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ABSTRACT 
The purpose of the research paper is to analyze the mass demonstrations of 

Albanian students and youth in Kosovo during the spring of 1981, focusing on their 
essential demands for social and economic equality and for the status of a republic 
within the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY). Essentially, the paper 
examines the peaceful nature of the protests and the unjustified and bloody violence 
employed by the Serbo-Yugoslav authorities to suppress them, labeling them as 
‘counter-revolutionary’ and ‘hostile’ toward the integrity of the SFRY. 

The scientific novelty of this paper lies in the extensive use of primary sources 
and archived judicial documents. Specifically, using qualitative methods and selected 
case studies, indictments, minutes (transcripts), and trial data extracted from the 
District Court in Prishtina are examined. This approach provides concrete evidence 
regarding the severity of the sentences and the discriminatory treatment applied to 
Albanian students and citizens. 

Conclusions. The 1981 protests by Albanian students and youth in Kosovo took 
place during the irreversible decline of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 
(SFRY), as established by the Anti-Fascist Council for the National Liberation of 
Yugoslavia (AVNOJ), within which Kosovo suffered from profound socio-economic 
and political discrimination. 

The primary driver was the systematic disregard of demands for national equality 
and the request to elevate Kosovo’s status from an Autonomous Province to a 
Republic. This aspiration was articulated by an emerging Albanian intellectual and 
student elite. The protests erupted in March and April 1981, quickly gaining a 
massive popular character across Kosovo. Despite being fundamentally peaceful, the 
Serbo-Yugoslav regime labeled them ‘counter-revolutionary’. The response was 
characterized by unprecedented, bloody violence, involving the use of military forces 
(tanks, MiGs). The repression included mass trials and severe sentences, with tens of 
thousands prosecuted and persecuted by the UDB secret police. This brutality proved 
the impossibility of peaceful coexistence within Yugoslavia, ultimately pushing the 
Albanian population toward seeking alternative solutions, including eventual armed 
resistance later in the 1990s. 

Keywords: demonstrations, freedom, equality, Kosovo Republic, counter-
revolution, imprisonment, nationalism, youth, students  
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АНОТАЦІЯ 
Метою роботи є аналіз масових демонстрацій албанських студентів і 

молоді в Косові навесні 1981 р. з акцентом на їхні ключові вимоги соціальної та 
економічної рівності, а також надання Косову статусу республіки у складі 
Соціалістичної Федеративної Республіки Югославія (СФРЮ). У статті 
розглядається мирний характер протестів і необґрунтоване, криваве 
насильство, застосоване сербо-югославською владою для їх придушення, яка 
кваліфікувала ці виступи як «контрреволюційні» та «ворожі» щодо цілісності 
СФРЮ. 

Наукова новизна дослідження полягає у широкому використанні 
першоджерел і архівних судових документів. Зокрема, із застосуванням якісних 
методів і вибраних кейс-стаді аналізуються обвинувальні акти, протоколи 
(стенограми) та матеріали судових процесів, отримані з Окружного суду в 
Приштині. Такий підхід надає конкретні докази суворості вироків і 
дискримінаційного ставлення до албанських студентів і громадян. 

Висновки. Протести албанських студентів і молоді 1981 р. у Косово 
відбувалися в період незворотного занепаду Соціалістичної Федеративної 
Республіки Югославія (СФРЮ), створеної на засадах Антифашистської ради 
національного визволення Югославії, в рамках якої Косово зазнавало глибокої 
соціально-економічної та політичної дискримінації. 

Головним чинником протестів було систематичне ігнорування вимог 
національної рівності та прагнення підвищити статус Косова з автономного 
краю до республіки. Ці устремління були сформульовані новою албанською 
інтелектуальною та студентською елітою. Протести спалахнули у березні-
квітні 1981 р. й швидко набули масового загальнонародного характеру по 
всьому Косову.  

Попри їхній переважно мирний характер, сербо-югославський режим 
оголосив їх «контрреволюційними». Відповіддю стало безпрецедентне криваве 
насильство із залученням військових сил (танків, винищувачів МіГ). Репресії 
включали масові судові процеси та суворі вироки; десятки тисяч осіб були 
притягнуті до відповідальності та переслідувалися таємною поліцією UDB. Ця 
жорстокість засвідчила неможливість мирного співіснування в межах Югославії 
та зрештою підштовхнула албанське населення до пошуку альтернативних 
шляхів, зокрема до збройного опору в 1990-х рр. 

Ключові слова: демонстрації, свобода, рівність, Республіка Косово, 
контрреволюція, ув’язнення, націоналізм, молодь, студенти 
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INTRODUCTION 
Tito’s Yugoslavia gradually declined from the relatively prosperous ‘golden’ period 

of the late 1960s into the increasingly unstable 1980s. The economic problems that 
emerged within the federation intensified steadily. The death of the Yugoslav leader 
Josip Broz Tito on May 4, 1980, further exacerbated the situation by creating a 
significant political vacuum within the federation. The central government’s authority 
rapidly dissolved amid political quarrels between republican oligarchs, leading to a 
point of ‘noreturn’. This political vacuum fueled a resurgence of nationalism across 
the federation. 

The first major outbreak of open nationalism following Tito’s death was the 
Albanian riots of 1981 in Kosovo. The demands were for constituent nation status for 
Albanians and republic status for Kosovo, a region in which the ethnic Albanian 
majority felt deeply unsettled within the South Slavic common state. 

The reaction forces, particularly those driven by Serbian nationalism immediately 
exploited the Kosovo demonstrations. They used the protests as a pretext to employ 
violence and terror, launching labels like ‘anti-Yugoslav’ and ‘anti-Serb’ against the 
Albanian movement. Peter Radan notes that this repression was the first serious 
crackdown of a political character in federalist Yugoslavia, essentially about the 
Serbian nationalist and colonialist possession of Kosovo1. Slobodan Inić, a Belgrade 
intellectual, suggests that the destruction of Yugoslavia originated in Belgrade’s 
politics after the Eighth Meeting of the Central Committee (where a combination of 
dogmatists, Stalinists, and Serb nationalists gained power).  

Kosovo was merely utilized to forward a menacing agenda: “Yugoslavia will either 
be what we Serbs want, or we, the Serbs, in case of your refusal, will create a Greater 
Serbia”. These events, started in the name of defending the federation, laid the 
groundwork for later Serbian attacks on other republics and the subsequent bloody 
wars2. 

