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Abstract 
Enlargement is one of the most important policies of the European Union (EU). However, due to the 

stagnation of the accession process with the Western Balkan states, this policy is surrounded by 

uncertainty. Consequently, the EU is in a new uncomfortable situation regarding its international 

reputation and credibility. This research dives further into this topic, specified to the case of Albania. 

Through a decolonial lens to debunk the EU’s neo-colonial attitude, this situation will be elaborated via 

the concept of accession fatigue, in terms of national political interest, local ownership, and public 

support. How will those aspects contribute to the stagnation of the accession process? And what are the 

possible solutions to accelerate the process? After an in-depth analysis, this research makes clear that an 

important part of the solution lies in the EU itself: moving away from its fundamental conditionality. 

KEY WORDS: Albania; European Union; enlargement/accession; fatigue; national political interest; 

local ownership; public support; conditionality; decoloniality. 
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Introduction 
‘In our world, divide and conquer must become define and empower’ (Lorde, 1984, p. 2). With this 

quote, the black lesbian feminist Audre Lorde (ibid.) called to not just tolerate difference, ‘but [see it] 

as a fund of necessary polarities between which our creativity can spark like a dialectic’ (p. 2), aiming 

to generate a new world with unthreatened interdependency rather than charters. To ‘build a better shared 

world’ (Venkatesan, Ntarangwi, Mills, Gillespie, Dave & Backhaus, 2024, p. 100) together, differences 

must therefore not be a weakness but a strength which powerfully connects personal power into a diverse 

community (Lorde, 1984). According to Lorde (ibid.), such a community is essential in building a better 

world, because ‘without community there is no liberation’ (p. 2) since the most vulnerable position of 

individuals is standing alone against their oppression. Although Lorde (ibid.) might not have imagined 

to apply words to (supra)national communities, one might argue that the European Union (EU) is such 

a diverse community. When applying Lorde’s (ibid.) logic to the EU’s motto ‘United in diversity’ 

(European Union, 2024a), the different EU Member States (MSs) can be seen as European dialects 

sparking within their polarities, resulting in intensive cooperations with unthreatened interdependency. 

One of the EU’s goals is contributing ‘to peace and security and the sustainable development of 

the Earth’ (European Union, 2024b). This futural vision on the world can be related to Lorde’s (1984) 

statements: the EU would contribute to a better world by creating a European community with more 

liberty by breaking down barriers, via two specific approaches of horizontal integration: internal 

completion while breaking down internal barriers, and EU enlargement by extending the external 

barriers to break down the new internal barriers. While both approaches can be interestingly analysed in 

Lorde’s (ibid.) scene of decolonisation, the latter strategy is remarkably tensioned with this academic 

paradigm since Hooper & Kramsch (2007) stated that the processes of EU enlargement ‘replicate earlier 

practices of continental imperialism’ (p. 529) based on racist and cultural-supremacist underpinnings. 

Furthermore, Filipescu (2015) added that EU enlargement implies ‘a transfer of EU norms, similar to 

the way in which past empires dictated the transfer of norms to colonies’ (p. 42). 

1.1 EU: Flagship of Neo-Colonialism (The State of the Debate) 

Keeping in mind Lorde’s (1984) words, the application of those to the EU, and the subsequent claim 

about EU enlargement as a colonial practice, the next sections further elaborate this within a broader 

academic context. 

1.1.1 Colonial Practices: Past, Present and Future? 

The EU called its enlargement ‘a key driver of long-term security, peace, stability and prosperity in 

Europe’ (European Commission, 2024a, p. 1). Together with experiences of growing impact in a 

globalised world, the EU translated their internal completion into broader senses, beyond their own 

territory: making a better world by intensifying external relations and enlargement (Zielonka, 2008). 
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While the EU gets increasingly confident in its own thoughts about making a better world by enlarging 

its own values – comprehending human rights protection, rule of law, and democracy –, critics labelled 

the EU as ‘the most important and original body’ (Degli Esposti, 2024, p. 3) within the neo-colonial 

framework. Derived from findings of the decolonial sociologist Bhambra (2022) that ‘Europe’s past is 

an imperial and colonial past’ (p. 229), it is argued that the EU’s ‘present and future will continue to be 

a colonial […] unless Europe makes decolonisation its core concern’ (Decolonial Europe Day, 2024). 

Applicable to the EU’s (de)colonial context, decolonisation can be defined as the process of de-

bordering and uncategorising societies – physically and/or mentally (Laine, 2017) – toward a co-created 

pluralized world were different perspective and human beings within the society lives together (M. Van 

Houte, personal communication, September 9, 2025). Decolonisation is originated in repatriating back 

stolen land and resources by former colonial (Western-)European countries to the indigenous colonized, 

and is yet an unfinished practice (Tuck & Yang, 2012). This latter part resonates the quote of Bhambra 

(2022) that the past of the EU – as a community founded by (West-)European countries – is imperial 

and colonial. 

The EU’s current attitude towards further enlargement directed towards the Balkan region,  

impresses the opposite than making decolonisation its fundamental pursuit. Colonisation remains part 

of the EU’s primary practices because colonial aspects are even more present in later enlargements than 

in previous ones (Sher, 2001; Engel-Di Mauro, 2006). This indicates the presence of ‘the proximate trap: 

how geography is misused in the differential treatment’ (Bueno Lacy & Van Houtum, 2022). Based on 

the geographical distance between the accessing states and its original (Western-)European “core”, the 

EU holds another attitude and treatment. The differences are used for causing ‘separation and suspicion’ 

(Lorde, 1984, p. 2). This different treatment in the case of the (Western) Balkans is a classic example of 

“Balkanism”, as Todorova (2009) called the EU’s selective and unequal approach based on visa 

liberation processes between Central Europe and the Balkan state as such – the EU accepted the Central 

Europe stated into the program, while adding more restrictions for the Balkan region. 

1.1.2 The Neo-Colonial Framework 

As stated earlier, Degli Esposti (2024) called the EU the ‘most important and original body’ (p.3) of the 

neo-colonial framework. This framework consists of ‘a subtler form of dominance than colonialism’ 

(Lassou, Hopper, Tsamenyi & Murinde, 2019, p. 2). Colonialism is, following the Dictionary of Human 

Geography: 

‘[an] enduring relationship of domination and mode of dispossession, usually (or at least 

initially) between an indigenous […] majority and a minority of interlopers (colonizers), who are 

convinced of their own superiority, pursue their own interests, and exercise power through a mixture 

of coercion, persuasion, conflict and collaboration’ (Gregory, Johnston, Pratt, Watts & Whatmore, 

2009, p. 94). 
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This definition of colonialism differs with neo-colonialism, as the latter respects the sovereignty 

of (former colonised) nation-states while the (former colonising) country retains influence and control 

nonetheless. Neo-colonialism is thus a re-invention of colonisation after the “death” of old-fashioned 

colonialism via imperials and empires (Cooper, 2002). Although ‘both the supply and demand for 

imperialism have dried up’ (ibid., p. 4), the logic of subordinate control remains. 

In their area of prevail – from the 16th till the beginning of the 19th century – imperials and 

empires founded legitimacy as solutions for the world’s chaos of failed states and terroristic features of 

non-state actors. After their “death”, the chaotic conditions of the pre-colonial world re-emerged and 

asked for alternatives (Cooper, 2002). In the scene of decolonisation, de-essentialising and 

uncategorising of fixed boundaries – e.g. nation-states – was brought up (M. Van Houte, personal 

communication, September 9, 2025). For example, Lorde (1984) argued that interdependencies ’enables 

us to descend into the chaos of knowledge and return with true visions of our future, along with the 

concomitant power to effect those changes which can bring that future into being’ (p. 2). In the context 

of this analysis, we must not ‘descend into the chaos of knowledge’ (ibid., p. 2), but in the chaos of the 

world. Alternatively, neo-colonialism saw itself as a solution. Their central idea was that the re-invention 

of colonialism should rely on a more cooperative approach, with hegemonic organisations based on 

voluntaryism rather than dominating single states (Cooper, 2002). The EU has – as an organisation 

uniting different states – an interesting position regarding. Again: the EU is ‘the most important and 

original body’ (Degli Esposti, 2024) of the neo-colonial framework. In addition, the philosopher 

Habermas called therefore that the EU differs from other traditional colonial projects since it ‘is being 

given a second change’ (as cited in Filipescu, 2015, p. 41) - the first one was colonialism proceeded by 

the (Western-)European countries independently of each other. Hence, the EU is ‘the first non-imperial 

empire’ (Waterfield, 2007), ‘one that we have never seen before’ (Böröcz, 2001, p. 36). 

1.1.3 Voluntaryism and the “Accession Fatigue” 

Together with arguing that neo-colonialism is on a voluntary basis, Cooper (2002) stated that the EU is 

transnational rather than a supranational system: more based on voluntary relations than on 

subordination. The EU must as cooperation and without dominant states – note that the motivation for 

the founders of the EU was to stop ‘the frequent and bloody conflicts’ (European Union, 2025a) between 

European states now they became dependent of each other – impose hegemony on fundamentally 

dangerous nation-states (Cooper, 2002). Because, Cooper (ibid.) concluded, ‘if the nation-state is a 

problem [because of their fundamentally dangerousness] then the super-state is certainly not a solution’ 

(p. 3). However, by accessing the EU, states ‘will have to act with determination to implement the 

necessary reforms and make tangible and irreversible progress, starting with the fundamentals of the EU 

accession process’ (European Commission, 2023, p. 2). This direct accessing process via implementing 

the EU’s Acquis Communautaire – the EU’s legal system – seems uneasy with Cooper’s (2002) idea of 
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voluntaryism, and implies rather a system of subordination. Mentioning this tension, it is worth diving 

into whether the EU accession process is actually that voluntary. 

Trying to define voluntaryism in the context of the EU’s enlargement policy, Agné (2009) 

contrasts it with coercion, what means to ‘undertake changes which [an applicant state] expressly 

dislikes’ (p. 12). The question of whether the EU is based on coercion or voluntaryism, is related to the 

principle of conditionality: ‘the practice of setting conditions for the provision of a good from one actor 

or organisation to another’ (ibid., p. 2).  According to Agné (2009), EU enlargement is based on 

voluntaryism since states can decide independently if they join the EU or not, although once chosen for 

accession the associated conditions – for instance, the Copenhagen criteria – are accepted 

simultaneously. Because when accessing an established structure – as the EU –, the state has no say in 

these accompanying conditionalities (Agné, 2009; Filipescu, 2015). The EU is ‘an empire that grows by 

willing dependencies’ (Kovács & Kabachnik, 2001, p. 171), and ‘deals with countries that expressed 

interest in being included’ (Kovács, 2001, p. 197) and thus accepted these conditions explicitly. While 

Agné (2002) argued that the accessing states have no influence in their role in the process of accessing, 

Vos (2017) stated that the EU has no formal ways of forcing the accessing state in their behaviour either. 

As long as states do not join the EU, the EU has no legal enforcement towards them. Thus, certain 

voluntaryism is extant, although reaching the criteria are hard conditions for becoming part of the EU 

(ibid.). 

Gjaldbæk-Sverdrup (2023) stated that the voluntaryism described by Vos (2017) actually occurs 

in the accessing Balkan states, resulting in a stagnation of the accession process. The cause is a so-called 

“accession fatigue”: ‘the inability or even unwillingness of accession states to comply with the 

conditionality’ (Gjaldbæk-Sverdrup, 2023, p. 7). This first element – inability – could be based on 

involuntaryism due to lacking political and administrative resources. However, O’Brennan (2006) stated 

that inability can be a result of choosing not to solve problems related to failed state-building – e.g. 

tackling organised crime which influences government structures. In contrast, the second element – 

unwillingness – indicates directly space for voluntaryism by having opportunities for own volitions. 

Gjaldbæk-Sverdrup (2023) gave three underlying causal drivers for this unwillingness: a question of 

incentive at the national level by applying the EU conditions ‘while seeking to consolidate their own 

narrow political interests’ (ibid., p. 8), lack of local ownership in terms of accountability and credibility, 

and lack of public support for EU accession. 

1.2 EU’s Future in the Balkans’ Hands? (Academic and Societal Relevance) 

As a result of the external accession fatigue in the Balkan, along with the internal “enlargement fatigue” 

driven by questions about the absorption capacity of the EU among Member States – visible in the 

current debates about backsliding practices in the Central and Eastern European Countries (Bustikova 

& Guasti, 2017; Schlipphak & Treib, 2017; Sedelmeier, 2017), and constituted in O’Brennan’s (2014) 
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claim that the success-story of the EU project is in dispute and that further enlargement towards the 

Western Balkan states is ‘a bridge too far’ (p. 239) resulting in their seat ‘on the slow train to nowhere’ 

(ibid.) –, ‘the current enlargement process does not offer the necessary political framework responding 

to the urgent geopolitical needs’ (Gjaldbæk-Sverdrup, 2023, p. 2). Recognising this weakness in an even 

more competing world – with e.g. Russia and China –, the EU adopted in 2020 ‘its “Revised 

Enlargement Methodology” [REM] to reinsert credibility, predictability, dynamism, and strong political 

steer into the accession process […] to retain its credibility and self-image as a transformative power’ 

(ibid., p. 2; 38). 

However, over a longer period, this new methodology has not solved the problem in the 

accessing states, resulting in imaginaries about the EU being unable to create a new framework. 

Ultimately, this affects the EU’s future on broader terms, regarding losing international reputation and 

credibility (Gjaldbæk-Sverdrup, 2023): ‘If the Union fails in its own backyard, then it can bid farewell 

to any idea of exerting its influence elsewhere’ (Glenny, 2010). In addition to these ongoing problems, 

Jaćimović & Shaipova (2023) explained that through procedural shortcomings, the REM in practice led 

to even more struggles: lacking immediate results, maintenance of an unpredictable process, lack of a 

tailor-made approach, and lack of coherence of the negotiation chapters – since one of the revisions was 

clustering the chapters. These new practical shortcomings made the future even more vulnerable. The 

so important enlargement methodology for the EU could therefore be characterised as a master’s tool, 

as derived from Lorde’s (1984) theory that the master’s tool ‘will never dismantle [or a genuinely 

change] the master's house’ (p. 2) until it deals with diminishing support. The current situation of the 

EU dealing with international reputation and credibility problems could evolve momentum for 

“dismantling” the master’s house – the EU – with the master’s tool – its “own” enlargement 

methodology. Consequentially, the question raises whether the EU needs the accessing Balkan states 

with their successful accession to securing its own future, rather that the accessing Balkan states needs 

the EU for their prospects. 

Therefore, an in-depth analysis of the accession fatigue in the Balkan states contributed in two 

ways. On the one hand, to the fundamental academic debate about the EU’s neo-coloniality. One of the 

fundamental logics of (neo-)coloniality stressed that it ‘is not an interactive two-way process’ (Kovács, 

2001, p. 201) between the coloniser and the colonised. When the EU needs the accessing Balkan states, 

this fundamental logic is broken and can stimulate the occurrence of reverse, interdependence, or 

recurring power relations. Firstly, the accession fatigue can constitute situations where the colonised – 

the Balkan states – rules the coloniser – the EU – because the latter needs the former. Secondly, 

debunking the colonial idea that the colonised actor is always subjected, decolonial-wise it could be 

argued that the Balkan states and the EU need each other – the EU to retain their international status, 

the Balkan states for their prosperity. Lastly, the dependency of the EU’s future on the willingness of the 

colonised accessing Balkan states supposes interestingly that the EU colonised itself through being neo-
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colonial. Considering these new counter-thoughts, analysing the accession fatigue amplifies the 

understanding of the EU in the neo-colonial framework. Besides this more fundamental relevance, 

researching the accession fatigue in a specific Balkan state provides more deductive grounds for 

Gjaldbæk-Sverdrup’s (2023) theory. 

On the other hand, this research practically contributed to improving the EU’s enlargement 

methodology towards a functional one, resulting in accelerating the accessing process. 

Recommendations arise by analysing the practical interpretation of national political interests, local 

ownership, and public support within a selected Balkan state, and combining these with constructivist 

enforcement theories aiming to promote legitimacy – described in e.g. Mastenbroek, Treib & Versluis 

(2024). Additionally, perhaps the solution lies in moving beyond the idea of integration and applying 

the concept of conviviality, which focuses on ‘the capacity to live together’ (Wise & Noble, 2016, p. 

423) rather than continuing on conditional integration within an established organisation. 

1.3 CSOs in Albania: Bridges Between State Actors and The Broader Public (Case Selection and 

Research Question) 

The currently accessing Balkan states towards the EU are Albania, Bosnia & Herzegovina, Kosovo, 

Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia. From these so-called “Western Balkan” states – originally 

also included Croatia before it accessed the EU –, only Kosovo has the status “potential candidate” 

(European Union, 2024c). Engaging further steps depends on the European Council’s unanimous 

approval, which is tensioned because Kosovo is not formally recognized by all the EU MSs (Xhabafti 

& Semini, 2022). Whether there may be accession fatigue, this is currently not the most restraining 

barrier in the accession process of Kosovo. The other five “fully” candidate MSs are dealing with 

specific circumstances what makes researching the application of the accession fatigue interesting. 

It is important to mention that the three elements of the accession fatigue play on different scales. 

The national political interest is, obviously, applicable to the national political level with its 

governmental actors – e.g. departments and agencies of the national administration –, while the 

processes of local ownership and local support proceed on subordinate levels and incorporate actors as 

subordinate administrations, smaller-sized non-political entrepreneurial companies, and citizens. 

Approaching different scales in one coherent analysis is more complicated than if all processes occur at 

the same spatial level. Therefore, the case of Albania was found interesting since the Albanian 

government has established structures to involve non-state actors – Civil Society Organisation (CSOs) 

– in the accession process to give ‘presence to non-economic concerns, and to stimulate wide public 

engagement and develop a sense of ownership’ (Bino, Dodbiba & Fani, 2023, p. 224). According to 

Bino et al. (2023) those organisation are ‘the bridge between state actors and the broader public’ (p. 

236). CSOs can thus connect both national and subordinate levels, as well as governmental and non-

governmental actors. 
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Considering this elaboration, the next research question can be formulated: To which extent is 

the “accession fatigue” applicable in Albania following the practical consequences of national 

political interest, local ownership, and public support? Observations gained from this analysis will 

plea for recommendations on the EU’s enlargement methodology when relating observations to 

constructivist enforcement theories and the concept of conviviality as alternative socialisation manner, 

while recognising the underlying fundamental neo-colonial debate. 

1.4 Further Structure of this Thesis 

This research entails eight more chapters. The next chapter includes an elaboration of the relevant 

concepts accession fatigue, while considering the available literature: national political interest, local 

ownership, and public support considered the available literature. In addition, other ways to gain 

voluntaryism will be explored, while ending this theoretical chapter with a short overview of the 

“pillars” of this research’s decolonial lens: the rhetoric of Balkanism, constructivist enforcement 

strategies, and conviviality as a new socialisation theory. In chapter 3 attention is paid to methodological 

questions, mainstream and decolonial-wise. Next, background information will be provided regarding 

the EU’s policy of enlargement as such (chapter 4) and Albania’s stance within the international arena 

from a historical perspective to the most current developments of accession (chapter 5). Chapter 6 

structurally depicts results gained from fieldwork practices, whereafter in chapter 7 those are discussed 

accordingly with the theories and constructs of the theoretical framework resulting in answering the 

research question. After closing the in-depth analysis, recommendations followed for the accession 

process of Albania and/or the enlargement policy of the EU (chapter 8). Finally, chapter 9 entails an 

overview of (methodological) points for discussions and suggestions for further research. 
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Theoretical Framework 
2.1 “Accession Fatigue”: A Misleading Terminology 

As mentioned above, the accession fatigue is ‘the inability or even unwillingness of accession states to 

comply with the conditionality’ (Gjaldbæk-Sverdrup, 2023, p. 7) due to the absence of ‘the necessary 

political framework responding to the urgent geopolitical needs’ (ibid, p. 2), and results in the stagnation 

of the accession process. Before using this concept and defining its three elements – national political 

interest, local ownership, and public support – it is necessary to elaborate the concept as such because 

of presumptions within its compounds: “accession” and “fatigue”. 

