over 90% of political prisoners. Between
1945 and 1990, a total of 8,220 Albanians were sentenced to lengthy prison terms,
amounting to 66,672 years and 7 months, or approximately 667 centuries of
incarceration. On average, each individual received a sentence of 7 years and 1 month.

The period between 1981 and 1990 was particularly repressive. During this time,
3,348 Albanians were sentenced to prison, and an additional 23,770 were issued
sentences of up to eight years. Over 10,000 individuals were convicted for
misdemeanors, resulting in a combined sentence of 1,233 years. Additionally, 1,346
Albanian soldiers were court-martialed, with 63 reportedly killed in military barracks
under suspicious or violent circumstances.

State violence was not limited to imprisonment. Between March 1981 and October
1989, a total of 584,373 Albanians were subjected to police interrogation and
mistreatment. Reports document a wide spectrum of abuses, ranging from
intimidation and physical assault to prolonged detention without due process. Many
endured beatings to the point of unconsciousness, and some were subjected to
extrajudicial killings. These practices became part of a broader state strategy aimed
at intimidating and fragmenting the Albanian population, silencing political
opposition, and dismantling any semblance of institutional or intellectual autonomy+*8.

POLITICAL STRATEGIES OF THE SERBIAN LEADERSHIP TO UNDERMINE KO0SOVO’S
AUTHONOMY 1986-1989

The Ascendancy of Serbian Nationalism and the Suppression of Kosovo's
Autonomy (1986-1989). The intensification of Serbian nationalism within the
communist leadership of Serbia became particularly pronounced in late 1986,
coinciding with Slobodan MiloSevi¢’s rise to the helm of the League of Communists of
Serbia. He replaced his close associate and political mentor, Ivan Stamboli¢, who had
been appointed President of Serbia. This shift marked a critical turning point in
Yugoslav politics#. The pivotal moment occurred on April 6, 1987, when Milosevic,
acting at Stamboli¢’s behest, traveled to Kosovo Polje (Fushé Kosové) to address
grievances expressed by Kosovo Serbs, who had threatened to stage demonstrations
in Belgrade>o.

Outside the House of Culture, where MiloSevi¢ was scheduled to speak, a large
gathering of Serbs clashed with predominantly Albanian police forces. In response to
the altercation, MiloSevi¢ famously declared, “No one should dare to beat you”s?, a
statement that, according to Kosovo Serb leader Miroslav Solevi¢, “elevated him to
the throne like a tsar”52. This marked a significant departure from the established
communist orthodoxy and signaled MiloSevi¢’s strategic pivot toward an explicitly
nationalist agenda. Leveraging incidents such as the orchestrated murder of four
Yugoslav soldiers - one of whom was Serb - by the Kosovar Albanian conscript Aziz

48 Ibid. P. 340.

49 Arhiv Srbije (AS). 1.1589, Skatla 845, Predsednistvo CK SK] - Predsednistvo SFR], 02-SZ-10/1
Politicka analiza opovodom dogadjaja u Kosovu Polju od 2 do 7 aprila 1986 sa zadacima i merama.

50 Judah T. Kosova: Lufté dhe Hakmarrje. Prishtiné: Koha, 2002. P. 78.

51 Ibidem.

52 Silber L., Little A. The Death of Yugoslavia... P. 37.
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Kelmendi in Paracin, MiloSevi¢ began purging dissenting elements within the
Serbian Communist Party. Among his initial targets were Dragan Pavlovi¢, the head
of the Belgrade Communist Committee, and ultimately, Stamboli¢ himself. As Denisa
Kosotovi¢ova has noted, “MiloSevi¢’s reorientation of political discourse - from
ideological fidelity to prioritization of the ‘Serbian national interest’ - effectively
dismantled prospects for democratic reform. Kosovo, owing to its economic
underdevelopment and heavy reliance on federal subsidies, was particularly
vulnerable to the pressure exerted by this resurgent Serbian nationalism”53.

By the late 1980s, those subsidies had largely dissipated, exacerbating Kosovo's
marginalization within the federation54. Kosovo’s communist leadership, particularly
Azem Vllasi and Kaqusha Jashari, found themselves powerless to counter the Serbian
campaign for constitutional revisions aimed at dismantling Kosovo’s autonomous
status. The political debate in Kosovo’s institutions surrounding these constitutional
amendments was heavily obstructed by an aggressive media offensive and a series of
mass nationalist rallies orchestrated from Belgrade.