The purpose of the research paper is to analyze the mass demonstrations of 
Albanian students and youth in Kosovo during the spring of 1981, focusing on their 
essential demands for social and economic equality and for the status of a republic 
within the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY). Essentially, the paper 
examines the peaceful nature of the protests and the unjustified and bloody violence 
employed by the Serbo-Yugoslav authorities to suppress them, labeling them as 
‘counter-revolutionary’ and ‘hostile’ toward the integrity of the SFRY. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW  

The 1981 demonstrations in Kosovo marked the decisive transfer from social 
issues toward national aspirations for a Republic. The literature review reveals a 
fundamental contrast between Western criticism of Yugoslav repression and 
Albanian self-criticism of the local leadership and the official Yugoslav narrative. 
International scholars openly challenge the official Serbo-Yugoslav narrative: Peter 
Radan frames the event as the first serious post-Tito display of nationalism. He 
dismisses the accusation of ‘capitalist counter-revolution’, emphasizing that the 

                                                
1 Radan P. The Break-up of Yugoslavia and International Law. London: Routledge, 2002. P. 154. 
2 Inić S. Ishte marri të mendohet se me Shkatërrimin e Jugosllavisë do të krijohet Serbia e Madhe. Zëri. 
1994. October 22. P. 30-31. 



СУЧАСНА ІСТОРІЯ 217 

fundamental causes were socio-economic (the highest unemployment and poverty in 
Yugoslavia).  

Viktor Meier3 challenges the legal basis of the repression, arguing that classifying 
the demand for a Republic as ‘counter-revolutionary’ was legally and politically 
unfounded, as the Constitution could be revised, and the demand for equality was 
legitimate.  

Michael Roux4 assesses the event as a democratic uprising within the communist 
bloc, highlighting the peaceful nature of the Albanian demands and their legitimacy 
against historical Serbian oppression. Albanian intellectuals and leaders offer an 
internal analysis of the impact of repression and the role of the leadership: Ukshin 
Hoti5 provides a psychopolitical analysis. He criticizes Kosovo’s leadership for a lack 
of ‘wisdom’ and especially for institutional silence regarding the sentencing of 
students. U. Hoti’s key argument is that this violent repression and abandonment by 
institutions did not weaken the movement but transformed the psychological damage 
into an unwavering determination to advance national aspirations. Azem Vllasi6 
(from the Party leadership) confirms the internal testimony: the leadership initially 
attempted to manage the students, but following the Federation’s intervention, it lost 
control and autonomy of action.  

The perspective of Spasoje Đaković7 represents the official narrative, aiming to 
minimize the legitimacy of the protests and justify the authorities’ reaction: Đaković 
emphasizes that the riots and ‘hostile’ actions of the demonstrators reached such 
proportions that Yugoslavia’s system of “socialist democracy” “exhausted all political 
means before using the necessary measures to defend itself against such violence”. 
This stance was the regime’s attempt to justify excessive violence as a forced reaction 
to a dangerous ‘counter-revolutionary’ threat.  

 
STUDENT YOUTH DEMONSTRATIONS 

The dissatisfaction started less than a year after Tito’s death. Kosovo, and the 
Albanians, were its initiators. It was the second time (after the events of 1968) that 
Albanians were demonstratively seeking equality with other nations. This time, the 
evolution was more natural. That’s why it found greater popular support, first and 
foremost, as a result of the  emergence of civic emancipation, an awakening of a 
deeper national feeling, and greater participation of Albanians in the institutional life 
of the country. The demands of the Kosovo youth were motivated by the Polish 
movement ‘Solidarnost’, which had also started an anti-communist struggle8. In this 
context, the Albanian rebellion in the early spring of 1981 is a very important 
moment for the future of this region. The student revolt started on the evening of 
March 11, 1981, and whithin a few days managed to turn into a large-scale popular 
movement. It happened at a time when Albanians were openly demanding that 
Kosovo have the status of a Republic within the Yugoslav Federation. The real 
promoters of these ideas were illegal groups, whether formal or informal, which 

                                                
3 Meier V. Fundi i Jugosllavisë Goditja në Kosovë. Lublanë: Lina, 2006.  
4 Roux M. Kosova – Bombë në themelet e Evropës! Zëri. 1992. April 18. 
5 Hoti U. Filozofia Politike e Çështjes Shqiptare. Tiranë: Zenit, 2019. 
6 Vllasi A. Kosova: Fillim që nuk harrohet. Prishtinë: Koha, 2017. 
7 Ђаковић C. Сукоби на Косову. Београд: Народна Книга, 1984. 
8 Epoka e Re. 2006. March 6 / May 12. P. 9. 
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played a major role in articulating the political will of the Albanians. This illegal 
opposition was the soul, and the driving force, of organizing the 1981 demonstrations9. 

In any case, it is considered that its initiative was very spontaneous, but the 
dissatisfaction was long-standing as a result of the living conditions and the general 
situation that prevailed in Kosovo. While these conditions were not changing, the 
number of students was growing by the day. There were already cases in which 
students were forced to wait two to three hours for lunch or dinner in the canteen10. 

The initiating group of the demonstration of March 11 consisted of Gani Koci, 
Jonuz Jonuzi, Ramadan Dobra, Kadri Kryeziu, Murat Musliu, Selim Geci, and Bedri 
Deliu. According to the indictment filed by the District Public Prosecutor’s Office (PP. 
No. 58/81 of August 14, 1981), in Prishtina, the group concerned was accused of 
having on March 10, 1981, in Room 310 of Dormitory No. 3, while drinking tea, 
started a conversation regarding the issue of the canteen. In this meeting, which 
lasted two hours, the defendants agreed that they should take action under the 
pretext of ‘difficult food conditions’. In the meantime, they drafted a plan, assigned 
roles for hostile activities, and decided to reject food the next day, March 11, 1981, at 
7:00 p.m.11 

In order to find greater student support, the plan was for the student canteen to be 
the place for expressing the dissatisfaction. It was 7:00 p.m. when the student Bahrije 
Kastrati started throwing a plate as a sign of dissatisfaction and revolt, and the 
slogans were completely social: ‘We want better conditions’, ‘We want bread’, which 
found support among other students12. The ‘Bean dish’ had caused the initial 
dissatisfaction to take on a social character, first, due to the poor quality of food and 
the poor conditions of the dormitories at the university centre in Prishtina.  

At that time, the University of Prishtina had 36,000 full-time students enrolled and 
another 14,000 attending part-time programs. At the same time, its construction was 
designed for only one-third of the student mass; there were no conditions to study: 
there were no auditoriums and laboratories, and there were overcrowded libraries – 
each student had less than 1.2 m2 space available to study, and on top of all that, the 
lectures were held in three shifts13.  