Firstly, “accession” is depicted in contrast to “enlargement”. While accession means ‘joining a 

group of countries or signing an agreement’ (Cambridge Dictionary, 2025a) and thus activates accessing 

states’ agency – Albania is accessing –, enlargement entails ‘something becoming bigger, or being made 

bigger’ (Cambridge Dictionary, 2025b) and therefore refers to EU-centricity – the EU is enlarging – 

with a more passive attitude for accessing state. Both terminologies reflect the same objective result – a 

bigger EU due to joining of new MSs –, but frame one of the two actors respectively more active or 

passive. Therefore, it must be recognised that this objective result will not succeed without the EU or 

accessing states at all. 

Secondly, “fatigue” was originally described in relation to the EU having “enlargement fatigue”. 

According to Economides (2020), this enlargement fatigue has been replaced over the years by 

enlargement resistance containing issues ‘of political and economic legitimacy (and how they are 

mediated) in the EU, rather than with practical aspects/problems of accommodating new members’ (p. 

1). Although the process of resistance occurs in both the EU and the accessing states (ibid.), using the 

terminology of “fatigue” in combination with the Balkan state’s accession may still suggest mainly 

governmental and administrative inabilities, while it may be clear that certain aspects of legitimate 

unwillingness are involved as well.  

Hence, using neutral alternative – e.g. evaluation, transition, or rapprochement for “accession”, 

and stagnation or discomfort for “fatigue” – would be useful to describe the whole process objectively. 

Another argument for seeking other terminologies is the tension between both compounds “accession” 

and “fatigue”, since “accession” empowers the joining states, while “fatigue” de-emphasises their role 

suggesting wrongful “just” to involuntary inabilities rather than actively developing a position on 

legitimacy sensitiveness. However, reasoning that this research is exactly about different perspectives 

on the process and not the objective outcome, the concept “accession fatigue” as defined by Gjaldbæk-

Sverdrup (2023) will be used, while address the need for awareness of the implications. 
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2.2 National Political Interest (The First Element of the Accession Fatigue) 

‘Enlargement has traditionally been viewed as a space where national interests would be more readily 

set aside than in conventional EU settings’ (O’Brennan, 2014). Because accessing should bring national 

benefits economically and geopolitically, and therefore smoothly lead to compliance (Vachudova, 2014). 

While by all means benefits must be at stake, due to various dependent variables in the Balkan case this 

does not automatically result in compliance with the conditionalities. Firstly, the conception of the 

national interest within both elite and public spheres (ibid.), and secondly, ‘the strategies of power-

seeking elites’ (ibid., p. 133). In addition to the influence of elites in the Balkan generally, the importance 

of CSOs in Albania particularly (Bino et al., 2023), cannot be left behind when defining stakeholders in 

the consolidation process of the national political interest. 

The ultimate most effective national interests are those defined by consensus, requiring ‘the 

possibilities of intervention from various interest groups in exercising their influence to achieve the 

generally acceptable goals’ (Shehu, 2017, p. 157), and is especially important for topics with highly 

political sensitivity such as security or foreign policy matters and ‘in complex and complicated political’ 

(ibid., p. 163) environments. Since Albania is explicitly mentioned by Shehu (ibid.) as politically 

complex, and assuming that EU accession is a sensitive foreign affair, eyes must be held open for other 

interest groups than elites and CSOs when determining whether the national political interest in this 

matter is based on consensus or not. In the academic literature, grounding theories about the 

establishment of national (political) interest are difficult to find. Set aside, consensus-based national 

interest. However, Rice’s (2000) case study about the USA’s national interest after the Cold War 

distinguished several aspects of consensus-based national interest. Firstly, national interest reflects the 

ruling international interest – in this research the EU’s interest – and tries to legitimate itself against or 

in favour of this. Secondly, national interest reflects external forces, their powers, weaknesses, and how 

to cope with these. Finally, these interests must be reflected in the national political priorities. 

To synthesise all of this, before even talking about national political interest – based on 

consensus –, there must be potential national benefit at all. When present, the issue’s political sensitivity 

and the complexity of the political environment will be seen as preconditions for consensus-based 

national political interest. Constituting consensus is subsequently subjected to internal – e.g. presence 

of stakeholders such as elites and CSO’s, and their conception as well as  the broader public’s – and 

external processes – e.g. international interest, external forces, their powers and weaknesses, and the 

coping mechanisms. Lastly, affected by these consensus processes, the agenda setting reflects the 

outcome: the national political interest. 

2.3 Local Ownership (The Second Element of the Accession Fatigue) 

Local ownership – or ownership – ‘signifies a change from conditionality-driven top-down approaches 

to more bottom-up and inclusive ones’ (Lie, 2019, p. 1108), aiming to strengthen local engagement and 
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involvement for ultimately stronger commitment, sensitised approaches, and higher effectiveness in 

implementation through setting precedent for local practicalities. Through this “ownershipping”, actors 

at the end of the implementation chain should gain freedom and responsibility (ibid.). However, there 

are some (practical) implications. Firstly, there are at least three different incentives for the original 

“owners” to allow local participation: to “look good”, participating in existing projects and therefore 

minimizing (capacitating) costs, or empowering local people for their own independent analyses 

(Chambers, 1995). In addition, the original owner may establish other conditional mechanisms to remain 

control over those who gained freedom via the ownershipping process – so-called “developmentality” 

(Lie, 2019) – which may mask the original and thus ongoing state of unequal relations (Cooke & Kothari, 

2001). Moreover, true ownership only exists voluntarily (Randel, German & Ewing, 2002), meaning 

that if new owners are not acting voluntarily, the original owner remains somehow ownership – via e.g. 

developmentality. Lastly, Economides (2020) mentioned mutual credibility in the relationship between 

the EU and the subordinate levels: both must deliver in realisable and pragmatic terms. However, since 

EU legislation goes through national implementation, for local ownership on lower spatial scales the 

condition of a mutual credible relationship must apply as well. 

2.4 Public Support (The Third Element of the Accession Fatigue) 

In addition to credibility, Economides (2020) assigned the effects of information availability, presence 

of interest, abilities to engage in the process, and a particular way of Eurosceptics through imported 

‘European international state system and balance of power’ (ibid., p. 13) to local ownership. However, 

the research of Gjaldbæk-Sverdrup’s (2023) lacked a clear distinction between the concepts of local 

ownership and public support. Therefore, local ownership will be centralised around the governmental 

implementation chain, while public support applies to ‘the process at a broader level, among the general 

public’ (ibid., p. 13). 

 Easton (1975) described public support as ‘the way in which a person evaluatively orients 

himself to some [political] objects through either his attitudes or his behavior’ (p. 436) and determines 

in case of the EU integration – and thus the process of accession – two different kinds: diffuse public 

support for the regime and public support for a specific policy. While this first refers to the fundamental 

constitutional foundations of the EU as a regime, the second questions the more policy specific actions 

and decisions of EU actors (ibid.). Another way to analyse public support are Hobolt & De Vries’s (2016) 

explanations for EU integration support. The first explanation is a positive cost-benefit analysis in terms 

of (human) capital gained from EU integration. Secondly, individuals’ national attachment in terms of 

the strongness of national identity and proudness of that identity, and negative perceptions about and 

‘hostility toward other cultures’ (ibid., p. 421) explain a negative public support trend. Thirdly, due to 

the complexness and remoteness of EU practices in people’s daily life, resulting in a problem of 

information, interest, awareness, and/or emotional attachment, public support relies on cues formulated 
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by intermediaries such as political parties and media blurring the objective image. Fourthly, the problems 

mentioned by the third explanation could be affected by the national institutions’ performances – 

economically or politically – as well, since citizens evaluate the EU, its policies, and behaviour through 

the national lenses (ibid.). 

2.5 Other Ways to Gain Voluntaryism 

Besides showing unwillingness – differentiated in national political interest, local ownership, and public 

support – accessing states can use other tools to exercise power in the accessing process. While in 

practice different and other tools could be observed, the literature provides some: group pressure if the 

enlargement goes in a “wave” – in the case of the Western Balkan, there is a common accession route 

for Albania, Bosnia & Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia –, the unique 

profile of each individual accessing state with their own challenges but also strategic opportunities, and 

using the EU’s rhetoric about their ideology and values as arguments to invite themselves around the 

table when accessing states find themselves complying (Gateva, 2014; Schimmelfennig, 1999). A 

critical point here is that Filipescu (2015) resonated that states with tools are ‘not totally powerless’ (p. 

26), which thus indicates some voluntaryism. The question remains: which amount? 

2.6 The “Pillars” of the Decolonial Lens 

In addition to the theories and concepts as described in the previous sections of this theoretical 

framework in order to be able to analyse the “accession fatigue” in an in-depth way, it is valuable – or 

perhaps even necessary – to address other theories which form the basis of this research’s decolonial 

approach. Of all the decolonial literature already mentioned shortly in the introduction of this research, 

there are three particular theories on which this lens is founded. The theoretical “pillars” distinguish 

themselves from the other discussed theories since they are not used to examine the accession fatigue as 

such but are applied to the interpretation of the data and to formulate decolonial recommendations. Thus, 

the reality of Albania’s accession process – based on the data collected via fieldwork and background 

research – will be described as factual, neutral, and objective as possible. Thereafter, the decolonial lens 

– based on three core theories – is used to interpret that information. 

2.6.1. Balkanism: Balkan’s Marginalisation 

‘Before the Kosovo war, the dominant paradigm applied to the Balkans translated into the practical 

ghettoization of the region’ (Todorova, 2009, p. 191). A practical example of this “ghettoisation”, is the 

already-mentioned acceptation of Central Europe to the EU’s visa system, while for the Balkans 

additional restrictions were set. ‘This was “Balkanism” in action’ (ibid., p. 191). This concept – 

Balkanism – is introduced by Todorova in her work “Imagining the Balkans” in reaction to the 

phenomenon of “Balkanisation”: the phenomenon of marginalisation based on ‘racism, development, 

modernization, civilization and so on’ towards the Balkan region (ibid., p. 11), According to Todorova, 
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Balkanisation – in a more neutral context also mentioned as the process of the ‘parcelization of large 

and viable political units’ (ibid., p. 3) – is based on a frozen image constructed around troubled and 

terror times during the First World War and the Balkan Wars in 1912/13. Consequently, the term of 

“Balkan” was equalised with dehumanization, deaesthetization, destruction of civilization, and the idea 

that the inhabitants don’t care about the normative civilised behavioural standards. 

The concept of Balkanism has the same underlying logic as the concept of “Orientalism” 

invented by Said (1978). However, according to Todorova (2009), those concepts differ essentially. 

Firstly, Balkanism is not a reaction to only “the West” as Orientalism is, but also an attempt to 

emancipate the Balkans ‘from the more emotional rejection of their partners in the East European 

predicament of yesterday’ (Todorova, 2009, preface x). Secondly, the Balkans have a historical and 

geographical concreteness, while “the Orient” has an intangible and imaginable nature surrounded by a 

feminine exotic medieval mystery aiming to escape from “the Western society”. The masculine Balkan 

was due to this concreteness – mainly historical – unnuanced depicted as lacking total wealth, being 

cruel, boring, instable, and unpredictable. A third directly related difference is that “the Orient”– because 

of its imagined nature – is typically seen as the anti-world of “the Western reality”, while “the Balkan” 

is seen as a transitory area between both realities: ‘semideveloped, semicolonial, semicivilized, 

semioriental’ (ibid., p. 16.). This position is the result of the Balkans location on the territorial-

geographical European continent, but not on every economic, political, or cultural span of this European 

“continent”. In addition, among the Balkan states themselves there has always been awareness of having 

“some” political sovereignty and thus some autonomy – hence apparently the Orient doesn’t have any. 

The last reason for this transitionary position is the essentialist “imputed ambiguity” of confusing, 

contradicting, and unbridgeable characteristics – mainly racial and religious – within the Balkan region. 

Consequently, ideas of dirtiness, in-betweenness, and incompleteness are in place mirrored by the 

uniform image of “the Orient”. The fourth reason for Todorova to distinguish Balkanism from 

Orientalism is that this Orientalism is fundamentally part of postcolonial studies, since Saïd is ‘the 

founder of postcolonial studies’ (Spivak, as cited in Todorova, 2009, p. 193). She framed her work about 

Balkanism not (yet) in such a tradition, because she anchored the Balkan region not as a colony in the 

sense as colonies are researched by postcolonial studies of that time: ‘I do not believe the Ottoman 

Empire, whose legacy has defined the Balkans, can be treated as a late colonial empire’ (ibid., p. 195). 

Almost 30 years later – and the world has not been unchanged – a nuance must be made 

regarding this last statement of Todorova (2009), ultimately to indicate that her theory is eligible for this 

decolonial/postcolonial research about the EU being neo-colonial. In a newly added chapter in the 

second edition of her book, she gives arguments herself to elaborate on this. Todorova stated that – since 

the Yugoslavia crisis and the Western interference herein – there was for the first time after the 

emergence of Balkanism/Balkanisation – or Balkan’s marginalisation/ghettoisation – a belief among 

Eurocrats ‘that it would be in Europe’s best interests to bring the Balkans into the European sphere, 
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rather than ghettoize them’ (ibid., p. 191-192). Todorova concluded that after Yugoslavia’s 

disintegration, Balkanism had a less central place in political practices. This can be interpreted as 

Todorova’s forecast that Balkanism will slowly fade away: from politics, via policies, to (social) realities 

(ibid.). However, the introduction of this research about accession fatigue has already shown that the 

ghettoisation of the Balkans has not left the EU’s politics – for example, the presence of the proximity 

trap in its enlargement policy. The combination of Balkan’s enduring ghettoisation in the context of 

EUrope and the emergence of the neo-colonial framework in postcolonial studies as a new field to 

investigate – which would even allow to research the Ottoman Empire retro-perspectival via this 

paradigm – makes it evident fair to embrace Todorova’s work in analysing ‘the most important and 

original body’ (Degli Esposti, 2024, p. 3) of this framework. 

2.6.2 Enforcement Theories: Constructivism 

EU implementation studies divided themselves generally into two subfields. On the one hand, research 

that deals with accessing states and EU membership as an effective conditionality incentive. On the 

other hand, research on implementation performance after being accessed, and thus without membership 

conditionality but with the need for enforcement strategies (Zhelyazkova, Kaya & Schrama, 2017). 

However, it may be clear that in the Balkans the membership conditionality is not yet enough to acquire 

compliance, as political willingness in these cases must be acknowledged as well (Schimmelfennig & 

Sedelmeier, 2019). Hence, pre-accession theories are not sufficient, and thus the usage of post-accession 

theories is necessary. 

Enforcement theories are mostly managerialist – established on the idea that non-compliance is 

the result of lack of knowledge or resources – or rationalist – non-compliance due to a strategic cost-

benefit analysis – in their approach. Because these strategies can be ineffective or counterproductive in 

the case of legitimacy questions, Mastenbroek et al. (2024) contributed with a third approach: 

constructivism. This entails the persuading and/or socialisation of other actors based on shared norms 

and beliefs, rather than materially/financially supporting – managerialist – or monitoring and 

sanctioning – rationalist – the accessing states. In this new approach, three concrete constructivist 

strategies have been developed which could be seen as potential opportunities for promoting the 

accession process: 

1) sermons: a vertical strategy of non-binding persuasion to change behaviour of the accessing 

states; 

2) peer learning: a horizontal strategy facilitating learning processes between accessing states; 

and, 

3) hive mind: a domestic strategy encouraging the deliberation of subordinate actors of the 

accessing states in the process (ibid.). 
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It remains important that EU-related research – and thus also enforcement theories – remain in general 

“mainstream” or positivistic (Filipescu, 2015). Hence, in critical decolonial research, there must be 

additional awareness when applying these enforcement concepts. 

2.6.3 Conviviality: An Alternative Way of Living Together 

Considering the arising heating debates on topics related to culture, identity, differences, perspectives, 

and legitimacy regarding both the accession fatigue as the enlargement fatigue, it can be questioned 

whether EU integration is the way to continue. ‘Integration involves the bringing together of different 

systems of meaning and action founded in different sets of social relations. [While] the struggle between 

integration and differentiation/distinction has always been and remains a powerful determinant of 

economic, political and cultural relations’ (Gregory et al., 2009, p. 387-388). Therefore, combining the 

inevitability of contention when applying integration, and assuming that every next EU deepening or 

widening makes the struggle more complex, the search for alternatives should be sustained. Taken into 

account the EU’s motto “United in Diversity” (European Union, 2024a), its prosperous agenda 

contributing ‘to peace and security and the sustainable development of the Earth’ (European Union, 

2024b), and the “holiness” of the fundamental mobility freedoms, strategies as assimilation, segregation, 

multiculturalism – in which exchanges within groups is not a given fact (Virgili, 2020) –, and exclusion 

are unlikely. Instead, the conviviality approach could be interesting, meaning ‘the capacity to live 

together’ (Wise & Noble, 2009, p. 423) on an everyday basis by embracing contradictions, tensions, and 

paradoxes. A world based on this alternative socialisation manner, emphasised an ongoing energy-

demanding practice ‘of recognition, enquiry, negotiation, incorporation, care and accommodation’ (ibid., 

p. 426) rather than “simply” putting conditions for joining an already established community. 

2.7 Conceptual Model & Operationalisation  

All the theoretical concepts discussed in this theoretical chapter synthesise together in a conceptual way. 

Adding the clear-cut procedural shortcoming of the REM described by Jaćimović & Shaipova (2023) as 

a complicating moderating variable between the accession fatigue and the proposed recommendations 

to accelerate the process, a conceptual model can be drawn (see Figure 1). As visible, the three pillars 

of the decolonial lens are pictured as interrelated concepts rather than three separate pillars, based on a 

hypothetical and simplified problem-method-result relation: Balkanism as the most important 

underlying problem of the accession fatigue, constructivist enforcement strategies as potential methods 

to solve this on the short term, while the solution for the longer term must be conviviality as socialisation 

process rather than integration. 

To use the concepts in the conceptual model for the in-depth analysis of this research, it is 

necessary to define working definitions in accordance with the theories in this theoretical chapter. This 

operationalisation (see Appendix 1) transformed the concepts from abstract – “as meant” – to concrete 

– “as determined” – ones (Scheepers, Savelkoul & Boevé, 2021), and led ultimately to the interview 
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questions (see Appendix 2) which measured the concepts. The shortcomings of the REM as described 

by Jaćimović & Shaipova (2023) are not operationalised because of their practical nature. In addition, 

the pillars of the decolonial lens are excluded, since these are not part of the in-depth analysis and thus 

the questionnaires. 

Figure 1: Conceptual Model. 