Between July and October 1988, approximately three million people participated
in rallies across Serbia and Montenegro as part of MiloSevi¢’s so-called ‘anti-
bureaucratic revolution’. These mobilizations, while ostensibly against entrenched
bureaucracies, in fact served as a nationalist populist movement designed to
centralize Serbian authority and dismantle the federalist structure established by
the 1974 Constitution. As historian Zekiria Cana observed, these gatherings sought
to deflect popular discontent caused by severe economic conditions into a ‘furious
nationalist explosion’ss. Although the Presidency of the Central Committee of the
League of Communists of Yugoslavia (CCLK]) publicly condemned these
mobilizations as undemocratic and counterproductive, the presidencies of both the
Socialist Republic of Serbia and the Serbian branch of the League of Communists
rejected this view56, In a joint communiqué, they accused the federal leadership -
specifically its chairman, Stipe Suvar - of avoiding a decisive confrontation with the
so-called ‘counter-revolution’ in Kosovo and of fostering division and insecurity
among its populace. The proposed constitutional amendments triggered intense
debate within Kosovo’s political, academic, and cultural institutions. Interpretations
varied dramatically depending on the source: while Albanian representatives and
dissidents feared the erosion of autonomy, Serbian officials and pro-Serbian
Albanian figures downplayed such concerns, asserting that ‘nothing would be lost’57.

In reality, the objective of MiloSevic¢’s nationalist project was clear: the political
neutralization of Kosovo’s established leadership through constitutional
manipulation. As this campaign unfolded, many in the Kosovar leadership - most
prominently Azem Vllasi - sought refuge among the working class in an attempt to
reclaim legitimacy. However, these efforts proved futile.

53 Kostovicova D. Parallel Worlds: Response of Kosovo Albanians to Los of Autonomy in Serbia 1989-
1996. London: London: Hurst & Company, 1997. P. 20.

54 Clark H. Civil Resistance in Kosovo. London: Pluto Press, 2000. P. 47.

55 AS.1.1589, Sk.956, CKSK] - Stru¢na sluzba, Sektor za informativnu i propagadnu delatnost,
5.XI1.1988 godine. Strogo poverljivo 02-SZ-27/3, Informacija o pisanju javnih glasila povodom 17
sednice CK SK] i o kritikama i prozivkama CK SK], P CK SK] i njihovih ¢lana.

56 AS. 1. 1589, Sk. 926, Centralni Komitet SK] - Predsedni$tvo, 06 Str. Pov. br. 1/30, Beograd, 01.09.1988
godine.

57 AS. 1. 1589, Sk. 926, Centralni Komitet Saveza Komunista Slovenije, stevilka 02-544,/16, 09.9.1988.
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Tensions culminated during the 17th session of the Central Committee of the
League of Communists of Yugoslavia, where a dramatic confrontation occurred
between Kosovar leaders Vllasi and Jashari and Serbian representatives such as
Sokolovi¢. The outcome was the dismissal and eventual imprisonment of both Vllasi
and Jashari - an act that underscored the extent to which Serbian nationalist forces
had successfully undermined the federalist fabric of Yugoslavia, setting the stage for
future conflict.

CONCLUSIONS

The death of Josip Broz Tito marked the prelude to a resurgence of Serbian
nationalism, which had been largely curtailed following the Brijuni Plenum of 1966.
Following this plenary session, the federal leadership, under Tito’s guidance,
initiated extensive debates over constitutional reform, which culminated in the
adoption of the 1974 Constitution. This constitutional framework devolved certain
powers from the Republic of Serbia to the autonomous provinces of Kosovo and
Vojvodina, thereby effectively recognizing them as constituent entities within the
federation. This development constituted a significant political advancement for the
predominantly Albanian population of Kosovo.

However, these constitutional changes were met with considerable opposition
from segments of the Serbian republican leadership, particularly among communist
officials harboring nationalist ambitions. These leaders articulated their grievances
through the publication of the ‘Blue Book’, which denounced what were perceived as
injustices inflicted on Serbia by the constitutional arrangements. While Tito
remained alive, he managed to contain these tensions.

Following Tito’s death, the political landscape deteriorated rapidly. In March and
April 1981, Albanians in Kosovo initiated a series of student-led protests demanding
the elevation of Kosovo to republic status within the Yugoslav federation. This
movement, in turn, catalyzed a counter-mobilization among the Serb population of
Kosovo, orchestrated from Belgrade, which framed these actions as a defense against
alleged threats posed by ‘Albanian nationalists’. The central objective of this Serbian
movement was the revocation of Kosovo’s autonomy as established by the 1974
Constitution. This struggle over Kosovo autonomy was emblematic of the broader
resurgence of Serbian nationalism, most notably articulated in the 1986
Memorandum of the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts. The document, and the
political objectives it reflected, sought to extend Serbian influence and control over
other Yugoslav republics, thereby laying the groundwork for the eventual
disintegration of the Yugoslav federation.
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