In Spasoje Đaković’s view, March 11, 1981, was a usual evening, with students 
strolling on Prishtina’s main promenade. Coincidentally, the football match between 
Prishtina and Partizan was taking place that night, an area known for its great passion 
for football. In the midst of this whirlwind, the cheering comments of the match were 
interrupted by the slogans of the students, who demanded ‘Conditions’. Đaković 
further adds that it was understandable for students to ask for ‘Conditions’, but it was 
unusual for dissatisfaction to occur at night: without prior notice, without discussing 
it with educational and political bodies14.  

The truth is that the students had been talking about these problems for a long 
time, but their complaints were never resolved. Their written requests during the 

                                                
9 Kosumi B. Koncepti për mendimin e ri politik. Prishtinë: Brezi`81, 2001. P. 28. 
10 Zëri. 2006. March 8-28. P. 6-11. 
11 Kosovo State Archives’ Agency (hereinafter, KSAA). Court District Fonds in Prishtina (1981). File 152-
149, Box 23, pages 1-12. 
12 Zëri. 2006. March 8-28. P. 6-7. 
13 Rilindja. 1981. May 10. P. 8; Reuter J. Shqiptarët në Jugosllavi. Tiranë: Botimeimpex, 2003. P. 87. 
14 Ђаковић C. Сукоби на Косову… P. 274. 
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meetings were not even considered…, indeed, recently, no one dared to ask for 
improvements, as these, according to the authorities, “were problems that could not 
be solved there”, but at a higher level15. Secondly, as a result of the lack of perspective, 
the large number of students who finished their studies, had very few opportunities 
to find jobs16.  

From the first day, the demonstrators faced police violence and tear gas. The 
provincial government classified the March 11 revolt as hostile. As soon as the 
pursuit of the organizers started, the police actions were doing everything impossible 
to find the insurgents, and, on the other hand, the students’ efforts to organize 
demonstrations were not stopping. Moreover, the students had already made clear 
political demands, which led to the involvement of various students and groups in the 
organization of another revolt in order to give direction to the demonstrations.  

According to the indictment of  March 25, 1981, Ali Lajçi, Bajram Kosumi, Hamdi 
Hajdini, Riza Demaj, Sylë Mujaj and Ramë Demaj, with about 20 other followers, 
entered Room 403 of student dormitory No. 3, and unanimously decided to take 
action to organize demonstrations under the pretext of “protecting the students’ 
interests”. Everyone agreed to undertake the action and drafted the plan starting 
from the compilation of the text by hand and typewriter, to the preparation of the 
slogans17.  

In the meantime, the events of March 11 sent out an echo among the people, and 
everyone wanted to participate, together with their sons and daughters, to raise their 
voice against the injustices that had been done to the Albanian people for years18.  

The Belgrade government tried to keep the demonstration of the Kosovar youth 
isolated, but its effect had already spread beyond the territory of Yugoslavia. The 
dissatisfaction of Albanians reached the front pages of newspapers and the radio 
broadcasts of Europe and beyond.  

The London Radio journalist Desa Trevisani recalled the reasons why the student 
dissatisfaction started, which were related to the poor food served at the University 
of Prishtina at the time, which, according to her, had become the cause of the incident. 
Trevisani underlined that students did not throw nationalist slogans but only 
opposed the unequal standards19. On the other hand, Ali Lajçi and Bajram Kosumi, 
two of the organizers of March 26, evoke the meetings that aimed to give the events a 
clear character and program. There was a full consensus within the organizing group 
to continue the protests.  

Both highlight meetings with political and university leadership shortly moments 
before the demonstration started. The student demands were concrete, such as the 
release of their friends from prison, the Albanian ideologist Adem Demaçi being one 
of them, and other prisoners, then the demand for ‘Kosovo Republic’ and other 
demands that, according to them should be considered and analysed by the 
leadership. If the authorities consider them hostile and do not take them into 

                                                
15 Berisha N. Pranvera e luleve të kuqe. Gjilan: Flaka Janarit, 2002. P. 15. 
16 Petritsch W., Pichler R. Rruga e gjatë në Luftë Kosova dhe Bashkësia Ndërkombëtare 1989-1999. 
Prishtinë: KOHA, 2002. P. 34. 
17 KSAA, Fonds, District Court of Prishtina (1981). File 152-149, Box 23, page 14. 
18 Berisha N. Pranvera e luleve të kuqe… P. 24-25. 
19 KSAA, Fonds, Assembly of the Autonomous Province of Kosovo, Information Secretariat (March, 1981), 
File, Kosovo in world press and radio, XIX, no. 3, page 5. 
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consideration in their institutions, “we (students) will take to the streets and protest 
until the end”20.  

Political leader Azem Vllasi recalls his meeting with the students: “Choosing 
March 26 to protest was extremely challenging for us. That day was the main event in 
Kosovo, in Prishtina: it was supposed to be the reception and delivery of the Relay of 
Youth, a traditional manifestation that took place in honour of Tito’s birthday. In this 
context, something comparable to that of March 11 should not have happened, 
because it would be taken as a demonstration against Tito21. Considering these 
circumstances, our request was for the students to disperse, and that we could 
discuss such demands in other ways, places, and times”22. 

Sinan Hasani, former President of the leadership of SFRY (1986-1987) writes that 
the political leadership participating in the meetings with the students had made it 
clear that there was a point up to which they could discuss the living and studying 
conditions. However, with regards to political issues, they would not be taken into 
consideration and would not be discussed in the leadership23.  

This made many students finally decide that protests were an inevitable road. 
Almost all of the groups acting at the time were convinced that it was essential to 
react. In such an atmosphere of dissatisfaction, March 26, 1981, found the roads of 
Prishtina full of students. This time, secondary school students, workers, and citizens 
from around Kosovo came out to support them.  

The slogans and the calls this time were not limited to the living conditions of the 
students, but extended to the enslaved state of Kosovo and its elevation to the status 
of the Republic24. The number of slogans kept increasing. They were written on 
bedsheets taken from the student dorms, written in different colors25. The most 
notable ones were ‘We are Albanians, not Yugoslavians’, ‘Bring back political 
prisoners to Kosovo’, ‘We want our imprisoned friends’, ‘Trepça is ours’, ‘Kosovo is 
ours’, ‘Kosovo belongs to the Kosovars’, ‘Self-Determination Republic’, ‘Republic – 
Constitution either by will or by war’, ‘Foreign police officers, go home’26.  