 

Source: Author’s own production (2025). 
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Methodology 
When understanding the core concepts of the in-depth analysis, the next question is how to execute this 

analysis. This research centrally dealt with the concepts of national political preferences, local 

ownership, public support, and was therefore fundamentally concerned with subjective issues of human 

experiences, relationships, differences, cultural practises, and injustice. According to Cope & Hay 

(2021), such research on individuals’ experiences or ‘the structures of society and how they are created, 

maintained, legitimized, and/or resisted’ (p. 4), rests on qualitative epistemologies. Longhurst & 

Johnston (2023) plead in this kind of research for semi-structured interviews as a methodological choice 

and have set up a clear-structured action plan for this particular method that is followed in this research’s 

methodology. 

3.1 Decolonial Research Requires Decolonial Methodology 

However, since this research approached EU enlargement and Albania’s accession through a decolonial 

lens, it would have been a shame not to decolonise its methodology – or at least not to try so. In short, 

this means that the researcher pays ‘attention to politics of care and to the possibility of constructing 

knowledge that comes via reciprocity and co-production, rather than extractive, colonial logics’ (Smiles, 

2023, p. 117). While ethical question – seeing decolonial questionnaires as such – generally are closing 

statements of methodology sections – see e.g. Longhurst & Johnston’s (2023) order –, it is important to 

actively add decolonising aspects and involve (marginalised) communities from the beginning of 

constructing methodology (Indigenous Peoples Specialty Group of the American Association of 

Geographers (IPSG-AAG), 2010). Therefore, before every other methodological step, some decolonial 

considerations are discussed which have adjusted successive steps. 

3.1.1 Involving the Community 

The involvement of communities – as mentioned above – was the first step of Smiles’ (2023) “recipe” 

for a decolonial methodology and is valuable for researchers in creating opportunities to gain new 

insights into the topics’ feasibility. Furthermore, it allowed the community to guide the research and 

create possibilities for generating outcomes beneficial on their part (IPSG-AAG, 2010). While this 

makes the quality of the research ultimately more inclusive and thus stronger, it could destabilise the 

research at the moment of preparation as the original research proposal was made “behind a desk” and 

not in the community’s contextual reality. Assumingly, the input “from the ground” could change all 

methodological aspects. 

In this research, community involvement was especially invited to overcome problems of 

situated knowledge: ‘all knowledge is the product of specified embodies knowers, located in particular 

places and spaces’ (Mansvelt & Berg, 2021, p. 382). In addition to this argument of positional 

knowledge, language affects research as an outcome of social life and thus a reality representation (ibid.) 
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– e.g. see the discussion about defining “accession” and “fatigue”. Therefore, the community was 

requested to review the subjectivity of the interview questions and the thesis as a whole, to tackle down 

ambiguities, unclarities, feasibilities, missed angles, or colonial steering. Moreover, other engagement 

was promoted by inviting community members to contribute to the research in every feasible way via 

e.g. assessing the concepts and methods, providing background information, and creating research 

products in favour of the community’s interest using qualitative data gained in this research. To achieve 

this involvement, the respondents received beforehand the interview questionnaires – accompanied by 

a comprehensive description of the research’s topic, theories, methodology, and decoloniality in order 

to communicate as clearly and transparently as possible (see also 3.1.3) – to give suggestions. 

Furthermore, all interviewees were directly asked whether they wanted to participate in an alternative 

way than with interviews. Later in the process, a concept version – including chapters one to five – was 

sent to all interviewees who had indicated that they would like to review the language subjectivity, 

access the concepts and methodology or provide background information. When a draft was made of all 

chapters till the conclusion, the same request was made, although to all interviewees to comply with 

ongoing consensus (see also 3.1.3). A reflection of the final community’s involvement and the 

contributions is made in the discussion of this research (see 9.2). 

3.1.2 Positionality and Critical Reflexivity 

The second step of Smiles’ (2023) recipe called for awareness of the researcher’s positionality, 

depending on its ability for critical reflexivity: “thinking critically about [the] own social, economic and 

cultural positions, as well as what kinds of privileges and power those may confer upon us’ (p. 122). 

The matter in this research questions by itself different positionalities: the EU’s versus the 

Balkan/Albanian view on enlargement. Eliminating the researcher’s position – who lives in a “Western” 

EU MSs – herein was thus particularly important. Therefore, during this research, the tools 

recommended by Catungal & Dowling (2021) were used: 

1) The Power Flower exercise: discovered how subjectivities – e.g. gender, citizenship, 

ability, and class – interacts and affects the different steps of the research like formulating 

questions, data collection techniques, and defining constructs. This tool exposed present 

positionalities, being aware of, and reckoning them in further steps. An analysis of the 

researcher’s positionality via this tool is described in the discussion of this research (see 

9.1), via the practical version elaborated by Social Action Inquiry Scotland (n.d.); 

2) Writing a research diary – contrary to fieldwork diaries containing qualitative data – as a 

space for the researchers’ reflection: thoughts, ideas, experiences, feelings, challenges, 

difficulties, the social context, and its own role. A copy of this research diary is uploaded to 

the primary data database RIS as it was an important source for the discussion of this 

research; and, 
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3) Formalised check-ins with fellow researchers – in the case of this research with the 

supervisor – as a structural part of doing research, reflecting ‘positionalities, dilemmas and 

experiences with each other’ (ibid., p. 31). 

3.1.3 Trust, Honesty and Mutual Respect 

Thirdly, after being aware of the “chef’s” positionalities, when approaching participants there could be 

some institutionalised community restraints protecting members from harm due to the marginalised 

community’s historical legacy (Smiles, 2023). Furthermore, individuals could ask questions about the 

research plans, why involvement and participation are sought in them, what their benefits are, and 

reasons why to trust the researcher and/or its research. The solution can be straightforward through “just” 

answering the questions, while otherwise formal statements, public appearance, or effort must overcome 

these constraints. The fourth step was approaching consent as an ongoing process. Consent as such is 

necessary in every research with participants using their data. However, signing a form does not mean 

that questions of consent are concluded. Somebody’s mind can change, so ‘it is a good idea to 

occasionally check in and make sure that […] participants still consent’ (ibid., p. 124). 

Both questions regarding protecting hurdles and consent seem to indicate (un)willingness 

among (potential) respondents to engage in research: ‘without trust no one will talk’ (Watson, 2021, p. 

127). Trust is imbedded in an honest and mutually respectful relationship between researcher and 

community/participants (ibid.). Therefore, from the start, the next topics were prioritised: clear 

communication in conversations/correspondences generally, questions of formalised and ongoing 

consent, transparency about different aspects of the research, timely feedbacking interview 

transcriptions and final outcomes, the researcher’s availability for and involvement in society, and focus 

on positionality (see also 3.1.2). Concrete actions in doing so were drafting and distributing a 

comprehensive description of the research for the (potential) interviewees (see also 3.1.1) and requesting 

to give consent at several moments: via a formalised consent form (see Appendix 3), at the start of the 

interview, about the content of the transcript when sent as soon as possible after the interview, and about 

the usage of the collected data after drafted the analysing and conclusion. Furthermore, to become 

involved in society, the researcher has undertaken several things. Firstly, to see which story Albania 

wants to show about itself, the researcher had engaged with Albanian originated written and exhibited 

work, via visiting museums and historical places within Albania – Appendix 4 includes selected photos 

during the time in Albania supporting this research –, watching on recommendation of Ajkuna (int. 4) 

the movie “Forgive us our Depths” produced by students of her CSO, and reading two historical-

imbedded books of one of most important writers in Albania Ismail Kadare: Kadare’s debut “The 

General of the Dead Army” out of 1963 tells a story about the heritage of the Balkan Wars and the 

“Western” frame about that, and “The Palace of Dreams” eventually published in 1981 as it was censured 

by the communist regime earlier about a totalitarian empire and the effects on the society and individual 
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citizens – two compelling eras of Albania’s history, as the theme of the first book is directly applicable 

to Todorova’s (2009) concept Balkanism and the second period is still affecting Albania’s current stance 

as will become evident further in this research. Secondly, the researcher attended a meeting of a societal 

organisation closely related to the researcher itself – Scouts Albania – which entailed interchanging 

experiences and thoughts of equal kind, and broader than the topic of this research, to reveal new insights 

into the differences between the positionalities. 

3.1.4. Acknowledgement of Contribution 

The fifth step is the most important one which entails understanding and practising the idea that ‘any 

data and information that [is obtained] from communities belongs to the community themselves’ 

(Smiles, p. 124), and thus having actively contributed to the research which must be acknowledged. In 

this research, every community involvement is acknowledged by being mentioned, considered 

someone’s wish for anonymity. 

3.1.5 Institutional Support 

Before it was “cooking time”, the last step of Smiles’ (2023) recipe stated that support from the 

institutions wherein the researcher operates – e.g. the academic department – is essential in profiling 

decolonial ways of thinking as a reaction to dominant paradigms (ibid.). The embedded academic 

institution of this research – the Radboud University – supported the decolonial approach as its mission 

promotes ‘the emancipation of social and cultural minorities […] with space for open discussion about 

societal and ethical themes’ (Radboud University, 2025). Although there are for sure contesting forces 

in the broader academic world, this research fit in and enjoyed support from the direct academic 

environment. With a notable contribution from the supervisor of this research. 

3.1.6 Time Management 

After all the steps of Smiles’ recipe were gone through in the preparation, the timeframe of the cooking 

process was established with questions as “When starts which phase?” and “How long endures each?”. 

According to Smiles (2023), decolonial research ‘is not something to be rushed through’ (p. 126) and 

therefore three recommendations were included. Firstly, participants were contacted as soon as possible 

to maximalise the time. Secondly, because of the constrained time, the number of participants was 

limited to investing in fewer but more trustworthy relationships rather than several superficial ones. 

Lastly, even after this research, time will be spent on the community to prevent being a “parachute” 

researcher: dropping in, extracting knowledge, and disappearing. 
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3.2 Formulating Questions 

Interviews are social interactions with their own circumstances (Valentine, 2005), therefore ‘it is not 

possible to formulate a strict guide’ (Dunn, 2021, p. 151). However, based on some theoretical 

communalities how to formulate interview questions, and considering the importance of comfort and 

co-production because of its decolonial features (Smiles, 2023), the interview questions (see Appendix 

2) are formulated. These questionnaires promoted discussions and gave the participants opportunities to 

contribute with subjects from their side, while the primary question ensured that all topics relevant 

through the researcher’s eyes were handled. Furthermore, the primary interview questions were added 

with the prompts of clarification and nudging/feeling as described by Dunn (2021), to be sure that the 

participant’s answers were fully understood and placed in the right context during the analysis. As 

recommended by Longhurst & Johnston (2023), the interviews were not held in a strict order which 

allowed room for the respondents for the most visible insights of every interviewee. Furthermore, the 

interviews started with a “warming up” by showing several pictures/photographs while the participants 

were asked to share what they saw, what their first thoughts were, and how they felt associated with it 

(ibid.). Consequently, interviews moved automatically from comfortable descriptions to more in-depth, 

sensitive topics. 

3.3 Selecting and Recruiting Participants 

As mentioned in the case selection, this research focussed on two different scales and their relevant 

actors: the national governmental level, and the broader subordinate level which includes both 

organisations and the public. 

3.3.1 National Governmental Actors 

At the national governmental level, representatives from the national administration responsible for the 

topic of the EU’s Acquis Communautaire Cluster 4: Green Agenda & Sustainable Connectivity have 

contributed to this research. This interview was made possible due to the willingness of the National 

Environmental Agency (NEA) – the associated internship organisation for this research – to connect the 

researcher with relevant actors. This agency is part of the Ministry of Tourism and Environment and 

regarding Albania’s accession responsible for the implementation of EU legislation of Chapter 27: 

Environment and Climate Change (E. Shkurta, personal communication, December 9, 2024). 

3.3.2 Civil Society Organisations 

Before selecting, it was important to define what “CSOs” are. In the current debate, the civil society, as 

the collective or individual social spheres, was framed as a concept distinguished from political society 

and the economic society – respectively the state, and production and distribution organisations 

(Gregory et al., 2009). In the context of Bino et al.’s (2023) research – which described CSOs in Albania 

as the ‘bridge between state actors and the broader public’ (ibid., p. 236) – CSOs are non-state actors 
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characterised by having non-economic concerns and stimulating ‘wide public engagement and develop 

a sense of ownership’  (p. 224). CSOs could provide information, take stake as supervisory, or legalise 

processes through representing interest groups (ibid.).  

The platform National Resource Centre for Civil Society in Albania (NRCCS) aimed to 

strengthen ‘capacities to be more effective, transparent, accountable and independent actors’ (NRCCS, 

2025), with EU accession as one of its explicit pursuits. For this research, NRCCS was used as a hub in 

selecting CSOs via the snowball-sampling technique ‘in which one participant recommends others who 

might be interested, and they in turn provide further contacts to build a pool of potential participants’ 

(Longhurst & Johnston, 2023, p. 175), rather than via the principle of community representativeness 

since the aim of the interview must be understanding the process and making sense of people’s lives 

(Valentine, 2005). Considering decoloniality, as soon as possible, reaching out to NRCCS has taken 

place, and the organisation was provided the opportunity to engage on further terms to create a trustful, 

honest, and mutually respectful relationship. To ensure in-depth interviews which required more time, 

the desired number of interviews – including those on the national level – was between eight and ten. 

However, due to severe challenges and limitations – which will be mentioned in the discussion of this 

thesis (see 9.1) – the number of interviews ended up at six, although with eight interviewees (for an 

interview overview, see Appendix 3). 

3.4 Choosing a Location 

Of all participating organisations, the governmental actors and three CSOs were seated in Tirana, as 

those interviewees took place there – two at the organisation’s office and two in public spaces. From the 

two CSOs located outside Tirana, one interview was held in the office of the organisation, while the 

other was online. In all cases, the locations – as well as the interviews as whole – were accessible and 

felt comfortable, convenient, and safe for both participant and researcher – as stated necessary by 

Longhurst & Johnston (2023) – based on the researcher’s experience and the absence of other signals. 

3.5 Transcribing Data (and Coding) 

Note-taking and recording – in all cases agreed by the interviewees – are familiar interview practises. 

While recording allowed the researcher to fully focus on interactions rather than the words, note-taking 

included facial expressions and gestures during interviews as qualitative data. In addition to the 

application of these recommendations of Longhurst & Johnston (2023), the transcripts were made and 

sent as soon as possible (ibid.) while the interviewees were asked to confirm the content as part of the 

decolonial ongoing question of consent and community involvement (see also 3.1.1 and 3.1.3). After 

consent to the transcripts was given – sometimes with adjustments –, all content was foreseen with 

pseudonyms with randomly chosen Albanian names, confirmed by an Albanian civil servant. 
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 In addition to Longhurst & Johnston’s (2023) step of transcribing, naturally followed the phase 

of coding: systematically ‘evaluating and organising data in an effort to identity and understand 

meanings’ (Cope & Kurtz, 2023, p. 645). This process started with marking interesting paragraphs and 

assigning them with descriptive codes. Thereafter these were aligned with theoretical concepts via 

analytical codes based on the drafted operationalisations (see Appendix 1), and ultimately ‘higher-level 

trends and connections’ (ibid., p. 649) were discovered, which led to themes across all qualitative data 

and generated valuable insights for answering the research question. During this iterative and ongoing 

process, as described by Cope & Kurtz (2023), it was necessary to remove codes, to reduce complexities 

and preserving the most meaningful themes for the analysis (ibid.). 

3.6 Ethical Issues 

The last step, in accordance with Longhurst & Johnston’s (2023) action plan, was considering ethical 

issues. In addition to Smiles’ (2023) decolonial ethical questions, “mainstream” issues of confidentiality 

– e.g. security of all data, the allowance for participants to exit an interview at any moment without 

explanation, anonymity unless they desire otherwise, and positionality/cultural differences – remained 

important. However, with the decolonising methodology of this research crucial emphasising care and 

comfort, these “mainstream” issues were covered with satisfaction in the preparation of this research.  

Nevertheless, based on the definitive execution of this research’s methodology, some remarks are made 

in the discussion of this research (see 9.2).
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Enlargement Policy: Criteria, Process, and Methodology 
The accession of Albania – and the other Western Balkan states – lies in a broader development of the 

EU widening and deepening its scope (Foster, 2021). The EU – as known nowadays – is the successor 

of the European Economic Community, established in 1957 by Belgium, Germany, France, Italy, 

Luxembourg, and the Netherlands. Since then – besides getting involved in new policy areas – other 

countries have made the accession move (see Figure 2): Denmark, Ireland, and the United Kingdom in 

1973, followed by southern enlargements with Greece in 1981, and Portugal and Spain in 1986. The 

fourth enlargement in 1995 by Austria, Finland and Sweden led to fifteen MSs which ‘cover almost the 

whole of western Europe’ (European Union, 2024c). In 2004, ‘the largest enlargement in terms of people 

and number of countries’ (ibid.) took place: Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, 

Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia entered. Thereafter, Bulgaria and Romania became 

part of the EU in 2007, and Croatia in 2013. With the withdrawal of the United Kingdom – an occasion 

never seen before – the EU currently counts 27 MSs (ibid.). 

Figure 2: Status of Associated States of the EU. 

 

Source: Author’s own production on MapChart (2025). 

Continuing this historical trend by intensifying cooperation with the Western Balkans – and later 

on Moldova, Georgia, and Ukraine – is a logical next step for the EU to promote its goals and aims 

regarding the European continent and the whole world – as described in the introduction (European 
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Commission, 2024a, European Union, 2024b) – since the emergence of competing non- or even anti-

European forces in this region. These developments should ‘derail the stability of the region in the long 

term with negative ramifications towards the EU and NATO integration processes as well as EU regional 

policies’ (Rrustemi, De Wijk, Dunlop, Perovska & Palush, 2019, p. 2). While the foreseeable future will 

be highlighted by the accession of the current (potential) candidate MSs, the question is how much 

further the EU can go. The definition of “Europeanness”, for example, had in 1987 led to the rejection 

of Morocco’s application argued at being not European enough (Los Angeles Times, 1987). This 

occurrence is relatable to the argument of Delanty (2005) that Europeanness is based on the idea of 

cosmopolitanism – meaning that the EU ‘bonds citizens of different nations with the recognition of 

diversity’ (Aksoy, 2018, p. 2865) –, although often still differentiated from a perceived non-European 

“Other” in terms on ‘cultural and religious dissimilarity’ (Aksoy, 2018, p. 2854) (contribution from 

Ylbere, personal communication, June 19, 2025). Hence, while the Western Balkans are not (yet) ‘a 

bridge too far’ (O’Brennan, 2014, p. 239) – to recall this metaphor as mentioned in the introduction once 

again – in the EU’s vision, the EU’s cosmopolitical idea for sure has thus its limits, starting with the 

border of Morocco. 

4.1 Criteria: TEU and Copenhagen Criteria 

The fundamental legal instrument ruling EU enlargement is Article 49 of the Treaty on European Union 

(TEU). The TEU functions – along with the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) 

– as the EU’s “constitutional” basis. According to this article, ‘[any] European State which respects the 

values referred to in Article 2 and is committed to promoting them may apply to become a member of 

the Union’ (Consolidated Version of the Treaty on European Union (TEU), 2012). The political values 

referred to in this article are human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law, and respect 

for human rights, which occur ‘in a society in which pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, 

solidarity and equality between women and men prevail’ (ibid., Article 2). 

In addition to these core articles, different other articles of the TEU put requirements in place. 

