
DR. FEHMI REXHEPI (Prishtina) 

THE STRUGGLE OF THE ALBANIANS OF KOSOVA AND 

OTHER AREAS OF THE FORMER YUGOSLAVIA FOR 

SELF-DETERMINATION AND NATIONAL UNIFICATION 

DURING WORLD WAR II | 

After the fall of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia in 1941, the Albanian territories 

were distributed among three states on the basis of the Vienna Agreement’ between 

the German and Italian foreign ministers. 
The larger part of these territories was placed under Italian occupation and 

attached to Albania, which had been occupied since 1939. These regions were divided 

into four prefectures based in Peje, Prishtina, Prizren, and Diber, 14 subprefectures, 
and 143 communes. Together with the areas of Ulqin and Tuz. they covered more 

than 11 780 square kilometers and about $20 000 inhabitants, 75 percent of them 

Albanians? 

The District of Mitrovice, including the areas of Mitrovice, Podujeve, Vushtri, 
and Tregu i Ri, was attached to the area of German occupation, under the quisling 
Serbian state of Nedic. This area included 135 000 inhabitants, of whom 81 000 or 60 

percent were Albanians’. Besides the districts of Shkup and Kumanove, parts of the 

districts of Gjilan, Kacanik, Viti, Presheve, and Bujanove, with an Albanian population — 

of 130 000‘, were given to fascist Bulgaria. With this new division of their territories, 
the Albanian people remained divided among several states. In order to increase its 

own influence, the Yugoslav Communist Party (YCP) attempted to exploit the 

dissatisfaction aroused by this step. especially in the areas under Bulgarian and Serbian 

occupation. 

On the basis of the Atlantic Charter that guaranteed the rights of the peoples 
to self-determination following their participation in the struggle against fascism 

also heeding the promises of the YCP and the Albanian Communist Party (ACP), the 

Albanians of Kosova and other areas of the former Yugoslavia responded to the call 

to join the armed struggle against fascism, in the hope that they would in this way 

realize their right to selfdetermination and national unification. While all agreed in 

the necessity of a liberation struggle, there is no doubt that it was the Albanians of the 

Bulgarian occupation zone who were most disposed to fight fascism, because of their 

very difficult conditions and circumstances. It was not by chance that the first person 

to be declared a hero of the people by Yugoslavia was Bajram Shabani from Kumanove, 

who was killed fighting the Bulgarian invader on 14 October 1941°. 

Communism had a stronger influence on the Albanians of these areas after 

the foundation of the ACP Communist ideas were spread by a considerable number 

of civil servants and intellectuals, especially teachers who came from Albania after 
1941, most of whom were ACP sympathizers®. There is no doubt that in this period 

leadership of the armed struggle in Kosova by the ACP would have considerable 103 
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aided the progress of the war, and would have helped toward realizing the right to 
self-determination, unifying the ethnic Albanian territories, and avoiding conflict 

among the different currents of Albanian politics. 
However, the decision “to accept the call of the YCP for the population of 

Kosova and other Albanian territories in the former Yugoslavia to join the war under 

its leadership, trusting that the YCP would apply after the war, as it had promised, the 
principle of self-determination to the point of secession” cost our people dearly. 

From the start, the YCP and its leadership, through its emissaries, made 

every effort to foil all attempts toward Albanian national unification. In their activities, 

the Yugoslav communists were guided by national interests, which was not true of all 

the Albanian communists. 
At this time the YCP mentioned the Albanians in almost all the summons 

issued to the peoples of Yugoslavia, calling them a people and not a nationality or 

national minority. The Albanian communists and their sympathizers, trusting in the 

principle of the self-determination of the peoples that was also reaffirmed in Josip 

Broz’s famous article published in the newspaper “Proletar” in 1942*, responded to 

the YCP’s summons to war at a time when they enjoyed much greater national and 

economic rights. 
The development of the Antifascist National Liberation War in Kosova was 

accompanied by the formation of single-nationality armed units such as the Zenel 

Hajdini and Emin Duraku bands and the Bajram Curri battalion, while the Albanians 

of Ulqin and western Macedonia closely cooperated with the Albanian and Yugoslav 

National Liberation Armies. Later, larger military units were created in Kosova, while 

the political, military, and state authorities possessed independent state and political 

structures identical to those of the other peoples of Yugoslavia. All these authorities, 

the Kosova Provincial Committee, the Command Staff of the National Liberation 

Army, and the Provincial National Liberation Council for Kosova and the Plain of 

Dukagjin were a sign and guarantee that after the war the Albanians would achieve 

their inalienable right to self-determination and national unification. 