Belgrade was in turmoil. At first, there was an attempted to silence this event 
before the public. However, as the event grew, the issue was whether hiding 
information could be justified, so they started with propaganda27.  

In a reaction by the ‘Tanjug’ news agency, a Yugoslav state body trying to relativise 
(deny violence against students) the demonstration, it wrote: “After the intervention 
of other university students and the teaching staff and ‘political activists’, the 
demonstrators dispersed and returned to their homes”28. This blatantly misleading 
                                                
20 Zëri. 2006. March 8-28. P. 6-8; Epoka e Re. 2006. March 6 / May 12. P. 10. 
21 The April demonstrations were not populated by remnants of the old order suddenly revived by the 
approaching anniversary of Tito’s death. On the contrary, most of the protesters were very young, many 
still in high school and some even in primary school who were dissatisfied with the law, the economy 
and above all inequality. Magaš B. The Destruction of Yugoslavia: Tracking the Break-up 1980-92, 
London-New York: Verso, 1993. P. 15.  
22 Vllasi A. Kosova: Fillim që nuk harrohet… P. 265-266. 
23 Hasani S. Kosova të Vërtetat dhe Mashtrimet. Prishtinë: Rilindja, 1986. P. 27. 
24 Hajrizi M. Histori e një organizate politike dhe Demonstratat e vitit 1981. Tiranë: Toena, 2008. P. 181. 
25 Berisha N. Pranvera e luleve të kuqe… P. 29. 
26 Epoka e Re. 2006. March 6 / May 12. P. 11. 
27 Meier V. Fundi i Jugosllavisë Goditja në Kosovë… P. 43. 
28 KSAA, Fonds, Assembly of the Autonomous Province of Kosovo, Information Secretariat (March, 1981). 
File, Kosovo in world press and radio, XIX, no. 3, page 1. 
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approach was intended to become institutional. Stane Dolanc, during a meeting with a 
foreign journalist, trying to minimize violence against Kosovar youth, underlined: “I 
want to say that those demonstrations were strongly condemned by the vast majority 
of the population of Kosovo…, in the municipality of Podujeva, the protestors were 
dispersed by the population of the city”29. However, the truth was that demonstrators 
were being brutally dispersed by violence and tear gas. 

Azem Vllasi recalls that the intervention took place in the afternoon hours until the 
evening; according to the information he had, the intervention was brutal and cruel. 
That special unit had its own command; it responded to the Federal Ministry of Order 
and did not obey the orders of the Kosovo authorities30. International media, citing 
local sources on the recapitulation of the March 26 demonstration, reported the 
injury of 32 protesters (students) and 12 members of the security forces, as well as 
21 arrests31.  

With all the beatings, persecutions, imprisonments that were happening at that 
time, the desire to advance the demands only kept growing. This led to the 
demonstrations on April 1 and 2 taking on a broad popular character. Hydajet Hyseni, 
one of the organizers of the events of April 1, and at the same time the main speaker, 
addressing the demonstration crowd, made a historical overview of the difficult 
situation of Kosovo under the Serb-Yugoslav rule. Streams and rivers of 
demonstrators were flowing into the common sea32. 

Even the arrival of the army could not stop the wave of rallies. Residents of the 
suburbs flocked to the centre of Prishtina in groups. They were joined by workers from 
large companies such as Ramiz Sadiku, who joined the protesting crowd with helmets 
on their heads. In addition to Prishtina, protests had spread to other cities in Kosovo as 
well: Podujeva, Vushtrri, Viti, Lipjan, Ferizaj, Mitrovica, Gjakova, Gjilan, Prizren33. 

Demonstrators repeated the slogans for hours and asked for negotiations with the 
Kosovo leadership, which made the situation become tenser. In response, the 
authorities used violence to disperse the crowd. In the meantime, the leaderships in 
Belgrade, that of the SFRY and the LCY34, were constantly holding sessions35. Upon 
the insistence of the Serbian leadership, the federal leadership accepted sending 
additional forces to Kosovo36. 

In order to gain full control over everything created by the Operative group (52) 
based in Prishtina, whose task was to keep the Federative Defence Secretary and the 
Army command in centre 2 in Nis and 3 in Skopje informed, everything was put under 
control: Kosovo’s telephone connections with other Republics were cut off; the 
circulation of vehicles throughout the territory was banned, allowing only the 
movement of the army and police37. This provided sufficient premise for the 

                                                
29 Dolanc S. Kurrgjë s`mund të na zmbrapsë prej detyrave kryesore. Rilindja. 1981. April 7. P. 3. 
30 Zëri. 2006. March 8-28. P. 8.  
31 KSAA, Fonds, Assembly of the Autonomous Province of Kosovo, Information Secretariat (March, 1981). 
File, Kosovo in world press and radio, XIX, no. 3, pages 33-34. 
32 Zëri. 2006. March 8-28. P. 8. 
33 Tirana i Moskva uzbunjuju Šiptare. Novosti. 2019. 18 September.  
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government to declare a state of emergency, for the first time in socialist Yugoslavia; 
they deployed tanks and security forces; closed schools and factories.  

In a word, Kosovo and its capital Prishtina resembled a besieged city. The scale of 
the protests apparently surprised the federal leadership and raised fears of a major 
separatist movement38. In response, the authorities used almost all kinds of military 
and political means39, from the easiest ones, like sticks and tear gas to heavy artillery. 
To bring the situation under control, the regime mobilized all forces: 45,000 soldiers 
came, three times more than before the demonstrations started, then, the number of 
police officers increased to 20,000, tanks and planes were used40.  

The intervention from Belgrade was approved by the federal bodies (federal police 
and the army taking to the streets), but in fact it was the Serbs and Serbia that largely 
intervened41. The involvement of such a large number of forces managed to disperse, 
imprison, and restrain the protesting mass. Besa Ahmeti, a high school student (16 
years old) wounded by several bullets, remembers her experience during the 
demonstration on April 2 as a young girl who had, for the first time, heard about the 
‘MiG’ plane, which, as Besa points out, were flying incessantly over the heads of 
demonstrators, and after that day would be classified as a ‘killer plane’ in her 
memory. She recalls how the Serbs invaded Kosovo, therefore, they had to raise their 
voices to demand the right to freedom and equality42.  

Meanwhile, the Serb-Yugoslav propaganda was continuing at a joint meeting of the 
Presidency of the Central Committee of the Communist League of Yugoslavia, stating 
that the demonstrations held in Kosovo were hostile and ‘destructive’, and that 
Albanian nationalism was trying to incite insecurity and instability, and thereby 
risking undermining fraternity and the overthrow of the political and territorial 
system of the SFRY43.  