So declares Article 8 the absence of disputed relations with neighbours, and according to Article 20(4) 

the accessing states must accept the Acquis Communautaire – ‘the treaties, protocols, declarations, 

conventions, and agreements with third countries, secondary legislation, and the judgements of the Court 

of Justice’ (Foster, 2021, p. 21). Lastly, closing statements of the European Council during summits can 

lay down criteria – which can be seen as more politically loaded than the legal articles, as closing 

statements do not require the same hard legislative process and thus can reflect (national) political 

oscillation. While several summits have added criteria (e.g. Leaken in 2001 by addressing juridical 

capacity (European Council, 2001)), yet the most important one are the Copenhagen Criteria, redefining 

the political conditions stated in Article 2 TEU and adding concrete economic ones: 
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‘stability of institutions guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, human rights and respect for and 

protection of minorities, the existence of a functioning market economy as well as the capacity to cope 

with competitive pressure and market forces within the Union […] including adherence to the aims of 

political, economic and monetary union’ (European Council, 1993, p. 13). 

4.2 Process: From Application to Member State 

In addition to these strict (legal) requirements, each state that wants to join the EU must ‘follow the 

same rigorous process to become a Member State’ (European Union, 2024c). While the conditions have 

remained strict over the decades, during several summits (e.g. Helsinki in 1999 and Brussel in 2006), 

the principle of own merit is stressed, meaning that the pace of accession relies on individual 

performance and efforts to achieve the Copenhagen criteria (European Council 1999; 2006). Besides 

this individual path, the EU divides the accession process into three steps: 

1. Candidacy: In the case of an application for membership, according to Article 49 of the TEU, 

the European Council must agree unanimously on the assignation of the candidacy. Before doing 

so, the European Council must consider a report of the European Commission and receive the 

consent of the European Parliament by majority (TEU, 2012, Article 49). This report of the 

European Commission entails recommendations based on the question of whether a state is able 

to fulfil the criteria of membership (European Union, 2024c). When the European Council 

agrees on a candidacy, the conditions for this candidacy as well as the necessary adjustment of 

the founding treaties of the EU are drafted in an agreement between the MSs and the applicant 

state which ‘shall be submitted for ratification by all the contracting States in accordance with 

their respective constitutional requirements’ (TEU, 2012, Article 49). 

2. Negotiations: When this agreement is eventually ratified and all conditions are met, the 

membership negotiations start. This indicates a process of adopting the established Acquis 

Communautaire and the ‘preparations to be in a position to properly apply and enforce it’ 

(European Commission, 2024b) by achieving the necessary reforms – e.g. judicial, 

administrative, and economically. Finally, transitional and financial aspects are negotiated ‘such 

as how much the new member is likely to pay into and receive from the EU budget’ (European 

Commission, 2024c). The adoption of the Acquis Communautaire flows through – currently 35 

– chapters which must be opened and closed by the European Council unanimously. Before 

opening a chapter, both the EU and the candidate MS must put their stake in a negotiating 

position, resulting in a negotiation framework in which the European Commission can propose 

to include benchmark requirements based on screenings in the respective policy area which 

must be met before opening. These screening processes of the EC are ‘carried out on a chapter-

by-chapter basis’ (European Commission, 2022), allowing to identify areas for accelerated 

integrations’ starting with explanation of the EC about the content of the chapters, followed by 
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a bilateral session where the accessing state elaborates its stance, resulting in a report of the EC 

which evaluate the countries’ ‘degree of  preparedness’ (ibid.), information about their ‘plans 

for future preparations’ (ibid.), and an indication of prospected issues during negotiations. This 

phase of negotiating can – due to the principle of own merit – vary in duration between candidate 

states and between different policy areas (European Commission, 2024b). However, the ‘overall 

pace of negotiations’ depends on the pace of the chapters regarding fundamental concerns – e.g. 

rule of law, democratic institutions and linking economic reforms – since these chapters are 

currently ‘opened first and closed last’ (European Commission, 2020a). Later in this chapter, it 

will be explained that this step – eventually crucial in the analysis of this research – has not 

always been like that. 

3. Accession: The formal accession takes place when all chapters are closed and the European 

Commission has recommended that the candidate MS is ready to access. Identically when 

gaining candidacy status, the status of member must be formalised in an accession agreement 

between the candidate MS and the current MSs entailing ‘the terms and conditions of the 

country's EU membership’ (European Union, 2024c) and must be approved by the European 

Council, European Commission, and European Parliament, followed by ratification in the MSs 

and the candidate MS according to their own constitutional rulings. In the period between 

ratification and the accession date put in the agreement, the acceding state ‘is entitled to speak, 

but not vote’ (European Commission, 2024b) whereafter it may call itself MS. 

4.3 Methodology: New Momentum, New Framework 

Besides these legal criteria and (semi-)formalized processes, there are several practices which the EU 

uses to promote and accelerate the accessing processes, such as Enlargement Packages with screening 

reports and financial Pre-accession Assistance (European Commission, 2024d; 2024e). These additional 

efforts can be agreed between the EU and the candidate MS as part of the framework prior to a next step 

in the accession process – e.g. before starting the negotiating phase or opening a new chapter. While 

these practices differ between specific accessions because of their own historical momentum (Tilev, 

2020), they fit into a broader Enlargement Methodology Framework (EMF): the EU’s general approach 

on how to handle the criteria and processes of enlargement based on ‘explicit and implicit assumptions 

about the rights and duties of both existing members and applicant states’ (Preston, 1995, p. 452). 

Cekov (2022) distinguished two overarching EMFs: the classic model described by Preston 

(1995) (CEMF) and a revised version (REM – but from now on REMF as the methodology is now 

approached as a framework) published by the European Commission themselves (European 

Commission, 2020b). The CEMF aims a strict adoption and acceptance of the Acquis Communautaire 

by the candidate Member States but lacks qualitative attention to EU norms and values (Cekov, 2022). 



L.P. Zandsteeg – s1146205 – 30-06-2025 – Master Thesis – Word Count: 32.180 

35 

 

This lack is mended in the second model by helping ‘the countries that wish to become members with 

political, financial and technical support’ (European Commission, 2020b) and proceed towards … 

• … a more predictable process for both sides: better defined conditions, providing clear 

incentives when the implementation is succeeded – e.g. economic development, benefits for 

citizens, accelerated integration on certain policies, markets, and programs –, and a more 

decisive sanctioning system in case of stagnation. 

• … a more credible process: ensuring that if the candidate countries reform as promised, the 

EU delivers as well. 

• … a more dynamic process: clustering chapters ‘for more thorough political discussions on 

thematic areas and to identify opportunities for early alignment and integration into EU policies’ 

(ibid.) with a central role for the fundamental cluster – with reforms regarding the rule of law, 

economy, and public administration. This cluster functions as a benchmark for opening other 

clusters to ensure that  sufficient progress is made, and will be opened first and closed last in the 

accession process.  

• … a process with stronger political steering: organising regular summits and ministerial 

meetings with the candidate MSs at the highest political level to involve MSs increasingly and 

therefore offer better monitoring and reviewing opportunities. 

The difference between both methodologies is seated in the historical momentum: while 

Preston’s (1995) CEMF was in light of the EU’s own maturing and the prospected enlargement towards 

“the East” without any other political alternatives because of the collapse of the Soviet Union, the 

subsequent REMF is adopted in response to the declaration that the “old” methodology as useless. 

Firstly, this CEMF led to the stagnation of the accession because of the context of a more politically 

sensitive century wherein the ‘process of nation- and state-building has generated conflicting dynamics 

in the Western Balkans, where increasing economic, institutional and political integration with the EU 

has gone hand in hand with prolonged socio-economic regression and backsliding of democratic 

standards’ (Bonomi, Hackaj & Reljić, 2020, p. 4). Secondly, the strict approach of the criteria and 

process established power relations between the EU and the candidate MSs which ‘appears to fit the 

interest of the former, while wearing out the latter’ (ibid., p. 4). 

Ultimately, this mismatch – between the used CEMF and the emerged reality – caused a veto of 

France blocking the start of the negotiations with Albania and North Macedonia. Therefore, the REMF 

– based on proposals from France – was an attempt to build a bridge between two sides among MSs: on 

the one hand, countries like France asked for fundamental changes regarding the enlargement policies 

resulting in a potential slowing down of the processes – e.g. via the opportunity for the EU to reopen 

chapters in the case of backsliding practises –, while MSs on the other hand ‘advocate a firmer and faster 

EU commitment to bringing the Western Balkan states into the EU’ (Bonomi et al., 2020, p. 2-3) in the 



L.P. Zandsteeg – s1146205 – 30-06-2025 – Master Thesis – Word Count: 32.180 

36 

 

light of the membership promise of the EU for the Western Balkan during the Thessaloniki summit in 

2003 (ibid.). Although the good intentions of the EU to come up with a compromise, ‘the new 

methodology has not been further elaborated in practice and has – as mentioned in the introduction – 

resulted in practical struggles among the candidate MSs caused by ‘lack of immediate results, 

unpredictability of progress, lack of a tailor-made approach, and lack of coherence of the negotiation 

chapters’ (Jaćimović & Shaipova, 2023, p. 4). 

4.4 Is Changing the Methodology Enough?  

While continuing the historical trend of EU expansion via enlargement could be argued as logical in the 

current changing geopolitical world, continuing the old, strict, and unequal CEMF, as described by 

Preston (1995), in a more politically sensitive era was not. Ultimately – due to pressure from states like 

France – the EU acknowledged that by its attempt to revise its EMF. Although the EU aimed that these 

changes could indeed accelerate the accession process – and also to intermediate between the different 

MSs on both sides of the internal discussion about the future direction of one of the most important 

policies of the EU – both Gjaldbæk-Sverdrup (2023) and Jaćimović & Shaipova (2023) questioned the 

effectiveness of this REMF: it does not help (enough) to improve accession stagnation and showed even 

more procedural shortcomings. Hence, it is even more uncertain that the REMF secure or retain the EU’s 

lacking international reputation and credibility. 

While the REMF was adapted, the (semi-)formalised criteria and process of the enlargement 

policy remain unchanged. Therefore, it is questionable if it is sufficient to change only the methodology. 

The REMF still relies on the legalised and (semi-)formalised fundaments, through which the candidate 

state’s process remains strongly dependent on the willingness of the EU and especially the voice of the 

European Council for important accession steps – e.g. formalising the frameworks, assignation the status 

of candidacy or acceding state, and opening or closing chapters. Therefore, it is arguable that the 

politically motivated accession fatigue goes beyond the approach, but about its fundamentals. However, 

as the story of France’s quest for a new EMF described, reaching consensus among MSs on this was 

already difficult. For sure, it will be even more challenging – or perhaps even impossible without the 

political urgency – to adapt from those (semi-)formulised aspects of this policy. 

The argument that the REMF is insufficient and does not enjoy the political support to change 

the EU enlargement fundamentally, can be criticised additionally when applying the decolonial lens of 

this research. While saying farewell to the CEMF of Preston (1995) can for sure be seen as the EU’s 

first move away from (neo-)coloniality and a start to make ‘decolonisation its core concern’ (Decolonial 

Europe Day, 2024) – as the CEMF was evident colonial entailed unequal power relations which covered 

‘wearing out’ (Bonomi, et al., 2020, p. 4) practises of the accessing states –. nevertheless there are still 

heavy-handed decolonial objections to make. 
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The first remark elaborates on the ongoing marginalisation of the Balkan region – or, in terms 

of Todorova (2009): the ongoing appearance of Balkanism within the enlargement policy – derived from 

the included proximity traps in the policy disadvantaging the Balkan states. An essential part of this 

Balkanism is the frozen historical image of the Balkan region around the Balkan Wars, with the result 

that the region is equalised with terms as dehumanization, deaesthetization, destruction of civilization, 

and that the inhabitants don’t care about the normative civilised behavioural standards. Consequently, 

since Balkanism is fundamentally settled in the EU – and Balkanism works from politics, via policies, 

to (social) realities (Todorova, 2009) –, Balkanism is constituted in its social imaginary as well. 

Changing the (semi-)formalised parts of the EU enlargement policies is thus not “just” a question of 

policies at the EU level – dependent on e.g. the willingness of states, trust among the MSs, and individual 

cost--benefits calculations, which all could be classified as aspects of the EU’s internal enlargement 

fatigue –, but also an issue of deep-rooted imaginaries and social realities within the whole EU 

community which must be reshaped. While there is a long way to go to adapt the mainstream EU politics 

and policies – without even thinking about those EU formalities which require unanimity –, breaking 

imaginaries and social realities is a challenge at a different level, as it could require transformations 

within the mental map of every EUropean citizen. 

The second decolonial remark starts with Cekov’s (2022) argument that one of the CEMF’s 

problems was the absence of qualitative attention to EU norms and values. The question is whether this 

attention is given in the REMF. Firstly, promoting higher predictability of the process via incentives, is 

without doubt a rationalist strategy based on a positive (economic) calculation with benefits for the state 

and its citizens to comply with the conditions and the concept of sanctioning. Secondly, the aim to make 

the EMF more credible for both sides can improve the questioned legitimacy, since realising promises 

can help each other’s willingness to comply by showing your own willingness and is thus based on a 

constructivist underpinning. Thirdly, normative aspects are arguable by putting the fundamental clusters 

at the forestage of the process. However, the method of conditionality – and thus rationalist thinking – 

endures. Lastly, the facilitation of a place for discussions to learn from each other to promote stronger 

political steering, can be classified as a typical horizontal constructivist strategy of Mastenbroek et al. 

(2024): peer learning. However, this strategy simultaneously gives current MSs more monitoring and 

reviewing opportunities, typical rationalist aspects. Therefore, a big question mark can be drawn about 

how normative these dialogues actually are as some elements of the REMF can be characterised as a 

constructivist enforcement strategy relying on a normative underpinning, but most of them remain 

within a managerialist or rationalist approach. 
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The Albanian Story of EU Accession 
While walking through Tirana’s main street, you can read the history of Albania (Abazi, 2020). The 

Ethem Bey Mosque (1789) and city clock tower (1830) remind of the 500-year of Ottoman ruling ending 

in 1912 with Albania’s proclamation of independence. The statue of Stalin (1951) – at that time 

demarking the break with communist Yugoslavia – was replaced by one of the Albanian hero Skanderbeg 

in 1968, consolidating the end of the Russian brotherhood. The building of the National Bank (1936) is 

in Italian rationalistic style next to the Austrian Theatre (1918), while the rectangular form of the Grand 

Hotel (1981) on the place of the former Orthodox church indicates Chinese socialist influences. And the 

National Historical Museum (1988) habits in a monument to the Albanian communist leader after the 

Second World War – Enver Hoxha. After the communist area, the square changed into ‘an anarchic 

market-place, a perfect mirror of the country's chaotic transition’ (ibid., pp. 164-165). Recently (2017), 

it has been transitioned into a broad pedestrian area with stones and trees collected from all the Balkan 

provinces where Albanians live, displaying Albania’s pan-nationality and its European wish (ibid.). 

Following Abazi’s (2020) analysis, Albania has thus dealt with different international 

orientations and/or influences. Therefore, in the next sections, relevant stories of Albania’s histography 

are elaborated through five periods: the years of independence till the end of the Second World War 

(1912-1946), the period of Albania’s Cold War engagement (1945-1978), Albania’s decade of 

international isolation (1978-1985), the choice for Europe as a new destination (1985-2009), and lastly, 

the most current phase of EU candidacy (2009-now). This histography starts around the years of the 

independence of Albania, as events that took place at that time still have severe consequences for 

contemporary Albania, via the concept of Balkanism which is inherently connected to the frozen images 

constructed around on those troubled and terror years (Todorova, 2009). 

5.1 Independency and the Quest to Right to Exist (1912-1946) 

In the momentum of shacky years for the ruling Ottoman Empire, Albania’s independence was gained 

through three main factors: the Albanian revolution (1912), the First Balkan War (1912/’13), and the 

Austro-Hungarian diplomacy. The Albanian revolt emerged though peaking nationalistic movements – 

originally started in activistic Kosovo, part of imagined Greater Albania – blew the Ottoman 

administration. When the Ottoman stability worsened, the international powers of that time were focused 

on the developments in the region. While Russia supported the Slavic Balkan states, the Austro-

Hungarian Monarchy supported Albania. It ‘was the only area where [they] could extend its influence’ 

(Ukshini, 2021, p. 173) since Albania – as the only non-Slavic Balkan state – could not count on Russia. 

Together with the fear that Russia would enclosure the entry to the Mediterranean Sea, the double-

monarchy jeopardised its good relationship and found reliability with the Albanians: both parties were 

afraid that after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the different disintegrated Albanian regions would 

become part of separate (new) states. With this foreign support, the elites were able to unite one 
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autonomous Albanian entity. After the First Balkan War, the outcome drafted during the London 

Conference in 1913 – by France, Great Britain, Italy, Austria-Hungary, and Russia (Meta, 2008) – 

respected this territorial unit (ibid.). 

While Albania was given independence, and its foreign policy was based on neutrality in the 

rambunctious neighbouring circumstances – e.g. the revolution in Kosovo regarding Serbia’s tyranny 

and the Greek-Turkish war – some European states held territorial claims which questioned their 

autonomy (Meta, 1996). The acceptance of Albania as a member of the League of Nations – a peace-

promoting organisation established after the First World War – in 1920 can be seen as an important 

moment (Kalaja, 2016). A core principle for this organisation was that each state can join if it is freely 

governed. On the one hand, states who argued that accepting Albania was a risky decision for their 

“Politics of Peace” (France), those who had territorial interest (Serbia, Italy, and Greece), or debated the 

recognition of Albania’s legitimacy at all (China). On the other hand, the argument was made that 

‘Albania should be accepted in the League as long as it has all the characteristics to be a state’ (ibid., p. 

63). Yet, the legitimacy gained by the Conference of London still counted, since those treaties are not 

denounced, and Albania was neutral in all wars. Ultimately, due to the advocacy of Great Britain – 

grounded in cultural similarities and Albanian promises for economic exploitation – Albania was 

accepted, which strengthened their autonomy (ibid.). 

However, Italy’s control remains remarkable. The newly established Albanian monarchy was 

strongly supported by them, which allowed domestic influence (Burden, 2016). Affected by Italy’s 

relationship with Hitler, this led to Italy’s invasion of Albania in 1939. After the fall of Mussolini, 

Germany took over the Albanian occupied territories seamlessly. As a reaction, ‘the Albanian 

Communist Party (ACP), subsequently headed by Enver Hoxha, was founded and grew quickly in power 

and prominence’ (ibid., p. 29), eventually with armed resistance. This predominant role of the ACP shall 

resulting in governing the first post-war administration in 1946, supported by the Soviets since they – 

as one of the Allies who defeated Germany – must ensure the region’s stability. The absence of their 

Western counterparts gave the Soviets momentum to secure their influence by using the “people’s” 

governments ‘with the result resembling something of an “empire by invitation”’ (Rajak, 2010, p. 200). 

Once settled, communism will stay much longer, with lasting deep-rooted effects on Albania’s future. 

5.2 Swopping Communism (1946-1978) 

After the Second World War, communist Albania got closer ties with Yugoslavia for at least two reasons: 

the ACP was founded by two Yugoslavian communists, and Hoxha’s position as leader of the state – 

ultimately with absolute power – evolved conform the norms of the Yugoslav Communist Party of Tito. 