It is important to note that these developments were subject to interference 

by the YCP Central Committee, which through its emissaires in Albania and Kosova 

such as Svetozar Vukmanovic-Tempo, Miladin Popovic, Dusan Mugosa, Velimir 

Stojnic, etc., did everything to put the political situation in the Albanian territories 

under total control. Their purpose was to undermine the development of the antifascist 

struggle in Albania and Kosova, to encourage division among the different currents 

of Albanian politics, and to counter aspirations to national unification by putting 

class and party allegiances first. Tito and the YCP Central Committee used every 

means and made major concessions in order to draw Draza Mihajlovic into the struggle, 

but an entirely different attitude was maintained toward the Albanians. The Yugoslav 

emissaires even brutally intervened to annul the Mukje agreement of August 1943 

between the representatives of the Albanian General National Liberation Council and 

the Balli Kombetar, which among other things sanctioned the Albanians’ right to 

self-determination and, as a result, the creation of ethnic Albania’. The creation of a 

common pannational antifascist front did not interest the YCP, which evinced ambitions 

to annex not only Kosova, but Albania itself. For this reason, the Yugoslav leadership 

and Vukmanovic Tempo were committed to the destruction of this genuine kernel of



national unity’®. In such a situation, nationalist and democratic Albanian forces, seeing 

that it was not possible to create a common front with the communists because of the 

latter’s severe dependency of the YCP, were forced to lay new plans and make new 

efforts to realize national aspirations. Under the new circumstances that arose after 

the capitulation of Italy, the founding assembly of the Second League of Prizren was 

held in Prizren on 16 September 1943, attended by representative delegates from all 

the Albanian territories as well as from Diber, Prizren, Prishtina, Peje, Mitrovice, 

etc!!. The organization’s aim was to defend the liberated areas and the integry of the 

Albanian territories'?. The forces of the Second League of Prizren especially attempted 

to realize this aim between September and November 1944, when the border was 

pushed to the line of the Shkup-Bujanove railway, which approximated to the ethnic 

border. 
The activities of the Second League of Prizren appear to have seriously upset 

the plans of the communist froces and the leaders of the National Liberation War in 
Kosova and Albania. In order to minimize this organization’s authority, Fadil Hoxha 

published in the newspaper “Lirija” in October 1943 an article announcing the holding 

of a national liberation council for these areas, which was to “ensure us total freedom 

and independence” "* 
The decision to hold this conference was made by a meeting of the Council 

of the Kosova YCP Provincial Committee at Sharr on 4-6 November 1943. The 

conference was held in Bujan in the Highlands of Gjakove between 31] 

December and 2 January 1944"'*. A total of 49 delegates attended the conference, 43 

Albanians and six Serbs and Montenegrins, a proportion in accordance with the 

composition of these territories’ population. 

The conference’s most important document was the Resolution which 

observed that “Kosova and the Plain of Dukagjin represent a territory largely inhabited 

by the Albanian people. who still today, as always, wish to unite with Albania. We 

therefore consider it our duty to show the correct path the Albanian people must 

follow in order to realize their aspirations. The sole path by which the Albanian 

people of Kosova and the Plain of Dukagjin can unite with Albania is by a common 

struggle with the other peoples of Yugoslavia against the occupier and his lackeys, 

because this is the only way to win the freedom in which all peoples, i.e. the Albania: 

too. will be able to declare their own destiny with the right to self-determination to 

the point of secession” '*. The decisions of the Conference of Bujan were contested by 

the YCP Central Committee, whose own strategy planned not only for the preservation 

of the old borders of Yugoslavia, but their expansion’. 

Thus. in a letter of 18 March 1944, the YCP Central Committee drew the 

attention of the Kosova Provincial Committee to the fact that “you should not have 

created a provincial committee, because your territory 1s not a complete district (...). 

The character of the Provincial National Liberation Council is not clear from the 

Resolution. This council can only be an initiative and an organ of the political unity 

of the masses, but we cannot dare to given it an executive character even though it 
must lead the councils where they exist”'’. As for handling the national problem, the 

Provincial Committee was instructed to accept the guidance of the Second Meeting of 
the Antifascist Council for the National Liberation of Yugoslavia (AVNOJ), which 

“ensure the equality of all the peoples and give them the right to self-determination””™®. 105 
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This letter further insists that “there should be not talk of unification with Albania 

and defining the border between Albania and Yugoslavia, which are both under 

occupation”’’’. 

However, P. Jovanovic, secretary of the YCP Provincial Committee, opposed 

more directly the Albanians’ aspirations and the status that Kosova had achieved 
‘uring the war. In total agreement with the standpoints revealed by the YCP at the 

end of the war, he stressed that on the basis of the decisions of the Second Meeting of 

the AVNOJ “the Albanians of Kosova are guaranteed the rights of a national 

minority”? It is interesting to note that this is the first time during World War II that 

the Albanians of Kosova are called a national minority. 
The decisions of the Conference of Bujan were welcomed in Kosova and the 

other Albania territories. The Albanians hurled themselves into the Antifascist National 

Liberation War in order to realize these aspirations, fighting not only for the liberation 

of their own territories but also on other fronts in the north of Yugoslavia. From 

Kosova alone, 53 000 fighers were recruited in various military formations. Their 

struggle and their blood made an important contribution to the common cause of the 

peoples of the antifascist alliance. 
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