In an attempt to justify the excessive violence used against the Kosovo youth, 
S. Đaković writes: the turmoil incited by the demonstrations among the Yugoslav 
public, their hostile actions, and their vandalism reached such proportions that our 
system of a socialist ‘democracy’ exhausted all political means before using the 
necessary measures to protect itself from such violence44.  

In order to unify the federation, the Serb-Yugoslav government launched the 
statement that Yugoslavia’s multinational federation ‘is defended in Kosovo’. This 
authoritarian governmental approach had a dual purpose: first, to justify the first 
human victims (the killed Albanian demonstrators) before the international 
community, and second, to justify the announcement of a state of emergency in order 
to disable the resistance of Kosovo and its request for a Republic45.  
                                                
38 Reuter J. Shqiptarët në Jugosllavi… P. 91; Pavlović M. Kosovo Under Autonomy, 1974-1990. MM, 2006. 
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39 Due to the emergence of extraordinary circumstances, which disturb the public order, the Provincial 
Secretary of Internal Affairs of Kosovo approved the order prohibiting the movement of people in groups 
in public places. It further indicates that it will be implemented as long as there are circumstances which 
imposed the implementation of this measure Rilindja. 1981. April 3. 
40 Historia e popullit shqiptar Vëllimi IV. Shqiptarët pas Luftës së Dytë Botërore dhe pas saj 1939-1990. 
Tiranë: Toena, 2008. P. 368. 
41 Zëri. 2006. March 8-28. P. 8. 
42 Zëri. 1992. January 18. P. 20. 
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serbe dhe integrimi i Ballkanit, Përmbledhje punimesh. Pejë: Dukagjini, 1995. P. 179-190. 



СУЧАСНА ІСТОРІЯ 223 

This fact greatly disturbed Belgrade, foreign media wrote, according to which: the 
situation became even more dangerous due to the fact that not only were Albanians 
in Kosovo a majority, but there are many also in Montenegro and Macedonia. For this 
reason, the Albanian issue, more than any other issue in Yugoslavia, could present an 
Achilles heel46.  

In this context, the call for a republic of Kosovo provoked alarm, especially in 
Serbia and Macedonia. The classification as counter-revolutionaries because they 
were demanding a Republic of Kosovo from the Serb-Yugoslav government had no 
legal or political basis, writes V. Meier. From a legal point of view, this reaction does 
not stand because, according to the basic principles of law, the constitution of any 
state can be revised unless its aspects were considered literally inalienable (which 
was not the case in Kosovo). Also, from a political point of view, this reaction does not 
stand because it is illogical to call illegal a postulate whose demand was equality with 
other peoples and which could be the subject of debate47.  

D. Batakovićit tries to justify the fact that the demands of Albanians for a republic 
disturbed the sensitive power balance in the federal leadership and challenged the 
sustainability of the entire system that had existed since 197448. A few months after 
the demonstrations, Johann Georg Reißmüller, journalist of the famous German 
newspaper ‘Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung’, writes: “In Yugoslavia, they speak of a 
turmoil, rather it is a genuine popular uprising. Belgrade’s politics regarding the 
events in Kosovo lacks foresight. Belgrade’s politics does not make life easier for 
Albanians. It acts as if it is a matter of small disagreements, not a politics of the Serbs 
to exterminate a people”49. To this end, the Serb-Yugoslavian leadership, without 
analysing the true causes of the demonstrators, judged them and tried to put Kosovo 
Albanians in a confrontational position with all the peoples of the other Yugoslav 
republics50.  

This fact would later be proved in the prosecution’s indictment for the criminal 
offense of counter-revolutionary violation of the social order, which, according to 
Article 114 of the SFRY Criminal Law, accused the organizing group of the with their 
demonstrations of March and April, which, according to the prosecution, were 
endangering the integrity of the SFRY and destabilizing this part of the Balkans51. In 
reality, throughout the protests, there was not a single moment when a slogan or 
anything else suggested violence against other Yugoslav peoples. On the contrary, 
many of them living in Kosovo showed solidarity with the demonstrators: they gave 
them food and water, they cleaned their wounds, etc.52  

Pavle Kalinić recalls the Albanians’ demonstrations in 1981; everyone saw them as 
treason against Yugoslavia. However, this was not treason against Yugoslavia, as 
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Albanians have historically been oppressed since 1913. Serbia constantly tried to 
Serbify Kosovo but never succeeded. In this situation, Kalinić remembers the moment 
when the UDB arrested him in 1981 because of the slogan ‘Kosovo Republic’. “The 
entire event took place during a seminar with students and professors, where I 
quoted Vladimir Lenin on peoples’ right to self-determination. Based on that, it is 
clear that Albanians were entitled to have a Republic of Kosovo”53.  

 
KOSOVO AUTHORITIES’ ATTITUDE TOWARD THE DEMONSTRATIONS 

Critics have sparked discussion about the approach taken by the Albanian 
leadership to the student protests54. In Ukshin Hoti’s view, both politics and 
intelligence did not show any proper wisdom at the time55. Luljeta Pula writes that 
Kosovo’s intelligence silently supported the 1981 demonstrations. But very few of 
their voices came out in defence and publicly opposed the stance of their party and 
state, the macabre stance, which was paving the way for a terror that did not know 
how to stop56.  

In this context, Albanian students complained about the disregard of their 
demands. Their dissatisfaction was related to the fact that the Albanian leadership 
was not lining up on the side of their now popular demands, for the Republic of 
Kosovo. In principle, it was believed that the majority of the political class of the time, 
with some exceptions, were in favor of the advancement of the Republic of Kosovo. 
They believed that the start of the protests had not come at the right time. Their 
conviction was that, with the same diplomacy that they had managed to advance 
Kosovo with the Constitution of 1974, they would be able to advance it to the status 
of a Republic57. A conviction that, until that time, was not really seen as likely to 
happen in the political perspective. Jens Reuter wrote about this event, considering 
the reaction of the Yugoslav leadership to the demands for the Republic of Kosovo 
presented during the uprising, that Kosovo had never been so far from obtaining the 
republic status58.  

Jakup Krasniqi, a political prisoner sentenced to 14 years in prison for the criminal 
offense of counter-revolutionary offense, recalls that the demonstrations took place 
at a time when the Albanian people and their politicians had exhausted all 
possibilities to advance the demands of Albanians institutionally, at a time when 
Serbia was not only unwilling to advance Kosovo’s political status, but its demands 
had grown to increase Serbia’s competencies over Kosovo59. However, the public 
statements toward the demonstrators were quite harsh. The provincial leadership 
was determined to show loyalty in its presentation before the public: it decided to 
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classify the demonstrations as a counter-revolutionary act preceded by Albanian 
nationalism and irredentism60. 