As a result, Albania was the only Balkan state falling not directly under the influence of the Soviet 

Union, but Yugoslavia (Stamova, 2021). However, this will not last in the upcoming Cold War. During 
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this “war of ideology”, the communist world dealt with two schisms: the Tito-Stalin split between 

Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union, and the Sino-Soviet split between the Soviet Union and China. 

‘Unlike any other European country of the Communist camp, Albania cycled through three major 

alliances during the Cold War: from under Yugoslavia’s protection until 1948, to being Moscow’s 

satellite until 1960, until finally entering into an alliance with China from 1960–1961 to 1978’ 

(Marku, 2020, p. 813). 

After the Tito-Stalin split, Albania chose the side of its Soviet “saviour” – who ended the 

German occupation in the Second World War – in reaction to Yugoslavian plans to create a Yugoslav-

controlled federal Balkan state including Albania (Botsiou, 2017). Simultaneously, the choice for 

Stalin’s communism was a solution to escape from Western Anglo-American ‘pressure to carve Albania 

out of the Eastern bloc’ (ibid., p. 268). Moreover, Tito’s reapproach to a more liberal kind of communism 

– even with Western contact, which was unthinkable for the Albanian regime – differed fundamentally 

from Hoxha’s point of view (Stamova, 2021). ‘Consequently, Stalin, together with his ruling style [so-

called  “Stalinism”], became the Albanian leaders’ non-negotiable model of communism’ (Marku, 2020, 

p. 814). After Stalin’s death, Albania could not deal with and fit into Khrushchev’s – the Soviet’s new 

leader – policy of destalinisation, rejections of economic support for developing heavy industry (ibid.), 

and peaceful Western coexistence and normalisation of the relation with Yugoslavia (Khudoley, 2020). 

The worsened relations were – again – based on different opinions about the ideology of communism. 

Subsequently, several factors pushed Albania toward China. At first, the ideological similarities 

about the definition of “real” communism. In addition, the double amount of economic support, and 

more room for political manoeuvre due to less strict coordination with China than under the Soviet 

ruling and the longer geographical distance between the states. Despite limited resources and 

expectations, Albania established friendly relations with Algeria, Egypt, Libya, and the Palestine 

movement (Botsiou, 2017; Marcu, 2020; Këlliçi, 2021; 2023). This Albanian-Chinese relationship was 

fraternal rather than colonial (Sallata, 2023): as ‘Chinese voice in Europe’ (Stamova, 2021, p. 31), 

Albania was the Chinese window to “the West” in states without Chinese diplomatic relations, while in 

exchange, Albanian economic support was almost never denied – although sometimes with hesitations 

from the Chinese side (Marku, 2020). 

‘But the changes in China’s foreign politics during the ‘70s in the 20th century formed cracks 

in the Albanian-Chinese fraternity’ (Marku, 2020, p. 81). Crucial was the question of which front was 

more dangerous: the USA or the Soviet Union. While Albania stressed the dangerousness of both sides, 

China was convinced that the Soviets were more hazardous (Sallata, 2023). Ultimately, the Chinese 

rapprochement with “the West” and normalisation of the relations with Yugoslavia were turning-points 

for the Albanians (Botsiou, 2017). Also in Albania – almost inevitable despite national protective 

policies – this worldwide decline in “East-West” tension resulted in tendencies for modernism, 
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liberalisation, self-expression, individualism, and ‘Western-type personal and moral codes’ (Prifti, n.d., 

p. 262). However, when manifestations became uncontrollable in the eyes of the ACP, they halted it and 

successfully established contra-capitalistic appeals among the Albanians. While the measurements were 

effective, due to deep geographical, historical, cultural, linguistic, and social roots with “the West”, this 

protectionism could not last longer and domestic pressures towards the ACP become undeniable (ibid.). 

5.3 National-Communism, Isolation and Self-Reliance (1978-1985) 

By breaking with Tito, Stalin, and now Mao as well, Albania became completely isolated since it did 

not want to consider the Western capitalist camp either. Albania’s leader Hoxha gradually created an 

Albanian model of socialism based on strengthened Stalinist methods added with nationalistic elements 

(Khudoley, 2020). The Albanian national communism was born, with e.g. monolithic party ruling, a 

centrally planned and directed economy, ideological conformity, common class enemies and dissidents, 

Cold War dynamics, support for national liberation movements, anti-capitalist thoughts and policies to 

curb consumerism, the abolition of religion – being the world’s first constitutionally atheist state –, and 

foreign restrictions – both from and towards Albania – to avoid foreign penetration as much as possible 

(Artisien, 1985). According to Hoxha’s regime, the only conviction of the Albanians must be ‘Being 

Albanian’ (Iseni & Jakupi, 2021, p. 131), and the Albanian sovereignty without foreign influences. 

However, it must be mentioned that this “isolationism” is ambiguous since Albania has reengaged 

economic ties with Yugoslavia and other states (Vickers, 2014; Beqa, 2017). While it is assumed that 

this was held out of the story told to the Albanians, this period is another reorientation of the state’s 

foreign policies rather than absolute isolation. 

‘Although the country benefited from improved agriculture, industry, and in particular health 

and education, such initiatives were overshadowed by a horrific legacy’ (Vickers, 2014, p. 199-200). 

Hoxha’s policy – thus purposing the survival of Albanian’s sovereignty, but especially the power of his 

elites – has the cost of extreme repression, leading to a society of fear, secrets, paranoid, and 

suspiciousness, the elimination of real and potential opposites as collaborators, other-thinkers, and 

intellectuals, and severe problems caused by the national economy’s incapability to be self-reliant. This 

latter issue arose due to the ongoing dependency of the economy on foreign injections – e.g. from the 

Soviet Union and subsequently China. This international modus operandi led to state debts which 

Albania solved by breaking all its ties with its supporter(s) at a certain moment in history. Now being 

“isolated”, Albania could not make debts to get rid of by reorienting (ibid.), since all they had was 

themselves. However, ‘Hoxha’s regime was able to use Albania’s history of a perpetual struggle for 

independence to such an extent that it was able to “legitimately” justify Communist Albania’s profound 

distrust of foreigners as a basis for state policy’ (Beqa, 2017, p. 10712). Furthermore, as a hero during 

wartime and the struggle for national independence, Hoxha as an individual held popularity among the 
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Albanians – even after his death in 1985, while facts about its cruel regime became more and more well-

known (Vickers, 2014). 

5.4 ‘Hello Europe, we hope we find you well’ (1985-2009) 

‘On January 14, 1990, anti-government demonstrators in Shkodra tried to topple a statue of Stalin, 

which was later forcibly extinguished. On January 28 in Tirana, a large silent protest rally was 

organized by the students, raising their hands with the sign of victory. In [a] country that once had no 

trust even between a husband and wife, this way of protesting talked a lot.’ (Iseni & Jakupi, 2021, p. 

133). 

The collapse of communism in December 1990 was the result of the fall of “the communisms” in the 

region – especially that of Romania in 1990 which, despite the restrictive regime, still reached the 

Albanians –, international pressure, and an untenable worsening of the economic situation. These 

circumstances forced the regime – now led by Hoxha’s successor, Ramiz Alia – to reform. In order to 

hold as much power and control as possible, the reforms were applied gradually: from the rapprochement 

of foreign relations, to ultimately the allowance of political pluralism (Avdullari, 2014; Iseni & Jakupi, 

2021). 

 During the second democratic election in 1992, for the first time, another party won the 

parliamentary majority. The new Albanian leader, Sali Berisha – currently in 2025, still the leader of the 

Democratic Party, the biggest opposition party in the Albanian parliament – proclaimed ‘Hello Europe, 

we hope we find you well’ (as cited in Fischer, 2012, p. 66). However, lack of internal stability – as 

boiling point the north-south civil crisis in 1997, caused by the collapse of “the pyramid schemes” – and 

political experience, and the absence of a prosperous vision with a clear international orientation since 

Albania joined the Islamic Conference at the same time, resulted in hesitation from the western side to 

further engagement with Albania (ibid.). When the successive government headed by the Socialist Party 

– the successor of the communist party– coped with internal crises, the EU declared during the Helsinki 

summit in 1999 being convinced of Albania as a potential member and pronounced the start of the 

stabilisation and accession process (SAP) (Përmeti, 2015). 

 Within the momentum of the Kosovo crisis in 2000, the EU has established the SAP framework 

– one of the several international initiatives from the EU and beyond – ‘to stabilise the region with the 

prospect of future EU membership’ with specific emphasise on regional cooperation (European Union, 

2025b). During the promising – and later on also contested (see Chapter 4) – Thessaloniki summit in 

2003, the EU and the Western Balkan countries agreed that ‘[the] future of the Balkans is within the 

European Union’ (European Union, 2003, p. 2). An important decision during this summit was that the 

general accession process will remain within the SAP framework (ibid.), accompanied by bilateral 

Stabilisation and Association Agreements (SAAs), and the financial and technical support program 

CARDS (European Council, 2003). In addition to the already committed original SAP conditions, the 
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framework must ‘be strengthened and enriched with elements from the enlargement process’ (ibid., p. 

12) – e.g. the importance of fighting against organised crime and corruption essential to ensure rule of 

law, the Common Foreign and Security Policy, and more periodically high-level meetings. The regional-

based approach remained: the enlargement process must go hand-in-hand with regional cooperation and 

development (ibid.). 

Using the SAP/SAA framework as an enlargement tool was remarkable. While both SAAs and 

previous kinds of enlargement agreements are presented as a “special contract” ‘between the EU and 

the respective country’ (Gugu, 2003, p. 10) and have similarities, the SAAs had somehow a different 

focus. This is visible in the – already mentioned several times – regional (economic) approach to ensure 

that the problems will be solved with “own” regional tools and to prevent that the accession process 

becomes a new division line within the region, the importance of political dialogue, graduality of the 

framework with different conditions for each step, the cooperation in the JHA field – such as corruption 

and organised crime –, and the presence of a concrete timeframe of ten years rather than harmonising 

EU legislation on a more voluntary way – while this pace is almost illusionary referring to the amount 

and degree of challenges. Lastly, somehow related to the ten-years’ timetable and perhaps the most 

important: 

‘The countries […] have no early prospect of opening the formal negotiation on membership 

(with exception of Croatia) with EU and moreover, they are excluded from the larger European project 

of strengthening economic and social cohesion across the continent’ (Gugu, 2003, p. 3). 

On 12 June 2006, the EU and the Albanian government concluded the SAA negotiations 

(European Council, 2006). While in November 2006 the SAA was ratified conform the Albanian 

constitution, this process among all the EU Member States and institutions lasted till February 2009, 

after which the SAA came into force on 1 April 2009 (European Council, 2009) . The agreement required 

huge efforts from Albania ‘as virtually every facet of Albanian society needs reform’ (Vickers, Glenny, 

Kostovicova, Mai, Ragaru, & Schmidt, 2008, p. 16). While the political environment was now in calmer 

waters with a clearer direction, the country still dealt with economic and societal challenges from the 

past. Therefore, NATO membership – merely based on military purposes rather than societal and 

economic frameworks – was a more realistic purpose for Albania (ibid.). The successful NATO story – 

membership was gained in 2009 – empowers Albania as a responsible international peace contributor in 

the unstable region, and reinforces an image of being politically stable with well-stated democracy levels 

and an evolved modern military (NBC News, 2009). This experience gained from the NATO accession 

was in sharp contrast with their EU struggles and could also be approached via the Albanian-US 

relationship: ‘Albania is the most pro-American country in Europe, and would not balk at the role of 

being a client state of America’ (Vickers et al., 2008, p. 21). 
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5.5 A Formal EU candidate (2009-now) 

The relative long period to formalise the SAA compared to the other Western Balkan states was an 

unfortunate sign of Albania’s path to EU candidacy. ‘Albania was the only applicant country in the whole 

history of the EC/EU to be rejected the candidacy’ three times’ (Bogdani, 2023): in 2010, 2012, and 

2013. Coupled with visa liberalisation issues, Albania has several challenges which hesitated MSs to 

accept Albania’s candidacy: establishing a properly functioning parliament with political dialogue 

among all parties and reinforced majority, appointing a new Ombudsman and independent judges, 

reforming the electoral rules according to international standards, depoliticising the public service, 

implementing the legal framework, reforming the judicial system for less corruption, more 

independency, transparency, accountability, efficiency and against the unlimited immunity of officials, 

strengthening the fight against organised crime, establishing proper property law, protecting of human 

rights with emphasis on children, gender violence and Roma discrimination, and improving detainees’ 

treatment (European Movement in Albania (EMA), 2011). 

 Ultimately, based on a report of the European Commission, on 24th June 2014 the European 

Council agreed upon Albania’s candidacy (European Council, 2014). While this report emphasised the 

Albanian endurance of having political willingness and commitment to systematic reforms, the fight 

against organised crime and corruption, reforming the judicial system, the dialogue between the 

government and the political opposition, and sustaining the reforms with societal consensus remained 

points to carry about (European Commission, 2014). In the years following, despite numerous 

progresses, fundamental issues remain unresolved, leading to the rejections of EU MSs as France, 

Denmark and the Netherlands to open the formal accession negotiations (Gabidzashvili, 2021). In the 

case of France, its veto was lifted when the EU took over parts of its proposal for a new enlargement 

methodology in 2020 (see Chapter 4). Equalised with the Thessaloniki summit in 2003, the Sofia 

summit in 2018 – again with another new promising agenda mostly entailing the same challenges – is 

seen as a new important rapprochement of the EU in the changed world since 2003 with events like e.g. 

the “big” enlargements in 2004 and 2007, the single enlargement of Western Balkan state Croatia in 

2013 – and thus also the failed enlargement of the other Western Balkan states –, the economic crisis in 

2018, and challenges against the spread of terrorism, the rise of political parties on the right, and 

migration (Rexha, 2019). The public debate related to this latter one was particularly about human rights 

shortcomings and maltreatment of refugees from the Middle East – in terms of the international human 

rights norms – throughout e.g. the well-known Balkan Migration Route of 2015 from Turkey via the 

Balkan states to the North and the rise to consequent repercussions like the debate on externalisation of 

EU borders, “safe” third countries, and violation of the principle of non-refoulement (Ylbere, personal 

communication, June 19, 2025). 
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Another important momentum for Albania’s accession process was the decoupling from the 

North Macedonian one. When launching the first formal negotiations in 2022 – about the European 

Commission’s assessment of ‘the state of preparedness of Albania’ (European Council, 2022) before 

opening chapters –, the accession processes of Albania and North Macedonia were bound. Therefore, a 

dispute between North Macedonia and Bulgaria resulted in delays for Albania as well. While for North 

Macedonia no concrete progress was made after the decoupling in September 2024, the first actual 

negotiation with Albania – conforming to the REMF about Cluster 1: Fundamentals – was held on 

October 15th, 2024 (Restelica, 2024). A statement by the Albanian Prime Minister Edi Rama about this 

occasion impersonates the idea of liberation: ‘The enlargement spirit has gone from a shared vision of 

an entire community to the kidnapping of individual member states. […] Nice place[,] nice people, nice 

words, nice pictures and just imagine how much nicer it could be if nice promises were followed by nice 

delivery...” (as cited in Dimitrievska, 2022). However, the decoupling will not automatically lead to a 

smoother path to EU membership since blockades remain and ‘[unexpected] contestations may occur in 

various forms’ (Gabidzashvili, 2021, p. 228) from both EU Member States and candidates. This absence 

of expectancy is also mentioned by Cela (2020), as a result of the entangled and compromised 

perspectives of the EU for the Western Balkans. Therefore, it is questionable if the EU is not too late 

with its “Growth Plan”, adopted on 8th November 2023, to ‘significantly accelerate the speed of the 

enlargement process’ (European Commission, 2024a). ‘[Instead] of dragging out the promise of 

membership, and risk losing the region to disillusionment, stabilitocracy, and other partners, the EU 

should immediately take the necessary steps to be prepared for enlargement.’ (Tcherneva, 2023). 

Despite all these critiques, since the opening of the first cluster, new benchmark criteria have 

been reached and thus new clusters opened: on 17 December 2024, Cluster 6: External Relations, on 14 

April 2025, Cluster 2 Internal Market, and on 22 May 2025 Cluster 3: Competitiveness and Inclusive 

Growth (European Council, 2024; 2025a; 2025b). With two more clusters to be opened – and not to 

forget that all individual chapters must be closed yet – time will teach us about the probability of 

Albania’s goals to join in 2028 (Pravda Balkan, 2024). 

5.6 Accidentally Captured by Choice? 

As long as Albania’s history is shown in this research, Albania has most of the time been influenced by 

foreign influences: the Ottomans, Italy, Germany, Yugoslavia, Russia, China, and as last “the West”: the 

USA and the EU – or its predecessors. During its period of “isolation”, Albania’s historical discredit 

became clear in the uneasiness of its economy being self-sufficient. Based on the discussed 

historiography, Albanian foreign policies can be distinguished into two. On the one hand, being occupied 

by others – the Ottomans, Italy, and Germany –, and on the other hand, its international orientation as a 

rationalistic/fraternal choice – the different communist “swoppings” and its time of “isolationism”. In 

this distinction, the current EU-Albanian relation does not automatically fit in one of both. While the 
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first move of Albania was a rational choice by itself, the more recent developments of the enlargement 

impasse could be seen as “being stuck” or “captured” by the EU’s uncertainty and unpredictability, as 

described or suggested by Cela (2020), Gabidzashvili (2021), and Tcherneva (2023). The quotes of the 

Albanian leaders make this transformation clear-cut: from Berisha’s “Hello Europe” speech, to Rama’s 

devastating call about kidnapping and broken promises. Based on this, it can be argued that Albania – 

although it took the first steps voluntarily – is captured by the policies, framework, methodology and 

behaviour of the EU. The question is whether Albania has won some “freedom”, since recently clusters 

are opened at a fast pace and ultimately could change the institute from the inside. Alternatively, 

Albania’s “suppression” will last till another reorientation, e.g. towards the USA as traditional support, 

or another upcoming player like Russia and China. 

This attitude of “kidnapping”, “capturing” or “conquering” is an outstanding example of the EU 

executing ‘a subtler form of dominance’ (Lassou et al., 2019, p. 2) in which the logic of subordinate 

control remains (Cooper, 2002), resulting to the colonisation of Albania by their own voluntary choice 

to follow their EUropean dream – but probably with an unintentionally side-effect. This specific 

circumstantial development for Albania to be marginalised – from the start as the SAAs were already 

less based on voluntaryism than previous enlargement frameworks, as argued by Gugu (2003) –, fits in 

the context of Todorova’s (2009) Balkanism. If the general theory of the accession fatigue is also 

applicable to Albania, the attitude of unwillingness can be seen as Albania’s reaction to this 

marginalisation. Therefore, to solve the accession fatigue, the avoidance of Balkanism in its politics, 

policies, and social imaginaries must be the EU’s core priority. After that, the concepts of constructivism 

and conviviality will follow. 

Albania’s international orientation is in general based on the combination of economic support 

and ideological confirmation. As the histography shows – e.g. during the communist swopping period, 

if one of both incentives diminished, the relationship becomes in discredit. The current accession fatigue 

between Albania and the EU, suits in this trend which can be a serious threat for the futurist relationship. 