On March 27, 1981, the day after the demonstration, during a meeting of the 
political leadership of Kosovo with scientific institutions, Fadil Hoxha, addressing the 
participants, stated, among other things, “Hidden behind the slogans for the 
proclamation of the republic, there are tendencies for the destruction of Yugoslavia 
and Tito, in which the Albanian nationality has achieved its full equality”61.  

J. Krasniqi and M. Hajrizi argue that, if we compare the then leadership of Kosovo 
to that of other republics of the federation, it was the most obedient leadership to the 
official politics of Belgrade. As a result of this influence, the Serbian politics managed 
to turn the Kosovo institutions against the insurgent people62. Their attempt to create 
an alibi for themselves and to justify their unfair attitude at the time, and the almost 
collective judgment of people in general towards their opportunist position, was a 
wrong decision63. 

The early recruits of the OZNA and the UDB, unscrupulous traitors, came on the 
scene, who, at the time of autonomy, were acting innocent or had been removed from 
the political scene. M. Kraja estimates that their attack on their own youth was 
shameful, but it also did not produce any results, because their recovery on the 
political scene would be impossible64. The silence of Kosovar institutions about the 
drastic punishments imposed on young people in prisons is underlined by Ukshin 
Hoti, who was persecuted and imprisoned by the system (whose fate remains 
unknown). According to Hoti, this situation had a strong impact: on the one hand, it 
hurt them a lot, though this injury was not openly displayed; on the other hand, such 
an injury translated into a determination to go to the end, regardless of the 
sacrifices65. Azem Vllasi admits that after the intervention of the Yugoslav federation, 
the leadership of Kosovo actually lost control; it was not independent in managing the 
situation, and was not able to control further developments66. 

 
VIOLENT REPRESSION BY SERB-YUGOSLAV AUTHORITIES 

The demonstrations were suppressed in the most violent form by the Yugoslav 
military police forces, with a toll of dozens killed and hundreds wounded and 
thousands more imprisoned. Official figures speak of 9 demonstrators, including 
Naser Hajrizi, Asllan Pireva, Rizah Matoshi, Sherif Frangu, Salih Zeka, Ruzhdi Hyseni, 
Salih Abazi, Malush Abrashi, Nesim Dana, and 15 wounded. On the other hand, there 
were 2 police officers killed and 17 wounded67.  

In all these developments, in the absence of strong evidence of outside agitators, 
the LCY addressed the Kosovo Albanian leadership, accusing them of not conducting 
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an effective campaign against “great Albanian nationalism and irredentism”68. A 
classical and utterly unfair classification. First of all, since time immemorial, 
Albanians have never displayed nationalist ideas of territorial expansion; on the 
contrary, they have shrunk in size (see the decisions of the Congress of Berlin of 1878 
and the London Conference of Ambassadors in 1912-13). Second, Albanian 
nationalism, in the way it operated among Albanians, was a way of self-defense. As 
such, it never showed negative features, because those who protect their home 
cannot be aggressors (compare the recent case of Ukraine’s self-defense against the 
occupying Russia). As such, the student demands in Kosovo were not aimed at 
changing the political map of Europe, but rather at avoiding potential crises in the 
Balkans69. 

Kosovo was one of the first places in Europe to rise up against communist 
injustices in Yugoslavia in 1981, writes renowned French scholar Michael Roux. 
When talking about the ‘democratic uprising’ of Kosovo Albanians in 1981, Roux 
argues that the word ‘uprising’ has been used metaphorically, since Albanians did not 
use weapons and violence, but rather demanded an amendment in the Yugoslav 
Constitution, which is an understandable demand, whereas, in the memory of 
Albanians, Serbs are simply oppressors and occupiers70.  

The Serbian obsession with Kosovo could not afford to accept Albanian demands. 
The 1981 riots in Kosovo were suppressed by the federal authorities, writes Peter 
Radan71. The Serb-dominated party leadership declared that it was fighting the 
revolution. However, they provided no evidence to show that Kosovars were seeking 
the restoration of capitalism in this poorer province of Yugoslavia, plagued by the 
lowest standard of living and the highest rate of unemployment72. This Serbian logic 
showed a kind of rage toward the demonstrations and Albanian nationalism: it was 
their own fault for entrusting themselves with responsibility for Kosovo. Now the 
Albanians were in danger of causing the collapse of the building erected by Tito73. 
 
CRUEL IMPRISONMENT 

The reaction to the demonstrators was multidimensional, rude, and very fierce. 
Few people talked objectively about the causes and circumstances that had forced 
young people to protest. Albanians were alone – as they had always been in 
Yugoslavia, no matter what it was called – royal or republican, communist or 
‘democratic’74. When this was not enough, the SFRY security services started the 
operative action ‘Horizon’ against the ‘separatists’, as Serbs like to call Albanians. 
From 1980 to 1988, in the Yugoslav People’s Army, 241 Albanian extremist groups 
were discovered, with over 1600 members75.  

According to the Serbian intellectual Rajko Danilović, the police-judicial 
persecution of Albanians was ongoing since World War II. There were two hostile 
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directives under which they were persecuted. The first was the ‘Informbureau’, 
whereas the second one was the constant trials against Albanian nationalism, 
sometimes for separatism and sometimes for counter-revolution76. 

A (highly confidential) report of the Executive Council of the Assembly of the 
Autonomous Province of Kosovo, outlines the duties of the prosecution and judiciary, 
as well as the steps they took after the counter-revolutionary events of 1981 in Kosovo. 
The report shows the legal measures taken: from March 1981 to September 1982, 527 
persons were prosecuted for criminal offenses, of whom were convicted and sentenced 
to extremely severe penalties. Additionally, during this time interval, a total of 1,476 
persons were convicted for hostile activities within the field of minor offenses77. 

Amnesty International noted a marked increase in political trials in 1981. A decision 
was announced in April, at a meeting of public prosecutors, to prosecute political acts 
more actively. This was reflected in the severe sentences imposed on over 300 Kosovo 
Albanians under federal law from July to September. Most were convicted of 
participating in nationalist riots that broke out in the cities of Prishtina and Prizren in 
March and spread to many other Kosovo cities in the first days of April78. 

Official data indicate that in August, out of 154 accused persons, 134 were sentenced 
after the trials, which amounted to a total of one thousand years of imprisonment on 
charges of: “violation of national security, territorial integrity, and the social and 
constitutional order”. The massive number of convicts consisted of teachers, university 
students, and high school students. Sentences ranged from 1-15 years, which was the 
highest sentence after the death penalty79. This is best illustrated by the group of 21 
detained members, identified as organizers of the riots, who were sentenced to a total 
of 223 years in prison, with an average of 10 years and 8 months80. The severity of the 
sentences imposed on the demonstrators, many of them teenagers, instilled fear of a 
return to the bad days of Aleksandar Rankovic’s rule81.  

Teuta Hadri, convicted of participating in the demonstration, recalls how the arrests 
began not only against those who were activists of the demonstrations, but also against 
their families; the government started arresting fathers, uncles, and isolating the whole 
family82. The number kept increasing, with over 2,000 Albanians arrested during the 
time of the demonstrations; the trials were mainly closed to the public83. 
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The anti-Albanian tendency was obvious. In October 1981, more than a hundred 
students from the University of Belgrade, University of Zagreb, and University of 
Ljubljana signed a petition addressed to the presidencies of Yugoslavia, Serbia, and 
Kosovo in support of their fellow students and citizens. This group of students openly 
expressed their concern about the arrests that were taking place after the 
demonstrations of March-April, the large number of exclusively political charges, the 
large number of convicts serving sentences of 1-15 years, the collective rather than 
individual judgment, and the manipulation of evidence that openly questioned the 
principle of judicial independence. The letter emphasized that the clearly 
discriminatory approach toward young people of Albanian ethnicity, mainly pupils 
and students, created a situation in which the greatest political responsibility and 
punishment were specifically reserved for those possessed less political or 
institutional power of defense84. 

This concern of the students was ignored by the Yugoslav Serb institutions. 
Indeed, after the events of 1981, the Serbian-led authorities did not stop acting 
against and terrorizing all those who were related to the protests of the spring of ‘81. 
Emigration also became a target of surveillance of Albanian activity. A report by the 
Provincial Secretariat of Foreign Relations, dated April 28, 1981, (Switzerland) 
identifies two protests in front of the Embassy in Bern and the Consulate in Zurich. 
The number of protesters, according to this report, ranged from 200 to 250. In 
addition to the well-known hostile slogans with nationalist, irredentist, and counter-
revolutionary content, in front of the Embassy in Bern the protesters paid their 
respects to the dead students in Prishtina with a moment of silence85.  

There was more to this than followed: illegal Albanian organizations were accused 
of organizing 12 protests between April 25 and May 25, in which over 5,000 people 
participated in New York, Frankfurt, Brussels, Washington, San Francisco, Chicago, 
and Toronto. There were also five other protests attended by 2,000 people, in Bern on 
April 11, in Stuttgart on April 25, in Dusseldorf on May 9, and Munich on May 1686.  

In the meantime, the persecutions did not stop; the imprisonments had started 
from March 11 and were becoming massive by the day. After March 26, the 
authorities started arresting citizens on the streets who would go out for their 
personal needs. During April, the imprisonments reached alarming numbers. The 
prison in Prishtina was completely full, with no rooms left; other detainees were then 
transferred to the football stadium in Prishtina to be placed in the rooms of the 
stadium87. 

Statistical data show alarming numbers of Albanian prisoners from 1981 to 
September 1988, with 1,750 ethnic Albanians convicted of political crimes. Another 
7,000 were imprisoned for minor political offenses, of which 1,000 were underage. 
Most of the defendants were charged with activities in support of the request for 
Kosovo to be declared a republic within Yugoslavia88. 
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Nationalism became a weapon of mass destruction against Albanians. Anything 
related to the preservation of national identity and the consciousness of the Albanian 
nationality was considered nationalist and severely punished89. 

Nuhi Berisha, participant, later killed by the Serbian forces, recalls how two police 
officers caught a protester covered in blood and told him, “You want a Republic? We’ll 
give you a continent now!”90. They became the target of all kinds of propaganda and 
accusations. According to the data of the Public Prosecutor’s Office, based on Article 
133 of the Criminal Law of the SFRY, 301 persons were convicted on charges of 
general crimes during 1981-1982 throughout Yugoslavia, of which 211 were 
Albanians. The table below provides data on the number and ethnic structure of 
convicts, where Albanians were the main target according to the ‘political crime’ 
classification. 

 
Tabl. 1. Number and Ethnic Structure of Convicts of Political Crimes during 

1981-198291 
Year 1981 1982 

Ethnicity Number of 
convicts 

Number of 
convicts 

Total for two 
years 

Percentage of 
ethnicity-

based convicts 
Albanian  93 118 211 70.1% 
Croat  23 19 42 14.0% 
Serb 13 13 26 8.6% 
Muslim 3 3 6 2.0% 
Slovenian 2 2 4 1.3% 
Macedonian 1 3 4 1.3% 
Montenegrin 2 1 3 1.0% 
Yugoslavian  1 2 3 1.0% 
Foreign  0 2 2 0.7% 
Total 138 163 301 100% 

 
Imprisonments and convictions affected Albanians everywhere. Official sources 

indicate that throughout 1981-1986, over 1,300 people had been convicted in 
Macedonia, which had a population of over 400,000 Albanians92. These figures, and 
this hunt against the Albanian population, were extremely concerning; during this 
period, Albanians throughout Yugoslavia accounted for 12% of the total population, 
while, in terms of the total number of political prisoners in Yugoslavia, they 
comprised over 90% of the total number93. 
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Despite all these alarming figures, Spasoje Đaković tries to justify the violence 
arguing that the bodies of internal affairs and those of justice did extraordinary work 
in punishing the Albanian youth. Otherwise, the Albanians would not stop their 
counter-revolutionary actions94.  

This view of persecution was observed everywhere Albanians lived. Yugoslav 
services, through arrests and civilian and military prisons, managed to monitor 
almost every step of the Albanians’ illegal movement. The Albanian diaspora 
remained UDB’s unfinished mission. On January 17, 1982, three Albanian patriots, 
leaders of the illegal movement, Jusuf Gërvalla, Bardhosh Gërvalla, and Kadri Zeka, 
were killed in Untergruppenbach, Germany, by the obscure hand of the UDB. Their 
assassination was a shock to the movement; it took place at the culmination of the 
unification and coordination of the politics of patriotic groups operating against 
Yugoslav rule, both outside and inside Kosovo. The front page of the well-known 
German newspaper ‘Die Welt’ reported on the crime with the headline ‘Murdered 
Yugoslavs wanted a free Kosovo’95.  