Two possible outcomes – besides becoming part of the EU, because all issues are straightened – can be 

formulated. Firstly, rationalist Albania reorientates again for other allies for a better economic and/or 

ideological outcome. Secondly, the EU raises its economic and other rational support for Albania – 

already the most-used kind of support that the EU gives – to the extent that the Albanian calculation 

ended-up in favour of the EU, while having legitimacy concerns but accepting them and confirming to 

the standards. While this research claims that rational incentives are not sustainable solutions for the 

accession fatigue, it cannot be ignored that these alternatives outcomes can arise in the case of a deeply 

rationalist state. Rather than a convivial way of living together, other outcomes could be an extreme 

form of integration – or perhaps even assimilation –, or no collaboration at all. 
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Results 
Based on the content of the six semi-structured interviews (for an interview overview, see Appendix 5), 

three interesting storylines are elaborated. These storylines show the different perspectives of the 

relevant actors regarding the topic of this research and reflect a broad range of insights, along with their 

similarities, contradictions, and nuances. From professional statements representing both the national 

administration and the field of civil society, to personal experiences, opinions, and beliefs. From 

inherently supportive arguments, to reasonings following rather a tradition of EU scepticism. 

6.1 Storyline 1: No (Un)Willingness 

‘There is nothing that might stop […] the fulfilment of this major top national priority’, stated Sindi (int. 

1) – an Albanian civil servant – about the EU accession process of her country. While there are without 

doubts hard nuts to crack – mainly administratively, financially, and politically –, EU accession is the 

general priority of Albania in every aspect of the country: the national administration, the parliament 

and both major political parties, important stakeholders like NGOs and academia, the Albanian citizens, 

and the media (ibid.). 

Even when considering the obstacles – such as small budgets and Albania’s historical luggage, 

as illustrated by Lendina (int. 1) –, Ajkuna (int. 4) agreed with the idea that the Albanian state is not the 

one hesitating with proceeding. However, that does not mean that there is no unwillingness at all in the 

process: ‘I think that the real one who is fatigue to […] expand, is Europe’ (ibid.). Ajkuna – a volunteer 

of a small cultural CSO focussing on young artists to give them professional opportunities in the cultural 

world, to tell their own story, history, and experience, while letting them believe in themselves and their 

own background – is convinced that even if Albania does everything as requested, the EU will find 

something that is not in line with the conditions, or will make additional requests. Consequently, Albania 

adapts more than necessary (ibid.). 

According to Ajkuna (int. 4), this is unfair, hypocrite – she exemplified this by saying that the 

EU asks Albania to strive corruption, while she is not sure that the absence of corruption is applicable 

to the EU itself –, and an attempt to mask their real agenda of holding the Western Balkan region in the 

same peripheral place as it always has been. And the REMF? That was a practical example of this 

concealment to convince Albania – and the other accessing states – that the EU has done their job to 

accelerate the process, that implicitly meant that the remaining struggles rely on the accessing state’s 

efforts. However, Ajkuna contradicted that idea: ‘we [Albania] have done our part, but the EU doesn’t’ 

(ibid.). She calls the EU’s behaviour even colonial: the EU is trying to make Albania one of its colonies 

that must be taught. Instead, the accession process must be based on accepting the cultural uniqueness 

and heritage of the accessing states – which is exceptional in the case of Albania because of the absence 

of internal ethnic and religious divisions (Ylbere, int. 2) –, and seeing them as a fundamental “Other” 
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who want to be part of the EU, although with their own being: ‘We have no problems with accepting 

others, but we don’t like to be them’ (ibid.). To achieve this, elaborated Ajkuna (int. 4), the EU should 

become more visionary: with greater thinking, beyond the small things as it does now. Moreover, the 

EU must become more flexible: internally in general, and regarding the accession process specifically, 

via e.g. transforming its complex ruling system and shrinking the bureaucracy. 

 Sindi (int. 1) acknowledged that sometimes the EU’s satisfaction with the legislative compliance 

of Albania is not yet pleased, or that additional requirements are formulated in financial or administrative 

terms. However, from the perspective of the national administration, that is not more than reasonable: 

‘it's understandable that the EU wants to make sure that every country that will be part of it needs to be 

in a certain standard’ (ibid.). Zjarrta (int. 3) agreed with Sindi that Albania is the one that needs to change. 

However, because of the high number of issues, the process will take a lot of work and thus time (ibid.). 

According to Sindi, the REMF was a good step of the EU to improve the process, since Albania can 

finally make progress in opening chapters independently of the accomplishments in chapters of the other 

clusters – although the chapters are still packed in clusters, which thus required first compliance with 

all benchmarks of the chapters included, before a cluster will be opened as a whole (Ylbere, personal 

communication, June 19, 2025). In addition, the aim of creating coherent clusters is accomplished, at 

least in the case of Cluster 4: Green Agenda & Sustainable Connectivity, which includes Sindi’s chapter 

of expertise Chapter 27: Environment & Climate Change. 

6.1.1 A Constructive Perspective in the Middle 

Somewhere in-between these opposite thoughts of Ajkuna and Sindi & Lendina, the opinion of Ylbere 

& Drita (int. 2) – respectively, a project director and project coordinator of a national operating CSO 

specialised in EU integration, functioning in a European-wide network – can be positioned. According 

to them, the REMF ‘brought a little bit of predictability and acceleration into the reforms in the countries 

because […] we do not wait anymore for chapters to be opened one by one’ (Ylbere, ibid.). 

Consequently, if a country is good at one policy matter – in Albania’s case, the topics handled in Cluster 

6: External relations –, it is not required anymore to open other chapters first because of their position 

on the list – note again that all the chapter’s benchmarks must be complied to open a cluster as a whole. 

That Cluster 1: Fundamentals must be opened first and closed last – the only remaining requirement in 

the sequences of clusters in the REMF – should be no problem, following Zjarrta (int. 3). As a former 

civil servant in the field of justice, she claims that Albania is quite capable of complying with those 

requirements – e.g. the topics described in Chapter 23: Judiciary & Fundamental Rights and Chapter 

24: Justice, Freedom & Security –, in contrast to, for instance, economic ones. 

While Ylbere (int. 2) has seen changes for the better since the REMF, she also mentioned several 

recommendations to further accelerate the accession process. For both Albanian and the EU, emphasised 

Ylbere, since ‘the EU will benefit from the integration with the Western Balkan’ as well. And perhaps 
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the recommendations are prominently for the countries in Western Europe – like France, Denmark, and 

the Netherlands – as these countries ‘have made us suffer more than the other countries’ (ibid.) in Central 

and Southern Europe. Firstly, the EU should change its internal mechanisms: internal deepening before 

external widening. Secondly, the already started fundamental debate about accessing by conditionality 

must be strengthened. While opening chapters is now more approachable, the criteria remain anyway: 

‘Now all the people are focused to know […] which cluster is opened’ (ibid.), but the real question is 

about which chapters are closed. The REMF is therefore a practical improvement, not a fundamental 

one. Thirdly, the framework must remove the one-size-fits-all principle. Different states are facing 

different circumstances which ask for different approaches rather than one, to make the process credible 

for every state (ibid.). This recommendation should be pleased by Blerta (int. 5) – a regional coordinator 

of a CSO network – as she stated that the Balkan region – because of its tensioned heritage – cannot be 

unified in the way the EU wants to. Lastly, Ylbere argued that the accession process should include a 

human-rights mechanism, equal to the already existing rule-of-law mechanism in the EU. This is a 

mechanism through which ‘the EU can protect its budget and withhold funding from member states that 

violate rule of law principles, especially when these violations affect the EU's financial interests’ 

(European Council, 2025c). If those suggestions indeed led to an acceleration of the accession process, 

Ylbere is confident that the Western Balkans’ integration will increase the EU’s credibility as a 

transformative power – particularly when taking in mind the Russian aggression and revisionism, e.g. 

in Serbia. In addition, to this desired result of the EU, a more than welcomed “side effect” of a successful 

accession could be an internally adapted EU towards an institute that is actually value-driven, rather 

than forced to transform in response to crises (ibid.). 

On the side of Albania, Ylbere (int. 2) mentioned adjustment of Albania’s internal processes as 

well. At least in two contexts. On the one hand, institutionally with a more inclusive and cooperative 

intern-institutional approach, since some legislation goes beyond one field and therefore needs the 

cooperation of different governmental institutions. On the other hand, practically: ‘we can definitely 

copy EU legislation from for example the Netherlands [but] you need to put it in practice. And here is 

where we will lack‘ (ibid.). In addition to a more circumstantial implementation, Ylbere called that on 

the national level, progress in the fundamental issues must be prioritised since those remain essential in 

the accession process and are integral part of other matters: ‘If you do not comply with benchmarks and 

references around fundamental rights […] what can we do then for other sectors?’ (ibid.).  

6.1.2 Fundamental Unwillingness in Albania 

In addition to this mainly capacity-based discussion above, during two interviews other more existential 

issues were pointed out, indicating an Albanian unwillingness. Emina (int. 6) – also a regional 

coordinator of a CSO network – emphasised the citizen’s unwillingness to change: ‘there is no urgence 

among the citizens to behave as the criteria that Europe has states for us’ (ibid.). According to Emina, 
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the absence of urgency lies in the idea that there is no rush in the process because ‘Europe is not going 

anywhere’. Therefore, citizens lack the responsibility to change on their own part, complementary to the 

relevant stakeholders in terms of legislation, policies, and rulings (ibid.). 

The second issue is brought up by Blerta (int. 5). Based on different personal experiences, she 

is convinced that the priority of the government must be creating a safe, law-ruling country with a good 

health and education system, while preventing the current abandonment of Albania by young citizens, 

rather than joining the EU. Blerta explained that the EU can be a way to achieve that goal, but being 

part of the EU must not be a goal as such. From this fundamentally concerning perspective that Albania 

is not providing the basic services, Blerta additionally argued that the amount of corruption in Albania 

present-day – which will be maintained as long as those who are corrupted hold their personal unwilling 

attitude to change, according to Emina’s (int. 6) apprehension – makes it impossible to enhance the 

necessary capacities for successfully improve the basic services which a country much provide, even 

with the help of the EU. 

6.2 Storyline 2: Independent, Recognised and Inclusive Local Participation 

According to Drita (int. 2) ‘the consultation process in Albania is something mostly formal and not really 

making results as it should have’. The process that she is referring to, is elaborated by Sindi (int. 1) by 

stating that along with the national top priority of complying with national legislation to EU standards, 

decentralisation is another priority. According to Sindi, decentralisation mobilises the subordinate 

administration to report and monitor as close as possible to the citizens, to understand the local 

practicalities to improve the quality of Albanians’ life in the best possible way. This form of “local” 

involvement – a EU requirement itself – also consists of the mandatory roundtables for each chapter via 

the Partnership Platform for European Integration (PPEI), which is established by the Prime Minister’s 

order No. 113, dated 30.08.2019 (Ylbere, personal communication, June 19, 2025). Those discussions 

under the supervision of the leading national institution(s), with actors like NGOs/CSOs and academia, 

must ensure improvements in subordinate and civic awareness, and their engagement regarding EU 

accession (int. 2). The incongruence of the decentralisation policy as described by Sindi, and the practice 

in reality as mentioned by Drita & Ylbere, can be assigned to at least two underlying problems: the 

capacities of those local/civic actors, and the recognition of the local participation on the national level 

(ibid.) due to the lack of a ‘decent framework’ (Emina, int. 6). 

6.2.1 Capacities of Local Organisations 

Starting with the capacities of the local actors themselves. Like most CSOs, the organisation of Drita & 

Ylbere (int. 2) is donor-based, meaning that the activities of the CSO are influenced for an important 

part by these donors. In the case of their organisation, this results in a main focus on facilitating activities 

for relevant stakeholders, while the original purposes of the organisation – researching, recommending 

and monitoring the accession process, all very capacity-consuming exercises – are less prominent parts 
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of the daily activities. Due to this financial dependence, the survival technique for most CSOs became 

accepting every donor-based project. As a consequence, every CSO has some knowledge about every 

aspect of EU accession, rather than ‘being specialised in one topic’ (Drita, ibid). This financial aspect 

for CSOs is recently even more tightened, since fundings from the USA – traditionally an important 

source – are cut (Ylbere, ibid.). Another element which is shortly mentioned by Drita – the fragmentation 

of CSOs – is further elaborated by Emina (int. 6): ‘it's better and also strengthens the capacities of the 

civil society when they are together’. As a possible strategy to become a stronger network, Emina 

mentioned the application of the “Code of Standards” by individual CSOs to become more unified. 

However, that is ‘hard work because we must convince the organisations to take up this initiative. It's 

not that they don't want to, but it's a lot of desk work’ (ibid.). According to Emina, a stronger network 

based on common internal regulations will eventually function like a passport, towards each other and 

to the outer world. Ultimately, she stated that it would be an excellent result if networks become strong 

enough to function properly, without the interference from a regional coordinator like herself. 

6.2.2 National Passivity and Marginalisation 

When CSOs act – thus preferably together – Emina (int. 6) stated that they need to lobby ‘in two ways: 

from the bottom and upward’. Or more elaborated: from incorporating the public into the participation 

process with special attention to youth, to lobbying upward to the ministries and other national 

institutions with recommendations. This latter one is where the second problem starts, since CSOs are 

reluctant to do so (ibid.). Besides undermining the success of the national agenda of decentralisation – 

and thus including people’s perspectives and local practicalities in the accession process, as emphasised 

by Sindi (int. 1) – this reluctance also distorts the civil society as a possible capacity-saving platform 

since they – and other local and civic actors – could take care for some duties and services from the 

national level (Emina, int. 6). In addition to the need for a higher (financially independent) capacity for 

the local actors, to unlock those potentials there is a necessity for a structural turn in the national 

approach towards those actors. Blerta (int. 5) gave an illustrative occurrence she experienced in a local 

environmental protection issue herself: ‘even though we did this as a network of organisations and it 

was all done according to the official ways to do a petition, they just neglected us totally. […] This is 

something where we need the support from organisations located in Tirana’. 

This story of Blerta entailed the same two elements as Ylbere (int. 2) described in further detail. 

On the one hand, the neglected, distant, or passive attitude of the national institutions regarding the input 

from these actors. ‘When we send recommendations we don’t receive […] much feedback’ whereafter 

it becomes very difficult to monitor if those recommendations are indeed implemented, she explained. 

‘Why should we be there? Just to fill a seat?’, wondered Emina (int. 6) rhetorically while reasoning that 

this is one of the reasons that local organisations have lost their trust in the participation process and the 

national government. According to Ylbere, the most successful cases are with the Ministry of Justice 
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because ‘they are more approachable and proactive’. ‘Not just active, but proactive’, she emphasised. 

For the other institutions, Ylbere gave two reasons for the absence of a (pro)active approach. Firstly, the 

recommendation may address an issue, wherefore political willingness is absent to accept and consider 

those recommendations. Emina agreed with that: ‘Sometimes they don’t want to get this information’. 

Secondly, in general, national institutions do not recognise the civil society as significant and valuable 

contributing actors, with their recommendations on legislation or as a ‘watchdog of the process’ (Ylbere, 

int. 2). While Zjarrta (int. 3) argued that CSOs are well-established in fact, she acknowledged that there 

is still room for improvement in this regard, for example in the national registration process for 

becoming formally recognised CSOs. Ultimately, this was made more easier via the court: ‘a big victory’ 

(ibid.) for the civil society. 

 On the other hand, there is regional marginalisation among CSOs: ‘Mostly the ones that do 

participate are the ones that are based in Tirana’ (Ylbere, int. 2). This means that these organisations 

have a scarcity of knowledge regarding the local practicalities beyond Tirana, stated Ylbere. This 

‘overshadowed’ (ibid.) position of regional CSOs is recognised by Blerta (int. 5), and she related this to 

‘the shrinking space’ (ibid.) for CSOs, resulting in a decreasing number of small – and mostly regional 

– CSOs. Blerta described that this process is induced by two major developments. Firstly, the corrupt 

competition with newly-established Tirana-based CSOs founded by national politicians, that catch all 

the available funds. Secondly, also mentioned by Emina (int. 6), the drop-in of Tirana-based CSOs in 

local projects without gathering information about the local circumstances beforehand. Blerta called 

these CSO’s “ghosts” organisation, as they ‘are very good in preparing papers and in saying that they 

did the work. But they don't do it as it should be done’. Therefore, local CSOs must execute these 

projects, since they know exactly what is for the region’s best. Furthermore, continued Blerta, if local 

engagement is truly applied, the citizens at least know who is responsible for the outcomes of a project. 

According to her, the same reasoning counts for the municipalities. Even if these organisations are 

already quite local, she is convinced that those institutions need to be decentralised as well. Some issues 

are better handled at the level of villages rather than municipalities, or it is just unnecessary to centralise 

the matter. While empowering local organisations must be prioritised, Emina stated that those Tirana-

based CSOs – and thus municipalities/the national administrations for their subordinate administrations 

– can be very useful nevertheless: ‘if they use their position right, [it] can like be a collection place’. 

 In addition to regional marginalisation within local/civic participation, Ylbere & Drita (int. 2) 

described the presence of social/societal marginalisation. To make the process tangible enough, to 

understand the real problems, and be able to solve them inclusively, all different sectors or parts of the 

society – especially ‘vulnerable groups like minorities, the LQBTQI community, women, girls, and 

youth’ (Ylbere, ibid.) – must engage. ‘If there is no inclusion’, how can the result then be tangible as 

promised? (Drita, ibid.). Accordingly, Ylbere pleaded for a fundamental human rights-based approach 

in Albania that enforces the application of all the EU human rights in every part of the country. Now 
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understanding the presence of social marginalisation, the question of Zjarrta (int. 3) why businesses are 

not included in the process, is quite valid. Ylbere emphasised to the same extent that during the 

roundtables – explained in the first storyline – the invited participants must not be limited to the civil 

society but extended to the academia, media platforms, and private sectors. Basically, all non-state actors 

must be requestion for imput – on a daily basis, or at least frequently –, to create a proactive process 

from all possible sides. As long as the current top-down approach remains – while, for an important part, 

the legislative implementation lies in the hands of non-national levels (ibid.) – ‘there will be always 

dissatisfaction [and] disappointment’ (Emina, int. 6). 

6.3 Storyline 3: The Albanian Social Imaginary 

All interviewees acknowledged the presence of a high amount of public support among the Albanian 

citizens regarding EU accession. However, the further elaboration differs fundamentally: from ‘we are 

very fond’ (Sindi, int. 1), to ‘I don't understand why’ (Ajkuna, int. 4). This public support is not only a 

feeling or sentimental experience based on the fact that almost all Albanians have relatives living in the 

EU, as mentioned by Sindi, but also proved with facts. Ylbere (int. 2) referred to the “Balkan 

Barometer”. She described that the public support rates are currently till 90%, the highest in the whole 

Western Balkans and even higher than the public support in some EU MSs. While the actual rate of the 

Balkan Barometer is indeed around 90% – namely 96% – it must be remarked that this rate is expressed 

in economic terms. Generally, the only available rate – 85%, in 2024 – was reflecting the public support 

for the EU among all Western Balkans citizens, not specified to individual states (Regional Cooperation 

Council, 2024). 

6.3.1 The (Mis)Use of EU’s Fundamental Support 

Drita (int. 2) described a special position of the EU flag in this Albanian EU supportive public life: ‘We 

use the European Union flag for everything’, in circumstances of celebration, manifestation, or anger. 