 
DISCRIMINATION 

Aggression against Kosovo did not stop. The Yugoslav leadership looked for the 
‘enemy’ at all costs, wherever it was. The main target was obviously the Communist 
League of Kosovo and its leadership96. In this regard, the first effect was achieved 
with the resignation of Mahmut Bakalli, who at the time was the Chairman of the 
party in Kosovo. Abiding by the communist rules, he made a small ‘self-criticism’ on 
the grounds that he did not know how to predict the crisis97. In fact, Bakalli left the 
Presidency of the Communist League of Kosovo and was expelled from the League of 
Communists. Under the circumstances of that time, this was considered a serious 
political disqualification in the form of a dissident98.  

However, the Yugoslav leadership, as if dissatisfied with the process of 
differentiation, constantly demanded strict measures in response to the situation in 
Kosovo. In Serbian circles, there had long been a desire to impose a series of 
measures that would hit everything that has to do with the Albanian national 
affirmation, Albanian professionals and intelectuals, and especially the achievements 
that Albanians had made from 1968-1980 in the field of education, culture, and 
science99. 

After the events of 1981, a difficult time of differentiation began for the Albanian 
people in general, and for scholars in particular. A brutal campaign against national 
history began, with everything related to Albanians being attacked in the cruelest 
way100. In other words, radical changes were required to get rid of everyone who 
could then potentially be replaced by loyalists. This approach is demonstrated by 
Dragoslav Marković, Vidoje Žarković, Petar Stambolić, and others who came out with 
general accusations against Kosovo. According to this view, the University of 
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Prishtina and education in general in Kosovo, the Radio Television, the publishing 
activities of ‘Rilindja’, health, culture, science, economy, etc., were all in the service of 
Albanian nationalism and irredentism101. The University of Prishtina became the key 
target. The authorities started dismissing staff and students who were ideologically 
inappropriate. Serbian communists set out to fight nationalism from ideological and 
apparently counter-revolutionary premises. Initially, this policy produced results, 
because dozens of students and professors left and hundreds were denied 
employment, but time showed that this Serbian oppression only reinforced 
Albanians’ national feelings102.  

The Serbian federal leadership demanded an assessment of, and responsibility for, 
the events. At the 10th Meeting of the Central Council of the League of Communists of 
Yugoslavia, among the many measures agreed, one of the necessary measures was to 
make a critical analysis of the education system in Kosovo103. The influential daily 
Serbian press accused the former Kosovo leadership of colluding with the organizers 
of the 1968 events. According to the same criticism, from 1968 to 1981 the Kosovo 
leadership had assigned the organizers of the ‘68 events in the main positions in 
educational, scientific, and cultural institutions, where they had then indoctrinated 
the youth in the spirit of Albanian nationalism and irredentism104.  

As a result of great pressure, an entire elite of prominent figures was imprisoned, 
and some of them were forced to resign on charges of nationalist attitudes, including 
Pajazit Nushi, Deputy President of the Executive Council of Kosovo, Ymer Jaka, 
Provincial Education Secretary, Gazmend Zajmi, Head of the University of Prishtina, 
Ali Hadri, Director of the Institute of History105.  

Under the same excuse, the most prominent Albanian scientists of the Kosovo 
Academy of Sciences and Arts were dismissed or subjected to various measures. In 
1982 only, 100 Albanian professors left the University of Prishtina. In the following 
years, the number of Albanian professors in the universities kept decreasing, and they 
were replaced by Serbian and Montenegrin professors brought from Belgrade. As a 
result of this policy, 370 teachers of Albanian ethnicity left secondary and primary 
schools. Young children also became part of this campaign, losing the right to 
education from grades 1 to 5, as the authorities believed that it was morally and 
politically inappropriate. About 1,000 students were denied the right to education, 
even though they had passed the entrance exams successfully. The purpose of these 
measures was clearly to reduce the number of Albanian students, and those who 
remained were forced to study in Serbian106. 

Violence and persecution never stopped. However, their effect had already spread. 
The 1981 Albanian protests shook Europe and shattered the illusions of ‘exemplary 
solutions’ to coexistence in Yugoslavia. Albanians were the first to show the world 
that ‘multi-level federalism’ did not work as publicized, because the freedom and 
well-being of one party were provided at the expense and exploitation of the other107. 
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The protests of 1981 became the first serious warning that the people of Kosovo, 
regardless of any consequences, had decided to walk boldly in the opposite direction 
away from the captivity of Belgrade, regardless of the obstacles they would encounter 
on the way108. The year 1981 marked a radical change in the Albanian political and 
strategic thought; young intellectuals could no longer endure the Serbian 
government. As Milovan Đilas puts it, the Serbian regime could “temporarily quell the 
unrest in Kosovo with force and propaganda, but it cannot eradicate it”109.  

Therefore, the Albanian people of Kosovo and other parts of Yugoslavia did not 
rebel ‘overnight’. The dissatisfaction was such that “the explosion was expected to 
happen every day”. Their rebellion had been prepared for almost forty difficult years 
within Titoist revisionist Yugoslavia, which for the Albanian population had nothing 
but national social oppression, social and cultural discrimination, brutal exploitation 
of natural resources, and implementation of genocidal practices110.  

Therefore, the outbreak of the 1981 Albanian spring is, in many ways, the product 
of this belated end to inequality and national rights. Their ethnic size and 
compactness were, in the eyes of the Albanian population, reason enough to change 
the status of Kosovo from that of a province to that of a republic111. 

 
CONCLUSIONS  

The 1981 protests by Albanian students and youth in Kosovo took place during the 
irreversible decline of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, established by the 
Anti-Fascist Council for the National Liberation of Yugoslavia (AVNOJ), in which 
Kosovo suffered from profound socio-economic and political discrimination. The 
primary driver was the systematic disregard of demands for national equality and of 
the request to elevate Kosovo’s status from an Autonomous Province to a Republic. 
This aspiration was articulated by an emerging Albanian intellectual and student 
elite.  

The protests erupted in March and April 1981, quickly gaining a massive popular 
character across Kosovo. Despite being fundamentally peaceful, the Serbo-Yugoslav 
regime labelled them ‘counter-revolutionary’. The response was characterized by 
unprecedented, bloody violence, involving the use of military forces (tanks, MiGs). 
The repression included mass trials and severe sentences, with tens of thousands 
prosecuted and persecuted by the UDB secret police. This brutality proved the 
impossibility of peaceful coexistence within Yugoslavia, ultimately pushing the 
Albanian population toward seeking alternative solutions, including eventual armed 
resistance later in the 1990s. 
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