According to Emina (int. 6), it is a good thing that the flags are used on every occasion possible, because 

it shows the citizen’s trust in the EU and their willingness to be part of Europe: ‘not only geographically’ 

(ibid.) but also in terms of ‘the standards of living’ (ibid.). However, Ajkuna (int. 4) – a fundamental 

critic regarding EU accession, who can count other critical opinions on ‘the fingers of [her] hand’ – is 

convinced that it shouldn’t be taken-for-granted that the support for the EU is so profound. Firstly, she 

argued that the EU is not the only option for Albania within the international arena. Secondly, citizens 

don’t understand what the EU and the accession process mean, and what the costs and benefits actually 

are (ibid.). Ylbere (int. 2) described that this problem also occurred during the last elections in May 

2025, when the socialist party – led by the re-elected Prime Minister Rama – used the image of an EU 

passport centrally in its campaign. However, the process of gaining that passport was not part of the 

narrative. The passport was just to make the story ‘alluring for people to vote for his party’ (Blerta, int. 

5) and therefore misused the trust of citizens in the EU. 
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 Comparing the different interviews, the economic benefits – more freedom of movement and 

improvement of commercial opportunities – are the most given reasons among citizens to support EU 

accession (Drita & Ylbere, int. 2; Blerta, int. 5; Ajkuna, int. 4). However, not without remarks. Ajkuna 

– who also mentioned a better justice system with less corruption, as an argument to support the EU – 

adjusts that the near economic prosperity is approached by the public as it will be ‘realised like magic’ 

(ibid.). While it does not apply to herself – as she thinks that the taxes will increase, the value of assets 

will decrease, and Albania will follow the unfortunate path of Greece and Italy – Ajkuna elaborated her 

statement with the argument that the positive expectation among Albanians is created by extrapolating 

the positive economic outcomes in former accessing countries, and their belief that this also will occur 

to them. Or currently occurs, as stated by Zjarrta (int. 3). 

In addition to Ajkuna, Ylbere (int. 2) criticised that this economic focus of the public is too 

superficial. She elaborated that public support must be based on two aspects: the credibility of the EU’s 

fundamental logic, and the credibility of the technical legislative parts. Especially for this technical, in-

depth, vertical component, improvement is necessary, argued Ylbere. Sindi (int. 1) agreed with this call. 

‘We are not living in the perfect world’ (ibid.), so there will always be room for improvement, e.g. 

regarding more awareness among the citizens for a good preparation and understanding of the accession 

process, increasing transparency within the process, encouraging for more public participation, and more 

public information, renumerated Sindi. Simultaneously, she emphasised the urgency for those 

improvements as she welcomed the input from citizens into policy-specific debates. Because while 

fundamental support for the ‘overall achievement’ (ibid.) of the EUropean dream of Albania is not a 

point for discussion, regarding specific policies or legislative initiatives, ‘there are different approaches 

and views’ (ibid.) on how to improve the effectiveness and thus ‘the quality of citizens’ lives’ (ibid.). 

6.3.2 Lack of Information 

One of the challenges mentioned by Sindi – the information provision – is stressed by all other 

interviewees. Zjarrta (int. 3) has done research about the freedom of information for Albanian citizens, 

by requesting information herself at different institutions of the Albanian administration. According to 

Zjarrta, ‘Albania is trying to do a lot of work’ (ibid.), but there is still a lot of improvement needed: 

while most information is in fact accessible and the requesting system works administratively, the 

progress is still mainly offline, energy-demanding for the citizens, and unharmonized through the 

absence of standardised forms. After the analysis of her research based on seven requirements – the 

information was provided within the deadline of ten days, the information provided was the information 

as requested, the institution did not charge to provide information, the institution had a ‘accessible, 

useful and citizens-friendly FAQ’ (ibid.), the available information was made accessible online, the 

institute ‘proactively publishes online basic information, and the data was published in open formats for 

easy use and collaboration –, the Ministry of Justice was declared as the best performing institute. Only 
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the latter principle – the data is published in open formats for easy use and collaboration – was defined 

as “not met”. The absence of charge, presence of a FAQ, and the availability of requesting information 

online were “fully met”, and the remaining three requirements were “partially met”. 

 Approachable and understandable information for all citizens, according to Drita and Ylbere 

(int. 2), is that what must be the highest priority in this matter. ‘[Because] they will be the last 

beneficiaries when we will be part of the European Union’ (Drita, ibid.), but they also must understand 

the costs. Therefore, they pleaded for the organisation of low-key gatherings and consultations. 

Moreover, the usage of simplified tools as infographics, social media, and accessible websites which 

provide at least the basic knowledge of EU accession, are mentioned by them. To make information on 

certain platforms as accessible as possible, the information must be provided in the mother-tongue: the 

Albanian language. While most citizens who work with the accession process know and understand the 

English terminology – the default language for international matters like EU accession –, is this not the 

case for the average citizens. Therefore, the organisation of Drita & Ylbere is committed to translate 

those terminologies and concepts. Otherwise, exemplified Drita with the absence of basic knowledge 

among the British citizens during the Brexit campaign, the Albanians does not know to which extent 

they will benefit from the EU. Lastly, Ylbere argued that there is an structural absence of communication 

strategies by both CSOs and the national government. ‘Communication strategies are the first pillar that 

you should implement before applying something’ (ibid.) to secure visibility and information for the 

whole society. With emphasised on “before”, Ylbere showed the urgency of the issue: if citizens are not 

well-informed about the EU, the accession process, and the benefits or costs, how will they understand 

it when they are part of the EU?  

Ajkuna (int. 4) brings this (potential) absence of information into perspective when referring to 

a social media post from her CSO (see Figure 3). She argued that the absence of information in the past 

and present, and about the future, has resulted in the idea among Albanian citizens that they are currently 

stuck ‘in a waiting room’ (ibid.) for membership – represented by the big step in the figure between the 

past and the future. However, according to Ajkuna, this is disputable if you take the huge 

accomplishments of the past in mind along with the futurist steps to take. 

Another unique approach is elaborated by Emina (int. 6) when she emphasised the importance 

of providing information from different perspectives, and the need for critical thinking based on those 

varied sources of information. According to her, it is necessary for citizens to enjoy different 

perspectives to be able to do self-assessment: ‘We need to know what [we are] doing’ (ibid.). Developing 

the capability of being critical must start from young on and will ultimately evolve into being critical in 

real life – which thus includes themes like EU accession. However – built on her experience as a former 

teacher in both secondary schools and higher education – she is convinced that the current education 

system is not the place which offers the opportunities to develop skills like that. This is caused by the 
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combination of at least three factors: high-burdened teachers due to unnecessary bureaucracy and 

overcrowded classes, the politicisation of course material which changes frequently for the benefits of 

the book publishers, and the fact that nobody who can make differences raises their voice because ‘they 

want to keep their jobs as well’ (ibid.). To make a difference herself, Emina provided additional study 

material to her students, all collected among her former co-students who had left the country as soon as 

possible after the vanishing of travel restrictions after the fall of communism. After leaving education, 

in her current job, she is still active in profiling critical thinking among students by passionately 

connecting them to civil society, showing options for volunteering, and encouraging civil engagement. 

Figure 3: Social Media Post of Ajkuna’s CSO. 

 

Source: Personal Communication (April 29, 2025). 

6.3.3 Media, Party Politics and Governmental Performance 

As suggested by Drita and Ylbere (int. 2), social media can be an useful tool to provide information for 

the whole public. Both Emina (int. 6) and Zjarrta (int. 3) agreed with the value of these kinds of 

information platforms, although based on another argument than accessibility. According to them, these 

online platforms are important actors because they are independent of the two most important political 

parties, since the “mainstream” media – like TV stations – are associated with one of those. 

Consequently, those mainstream platforms address issues selectively – although on every occasion 

supportive towards the EU and accession, according to Sindi (int. 1). This means that the media only 

shows the good side of their associated party, and only the opposite regarding the other party (Zjarrta, 

int. 3). 
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According to Emina (int. 6), the media is one of the Albanian societal pillars –probably 

assumable for every society – which can influence the public debate by affecting individual opinions. 

Therefore, online platforms – like social media – are crucial in providing objective information, as an 

alternative and independent source of information without party politics and bias. Otherwise, as stated 

by Ajkuna (int. 4), citizens remain loyal to “their” parties, without considering the performances they 

are responsible for: ‘Governmental mistakes or errors in the past will not be counted, the most important 

thing is what the other party has done’ (ibid.). Consequently, according to Ajkuna, this confined influx 

of information established another reality among the citizens. This other reality will be manifested 

furthermore during public events organised by the political parties, while proclaiming too high 

expectations and unfair causes, as Emina described. The validity of public manifestations is even more 

doubtful when taking into mind Zjarrta’s (int. 3) argument that participants during manifestations for 

important national occurrences – e.g. when a new step is taken in the accession process –, are not always 

citizens or societal groups, but civil servants who are obliged by their institution to participate. 

In addition to the division in terms of media, Emina (int. 6) described that political support in 

Albania has a geographical dimension as well. While the south of Albania is in general more in favour 

of the socialist party, citizens in the north traditionally support the democratic party. As a result, this 

strict support for one of the two political parties – influenced by the media and/or the geographical 

location of a citizen – makes the trust in the national institutions in apostasy when “the other” party is 

in power, argued Emina. This is in sharp contrast with Sindi’s statement that ‘the public administration 

is independent of the political situation’ (int. 1), and that the administration therefore doesn’t lack public 

support. Zjarrta (int. 3) supports Sindi, as she argued that the national administration is not the problem, 

but the leadership of both parties must adapt to make this situation more honest, ‘more in line with the 

EU requirements’ (ibid.). Both parties claim that complying to the EU requirements is important for the 

whole country, so why should that not count for themselves? (ibid.) However, independently of the 

parties’ leadership, Emina concluded that through broken promises for years – mainly in disadvantage 

of northern Albania, e.g. in terms of bad infrastructure, which is ‘the relief of life and living’ (int. 6) – 

the loyalist attitude among the Albanians is in decline. Although the traditional division remains 

oppressive (ibid.).  



L.P. Zandsteeg – s1146205 – 30-06-2025 – Master Thesis – Word Count: 32.180 

58 

 

Conclusion 
Albania’s accession towards the EU is a nationwide priority – independent of domestic political 

transitions – aiming to improve the citizens’ lives. In addition, decentralisation policies are in place to 

ensure local ownership in this process. Furthermore, public support among the Albanian citizens 

regarding the EU is fundamentally well-established and promoted by influential parts of Albania’s social 

life, such as the media and politics. 

 Taking into account this summary – which can be made out of the insights gained from 

representatives from the national administration of Albania –, this research about the “accession fatigue” 

as derived from Gjaldbæk-Sverdrup (2023) – who measured this phenomenon in the Western Balkans 

as a whole – in the case of Albania could simply be concluded with rejecting the applicability of this 

theory. Consequently, the research question “To which extent is the “accession fatigue” applicable in 

Albania following the practical consequences of national political interest, local ownership, and 

public support?” could be simply answered with “none”. Rather than unwillingness – a crucial part of 

Gjaldbæk-Sverdrup’s (2023) definition – in any part of the Albanian society, the cause for the stagnation 

of the accession process of Albania lies in incapability issues, predominantly related to its historical 

heritage. However, while admitting that the national administration is trying to comply with the EU 

Acquis Communautaire as soon as possible – with all the capacities available and its fundamental 

commitment to this national governmental priority –, based on the concepts and theories as described in 

the theoretical framework of this research, there are some serious remarks to make to formulate an 

honest and comprehensive answer on the research question of this research. 

7.1 National Political Interest: Need for Improvement of Internal Consensus Mechanisms 

Firstly, the presence – or rather the absence – of a question about consolidating the national political 

interest in applying EU conditionalities. Sindi’s (int. 1) quote that ‘[there] is nothing that might stop 

[…] the fulfilment of this major top national priority’, depicts that there is no ambiguity between the 

national political interest of Albania and the EU conditionalities. With the argument that EU accession 

improves the lives of Albanian citizens – the benefit which is at stake to considering engaging with the 

EU, a necessity as stated by Vachudova (2014) –, the accession process is legitimated alongside with all 

the governmental efforts and economic, juridical, and societal transformations to comply with those 

conditions. However, there are several argumentations that this national political interest is not as 

broadly supported – note: this refers not to the concept of “public support” – as argued by the national 

administration, and wished for a sensitive matter as EU accession in a politically complex country like 

Albania – since Shehu (2017) described that in those cases consensus-based formulations are the most 

effective. All interviewed CSOs – which are with their position as ‘the bridge between state actors and 

the broader public’ (Bino et al., p. 236) important domestic actors to achieve such a consensus – have 

critical opinions about the ongoing prioritising of EU accession at the top of the list – while this 
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prioritisation ultimately must reflect the consensus-based national political interest, according to Rice 

(2000) – and whether the different and relevant actors of the Albanian society are included in the 

formulation process and as a result reflect their conceptions – as emphasised by Vachudova (2014). 

While CSOs are formally established in Albania’s decentralised governances and involved in 

the accession process – as required by the EU, realised via the roundtables within the PPEI framework 

based on a Prime Minister’s order –, there are severe issues to engage in the process. Firstly, because of 

internal limitation though their dependency on donor-based fundings which limits the opportunities to 

specialise in a certain topic and to engage as such. Secondly, the fragmentation of cooperation among 

the CSOs compromised the potential to raise a solid voice towards governmental institutions – both on 

the national and subordinate level – and thus to make differences for real. Thirdly, the inclusiveness of 

the Albanian (civil) society engaging in the participation process suffers from regional and 

social/societal marginalisation through the combination of the structural absence of sustainable 

representativeness of all regions and social parts of Albania – e.g. regions beyond Tirana, vulnerable 

groups in society, business and private sectors, academia, and media – and an emerging ‘shrinking place’ 

(Blerta, int. 5) for CSOs as a result of (corrupt) politicisation of the civil society actors and their activities 

in regions beyond Tirana without acknowledging the local circumstances. Lastly, the general neglected, 

distant, or passive attitude of the national institutions – with the exemption of the Ministry of Justice – 

regarding the input from these subordinate actors – both in the civil/civic society as decentral 

administrations. Caused by the absence of recognition of the potential value of these actors in improving 

the process – e.g. with drafting recommendations or functioning as a ‘watchdog of the process’ (Emina, 

int. 6), two functions of CSOs which are also more or less explicitly mentioned by Bino et al. (2023) in 

terms of legalising the processes through representing interest groups, or taking stake as supervisory 

organisation – or the political unwillingness to take their input seriously for certain sensitive – at least 

for the politicians – matters, subordinate actors hesitate to endure their efforts in the process to 

engagement. As long as those issues remain, internal consensus – to emphasise again: which is 

fundamentally necessary for a successful result in a matter as EU accession, according to the theory of 

Shehu (2017) – shall not be reached and thus the perceptions of the political elites – as discussed by 

Vachudova (2014) – will predominantly affect the national political interest. Therefore, the validating 

statement of Bino et al. (2023), that CSOs play an important role in the Albanian accession process 

within the established structures, can be rejected. At least in the sphere of implementation and practical 

execution. 

In addition to internal mechanisms, the national political interest is subjected to an external 

consensus process. While the internal consensus is thus not (yet) a settled matter, the external consensus 

– conceptually based on the research of Rice (2000) – in Albania is more straightforward. By all the 

interviewees – although not reflecting the personal opinion of all of themselves – Albania’s international 

orientation is undoubtedly in favour of the EU. This suits a historical trend that Albania’s perspective 
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has been Europe for a long time – which started after the collapse of the communist regime in Albania, 

the relief from its international “isolation”, and the Berisha-statement ‘Hello Europe, we hope we find 

you well’ (as cited in Fischer, 2012, p. 66) in 1992 (see 5.4 and further). Regarding other alternative 

external actors in Albania – which can importantly affect a state’s international position, according to 

Rice’s (2000) –, the USA is also traditionally relevant: ‘Albania is the most pro-American country in 

Europe, and would not balk at the role of being a client state of America’ (Vickers et al., 2008, p. 21). 

This position of the USA is probably the result of Albania’s smooth integration within NATO in 2009, 

which was in sharp contrast to the ongoing struggle with the EU at that time – and till today. 

Although, recent domestic developments in the USA have resulted in increased distances 

between both states – or at least in the societal aspect, since fundings for Albanian CSOs are cut by the 

USA. While there is no solid evidence in this research provided about what the political and societal 

effects of these developments will be in the longer term due to the recentness of the issue, the withdrawal 

of USA’s influence could be in favour of the position of the EU when filling the left space. Furthermore, 

if Albania once wishes to reorientate its international attitude away from the EU – something that should 

not be that surprising, acknowledging Albania’s rational “swopping” attitude in history, the current 

difficulties in the process of EU accession, and the tone-setting speech of Rama in 2022 about being 

“kidnapped” (see 5.5) –, the USA as a serious alternative international ruling actor could have been 

deceased. Consequently, the argument made in the concluding section of chapter 5 that Albania may be 

accidently captured within the EU’s framework and its sphere of influence – although it took the first 

steps voluntarily – as an neo-colonial colony, would be continued or even reinforced by this development 

(see 5.6). 

7.2 Local Ownership: “To Look Good” & Untapped Potentials 

The second element of the accession fatigue – the lack of local ownership in terms of accountability 

and credibility – is strongly related to the discussion of the internal consensus mechanisms, as described 

above. As long as the concern remains that not every aspect of Albania – regional and/or social/societal, 

due to all different kinds of causes – is included in the consolidation process for the national political 

interest, it is difficult to be convinced about the fact that this inclusiveness – with a mutually credible 

relationship between different actors on realisable and pragmatic terms, as mentioned crucially by 

Economides (2020) – is the case in Albania’s policies regarding local ownership instead. 

The initial incentives of the Albanian national administration applying “ownershipping” in the 

EU accession process – to report and monitor as closely as possible to the citizens, to understand the 

local practicalities and therefore improving the quality of the legislation –, is in accordance with Lie’s 

(2019) description of local ownership as a bottom-up approach resulting in local inclusive legislation. 

However, due to the practical implications in Albania – as mentioned above: the internal challenges 

among CSOs and the inclusiveness of the internal consensus mechanism –, the current process of local 
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ownership is mainly formal rather than functional in reality. In terms of Chambers’ (1995) described 

incentives, the Albanian policy of local ownership could therefore rather be classified as “to look good” 

to comply with the requirements of the EU, than as a way of empowering local actors to participate in 

existing projects to minimise costs or activating citizens to undertake their own analyses – which are the 

other two incentives of Chambers (1995). 

While for the ignorance of input of local owners due to political unwillingness, no other 

conclusion can be made than that the existing policies of decentralisation are definitely “to look good”, 

in the case of other underlying issues – e.g. financial dependency, internal fragmentation among CSOs, 

and the absence of a decent, proactive, recognised and inclusive national framework for those actors – 

it is reasonable that these are rather a question of incapability, and thus untapped sources since 

minimising costs via civil society – one of Chambers’ (1995) incentives – is explicitly mentioned by an 

interviewee. However, as emphasised by O’Brennen (2006) as well theoretically, even for those latter 

kinds of incentives, political willingness is necessary to allow and develop certain decentralising 

methods. If political unwillingness recurs in the disadvantage of “true” local ownership, the current 

method of local ownership in Albania can be seen as a masking technique – as described by Cooke & 

Kothari (2001) – aiming to maintain the unequal relation between politicians – those who are the 

“original owners” and thus define the national political interest on historical grounds – and society – 

those who should be the new owners and thus must be included in the process. 

A concrete example of this ongoing inequality is the unfair competition between local CSOs and 

newly-established Tirana-based CSOs – founded by national politicians – catching all the available 

funds at the expense of regional/local actors. Analysing from Lie’s (2019) idea of developmentality, 

these Tirana-based CSOs can function as newly-established mechanisms for politicians – as original 

owners – to hold control: while the newly-established Tirana-based CSOs may look good in accordance 

with EU and national requirements, these organisations effectively hold the ownership in the same 

original hands. True local ownership – where those Tirana-based CSOs, although de-corrupted,  can 

function as valuable collection places for the subordinate actors – with new owners acting totally 

voluntarily – as stated by Randel, German & Ewing (2002) –, is thus a whole field to win, dependent on 

a wide range of variables.  

7.3 Public Support: A Critical Lack of Information 

Based on the definition of Easton (1975), the last element of the accession fatigue – the lack of public 

support – looks evidently absent in the case of Albania, as the orientation of the Albanians towards the 

EU as political object is predominant supportive – following the shared personal experiences of 6 out of 

8 interviewees and the objective rate of the Balkan Barometer of 96%. Applying the theoretical concepts 

derived from Easton (1975), Economides (2020) and Hobolt & De Vries (2016), the public support in 

Albania can be narrowly defined since all aspects are measurable in the content. 
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At first, the public support in Albania is proclaimed fundamentally in favour of the EU – or as 

Easton (1975) would say: among the Albanians, there is a diffuse public support towards the EU as a 

regime and its underlying logic. The other aspect of public support derived from Easton’s (1975) theory 

– policy-specific public support – is not taken-for-granted since ‘there are different approaches and 

views’ (Sindi, int. 1) within Albania. However, the presence of different approaches and views, as stated 

by the national administration, is contested in two ways. On the one hand, since the internal consensus 

mechanisms are not fully functioning, it is doubtful – similarly when considering the processes around 

the national political priority and local ownership, as described above – how representative these 

different approaches and views are for Albania as a whole. On the other hand – also acknowledged by 

the national administration itself in terms of more awareness, higher transparency, encouraging public 

participation, and more public information, all aspects which should be recommended if Economides 

(2020) evaluated this case – there are quite several challenges to solve before citizens are well-

capacitated to formulate an honest opinion about policy specific issues. 

The issue of information provision – emphasised by all interviewees – is inherently related to 

all four explanations as described in Hobolt & De Vries (2016)’s theory about public support for the EU 

specifically. The first possible explanation of Hobolt & De Vries (2016) is a positive cost-benefit analysis 

in terms of (human) capital to be gained from EU integration. Majorly, the given reasons to support the 

EU in Albania are indeed positive cost-benefit analysis – generally in terms of economic benefits like 

more freedom of movement and improvement of commercial opportunities. However, critical arguments 

that these economic analyses are too positive – e.g. the potential increase in taxes, the decrease in value 

of assets, and influx of out-migration resulting in an abandoned Albania should not be considered enough 

–, too simplistic as if it will be ‘realised like magic’ (Ajkuna, int. 4), and too superficial based on the 

diffuse/fundamental aspect of the EU – something that is also misused for political winning during the 

campaigns for Albania’s last elections in May 2025 – are with great probability explainable with the 

absence of basic knowledge, set aside enough information. 

The second explanation is in the sphere of cultural attachment and hostility. Albanians are also 

in cultural terms fundamentally pro-EU – measured in e.g. the high numbers of Albanian diaspora 

residing in “the West”. However, this does not automatically legitimate the EU as a whole. Or as clearly 

stated by Ajkuna (int. 4): ‘We have no problems with accepting others, but we don’t like to be them’. 

This quote can be interpreted that living together with the EU could be for sure a valid national priority 

of Albania, although the national proudness and uniqueness of Albania which is profoundly manifested 

among the citizens, can negatively affect the public support regarding the “how”. Assuming that the 

effects of processes like EU accession on cultural elements are even more complex, abstract, and vague 

than economic ones, average knowledge and thus decent information provision is even more important 

to understand certain aspects. 
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As elaborated quite clearly in the results, in defining their support, the general public is for an 

important part influenced by political parties. Due to the deeply interwoven influence of the two major 

political parties on frames in the media and regarding governmental performance, the third and fourth 

explanations by Hobolt & De Vries (2016) – elaborating that the media and political parties as social 

intermediaries as well as governmental performances blurring the images of citizens on which they 

ground their support – are applicable without doubts. Lack of information is according to Hobolt & De 

Vries (2016) one of the causes – along with issues regarding the interest, awareness, and/or emotional 

attachment of the citizens regarding the EU, all also in some way contributing to the difficulties in 

Albania – that citizens are assigned to depend their support on intermediaries and governmental 

performances. Thus, without a decent amount of independent, accessible, and understandable 

information, the influence of the traditional – almost unconditional – support for one of the two major 

political parties will sustain. In the context of EU accession, but assumable also for other matters. 

In all aspects of the public support in terms of the theories of Easton (1975) and Hobolt & De 

Vries (2016), the lack of information is evident and deliberate the citizens in their opportunities to 

formulate a well-considered personal position. While the definition of Easton (1975) about public 

support for the first instance was quite applicable to the case of Albania, the nuancing term ‘evaluatively’ 

in this definition allows to make another conclusion: without enough information, citizens cannot 

properly evaluate an organisation like the EU and its behaviour, and formulate a well-defined personal 

position. Therefore, before concluding this section, it is valuable to mention that besides the provision 

of information for this well-defined personal position – independently of blurring frames, in an 

accessible manner via simplified tools in the native language of Albanians, and as soon as possible via 

the structural implementation of communication strategies –, the ability to critically evaluate and analyse 

this information is necessary as well. 

This starts in schools and young civic engagement, and evolves ultimately to being critical in 

real life and being able to make an actual, well-considered, and intrinsic-driven opinion with an 

accompanying urgency to take responsibility for pursuing that conviction. From a critical point of view, 

the Albanians are in some way reluctant to act responsibly in favour of the pace of the EU accession 

process, grounded in the absence of necessity and urgency to rush since ‘Europe is not going anywhere’ 

(Emina, int. 6). This latter point is more than valid considering the ongoing struggle between Albania 

and the EU, which has never been smooth since Albania’s first approach: from “the Western” hesitation 

in 1992, to ongoing unexpectancy from the EU’s side currently (see 5.4). Therefore, as long as this 

attitude and mentality – based on the idea of being stuck ‘in a waiting room’ (Ajkuna, int. 4), and without 

any insights that brings the story into perspective of time via the accomplishments in the past and the 

steps to be taken in the future – remains the same, the Albanian administration can pursue all the 

conditionalities of the EU with full commitment and all the available capacities, the practical result will 

be impossibly achieved as wished. 
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7.4 EU’s Unwillingness to Cease its Conditionality 

A central concept of the accession fatigue is “unwillingness”, mirrored by the “incapability” to change. 

In the sections above, besides issues of incapability in Albania, several types of unwillingness are 

mentioned as well. Both political unwillingness and unwillingness among the citizens have led to the 

stagnation of the accession process in the Albanian case. However, Albania is not the only actor in this 

process dealing with unwillingness, as the EU does so as well. Before moving on, it cannot be ignored 

that the EU – with the REMF in 2020 – has taken an important step to adjust its enlargement policy in 

favour of the Albanian accession process, even with some normative and/or constructivist aspects 

included – although it was also for their own international sake ‘to retain its credibility and self-image 

as a transformative power’ (Gjaldbæk-Sverdrup, 2023, p. 38). In combination with the decoupling of 

Albania’s accession process with the North Macedonian one in September 2024, Albania’s opportunities 

to open chapters of the EU’s Acquis Communautaire have risen significantly – nine months after the 

relief of this last oppressive burden, already four out of six clusters have been opened. 

While opening the chapters is now facilitated with more ease – which can be seen as an 

immediate result of the REMF making the process more predictable and tailor-made as the progress now 

predominantly lies in the accessing states’ hands and their individual efforts, all contradicting Jaćimović 

& Shaipova’s (2023) claim that the REMF does not take care for those matters, even as the argued 

incoherency within clusters, which at least can be rejected for Cluster 4: Green Agenda & Sustainable 

Connectivity in the case of Albania –, the fundamental emphasises on conditionality in the accession 

process is now shifted to the end of the procedure. Closing the chapters remains difficult, probably on 

the same level as opening them before the REMF was introduced. Therefore, the argued disputability 

described in chapter 4 (see 4.4) whether changing the enlargement methodology is enough to accelerate 

the accession process substantially, is enhanced by the insights from the in-depth analysis of this 

research: the EU is bounded to its idea of conditionality and unwilling to fundamentally change that in 

absolute terms. 

As long as the current socialisation mechanism of the EU – based on conditional integration 

within an established organisation, rather than e.g. conviviality which focuses on ‘the capacity to live 

together’ (Wise & Noble, 2016, p. 423) – endures, it is not more than logical that the national 

administration of Albania is fully committed trying to comply with all the requests, benchmarks, and 

standards of the EU – even with the additional formulated ones, or those who are subjectively evaluated 

as “not met”. Simply stated, because there seems no other alternative option to become part of the EU – 

Albania’s national political interest. Considering the predominant position of the EU in important formal 

steps of the accession process – mostly with required unanimity of all MSs, which makes the system 

even more complex – and in the evaluation whether compliance has occurred to their own conviction, it 

cannot be avoided that this relationship is unequal, to hold control on the process, and – according to 
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both Cooper’s (2002) and Ajkuna’s (int. 4) elaborations – colonial. A neo-colonial organisation which – 

following the application of Todorova’s (2009) concept of Balkanism regarding the EU’s enlargement 

policy (see 4.4) – has a deep-rooted marginalisation of the Balkan region in its politics, policies, and 

social imaginaries. Something that could require huge transformations within the mental map of every 

EUropean citizen to untangle this underlying rhetoric – a challenge at a different level than ceasing the 

EU’s perseverance on conditionality. 

7.5 Fatigue: Unwillingness to Let Go of What Was Once 

However, for the careful reader, the statement that there are no other options for Albania to access the 

EU than complying with its conditionalities, entails the word “seems”. Hence, in the next sections, an 

alternative way to gain voluntaryism will be established. This tool is not particularly related to one of 

the aspects of the accession fatigue. Neither in terms of Gateva’s (2014) and Schimmelfennig’s (1999) 

examples – group pressure, the unique profile of an individual accessing state, and using the EU’s 

rhetoric –, as during the interviews those are not mentioned (enough) to empirically argue whether  those 

tools are applicable in the case of Albania or not. 

Comparing all the different “unwillingnesses” in Albania with each other, common is the 

unwillingness to let go: their predominant political position, their way of life, and the attached 

fundamental cultural proudness on Albania. All grounded in the unique history of Albania and the 

heritage it has till today. Stated otherwise, the common factor is “unwillingness to let go what was once”. 

Consequently, the definition of the accession fatigue can be nuanced: the unwillingness to let go what 

was once ‘to comply with the conditionality’ (Gjaldbæk-Sverdrup, 2023, p. 7), rather than “just” 

unwillingness ‘to comply with the conditionality’ (ibid.). Simultaneously, this has an effect on the 

interpretation of the concept of enlargement fatigue in the same way. Enlargement fatigue can be defined 

now as the unwillingness to let go what was once ‘the political framework’ (Gjaldbæk-Sverdrup, 2023, 

p. 2): the CEMF, as described by Preston (1995). 

This political framework of CEMF – which resolutely included a strong interpretation of the 

concept of conditionality – originated from the birth of the EU’s predecessors and is thus established in 

another reality. In the meantime, the EU has dealt with, e.g. a changed geopolitical world, newly joined 

MSs – the question of enlargement fatigue has, in general, risen through backsliding practices in some 

of those Central and Eastern European Countries –, and different “crises” over the years. However, even 

after the REMF – which, in the case of Albania, was indeed an improvement to accelerate the accession 

process in the short term by opening chapters more easily – conditionality remains the compromising 

aspect of the process, although now shifted to closing the chapters. Thus: the EU doesnot want to let go 

what was once – its historical heritage, which is still present in current practices –, similarly what 

Albania doesnot want to do when accessing the EU, and risking becoming EUrope rather than Albania. 
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While the presence of these mutual “unwillingnesses” does not give Albania a new way to gain 

voluntaryism as such, this alters in the light of the momentum in which Albania is situated right now: 

the momentum of the EU’s international quest ‘to retain its credibility and self-image as a transformative 

power’ (Gjaldbæk-Sverdrup, 2023, p. 38). A smooth accession process of the Western Balkans can 

significantly contribute to that, and a unique position herein could be reserved for Albania as the most 

fundamental pro-EU accessing state with a full commitment national administration to fulfil their 

EUropean dream, the absence of internal religious/ethnic divisions and external Russian influence, and 

their historical image as a responsible international peace contributor (see 5.5). Therefore, Albania can 

be a promotor, fore-runner, or even living proof for the other accessing Western Balkan states that EU 

accessing is possible. However, as explained in this research, the probability that this will happens, 

depends on the EU itself – or perhaps particularly on the founding Western European states, since fatigue 

is also measurable in the Central and Eastern European Countries in terms of the enlargement fatigue – 

by reconsidering its unwillingness, moving away from its fundamental historical-rooted conditionality, 

and therefore stop preventing a smooth accession of the Western Balkans into the EU. Consequently, the 

EU could transform from a historically-conservative, rational, and crisis-driven institute struggling with 

itself, to a credible, futurist, and value-driven international transformative power. In addition to the ways 

to gain voluntaryism, as mentioned Gateva (2014) and Schimmelfennig (1999), this research has thus 

discovered another one: exercise power in the momentum of the other’s weakness. 

7.6 Recap: EU’s Future in the Balkans’ Hands? 

To conclude this research, when synthesising all those remarks together, a well-balanced answer can be 

formulated on the research question of this research: To which extent is the “accession fatigue” 

applicable in Albania following the practical consequences of national political interest, local 

ownership, and public support?”. To start, it must be mentioned that, in the case of Albania, the 

accession fatigue as described by Gjaldbæk-Sverdrup (2023) is not directly applicable: the current 

formulated national political interest and the fundamental public support are in favour of EU accession, 

and in fact Albania complies – also conform the request of the EU – of having a bottom-up approach 

within the accession process via local ownership processes. However, in every aspect, severe challenges 

are affecting this practical outcome: shortages in financial means of the national administration, CSOs 

who are financially dependent on their donors and do not collaborate enough with each other, the 

absence of a decent nationwide framework for subordinate actors to engage in the accession process 

inclusively and recognised, and issues to provide accessible information for the public to critically 

evaluate that information and consolidate a well-considered personal opinion. 

The absence of unwillingness within Albania ‘to comply with the conditionality’ (Gjaldbæk-

Sverdrup, 2023, p. 7) is neither the case. On the one hand, in the political sphere, in allowing alternative 

opinions in sensitive policy areas, and stimulating totally voluntary local ownership representing the 
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whole country at the expense of the original owners’ influence. On the other hand, among citizens to 

change their own attitude and take responsibility to comply with the EU standards in their own life. 

Common in these practical aspects of the accession fatigue in Albania, is the unwillingness to let go 

what was once: the practicalities present-day who are based on Albania’s unique historical heritage. 

While this research does not evaluate whether these “unwillingnesses” are valid – this should be done 

by the relevant actors, the EU and Albania, via constructivist dialogues on an equal basis –, it is 

empirically argued that the presence of this unwillingness can function as a tool to gain voluntaryism 

since the EU has the same kind of unwillingness. While, through the eyes of rational/positivist thinkers, 

it may sound improbable that a state sized like Albania could exercise power over a continent-covering 

organisation as the EU – which actually must impose hegemony on fundamentally dangerous nation-

states (Cooper, 2002) –, through the lens of this research, Albania has with those unwillingnesses for 

sure leverage over the EU due to the momentum of the EU’s quest ‘to retain its credibility and self-

image as a transformative power’ (Gjaldbæk-Sverdrup, 2023, p. 2; 38) and the unique position of 

Albania within the Western Balkans to accelerate the accession process with successful practical results. 

Consequently, Albania could have a key role in the EU’s quest and thus future, internally and 

internationally. Thus the Eurocrats where Todorova (2009) was referring to in her book (see 2.6.1) were 

right ‘that it would be in Europe’s best interests to bring the Balkans into the European sphere, rather 

than ghettoize them’ (ibid., p. 191-192). 

When recalling the hypothetical situations mentioned in the introduction which due to the 

potential effect of the accession fatigue could be interestingly constituted, the one that stated that the 

colonised rules the coloniser because the latter needs the former, and the one where the coloniser 

colonised itself through being neo-colonial, are applicable. It is arguable that Albania currently has 

leverage over the EU due to the EU’s quest to legitimacy relying on the success of the Western Balkans 

accession and therefore colonised its original coloniser as the EU became dependent on Albania’s efforts 

for accession process. In addition, it is valid to say that the EU caused this dependency by itself by being 

neo-colonial as the stagnation of the accession process lies in a fundamental concern about the EU’s 

conditionality as a way of living with each other. The accession process will remain stagnated as long 

as this does not change. Consequently, no other conclusion can be made that the EU has colonised itself 

by colonising the Western Balkans within its framework of conditionalities, and is now dependent on 

their success for its international reputation and credibility. The only reasonable solution for the EU to 

accelerate the process – and thus to retain its international reputation and credibility –, is to change its 

fundamental by ceasing the conditionality. 

Thus, is the EU’s future in the Balkans’ hands? Yes, it is. However, it is up to the EU itself if 

they will be freed from this dependency by critically transforming its fundamental structures and making 

‘decolonisation its core concern’ (Decolonial Europe Day, 2024) once for real. It sounds cliché, but 

changing the world – or, in the EU’s own words: contributing ‘to peace and security and the sustainable 
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development of the Earth’ (European Union, 2024b) – starts by yourself: via emphasising constructivist 

enforcement mechanisms and ultimately establishing conviviality as another fundamental socialising 

method. Hence, the EU could become the first neo-colonial actor who decolonised itself by moving 

away from the logic of suppression and subordinate control, rather than being the ‘most important and 

original body’ (Degli Esposti, 2024, p. 3) within the neo-colonial framework. In the words of the same 

decolonial thinker as this research started: only in that way ‘divide and conquer’ (Lorde, 1984, p. 2) can 

indeed ‘become define and empower’ (ibid., p. 2). Resulting in the creation of ‘a better shared world’ 

(Venkatesan et al., 2024, p. 100) where differences ‘can spark like a dialectic’ (ibid., p.2), and the EU is 

worth its own motto ‘United in diversity’. Otherwise, derived from Lorde (1984), due to its lacking 

international support, the master’s house of the EU will be dismantled with its own master’s tool of 

enlargement. 
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Recommendations 
As visible in the conceptual model (see Figure 1) of this research, the last step before concluding this 

research content-wise is the formulation of recommendations. These recommendations aim to accelerate 

the accession process of Albania towards the EU, and are based on the practical consequences of the 

accession fatigue in Albania which has resulted to the stagnation of this process. The recommendations 

are structurally divided into three categories. 

8.1 For Albanian Organisations on the National Level 

At the national administrative level in Albania, EU accession is (almost) an unnegotiable matter: ‘There 

is nothing that might stop […] the fulfilment of this major top national priority’ (Sindi, int. 1). However, 

this commitment is not taken-for-granted in the other parts of the country – subordinate organisations 

and citizens. Therefore, there is a necessary task for the Albanian national administration to bridge this 

gap by empowering the capacity of those actors. To do so – in addition to maximising the capacities 

within the national administration via e.g. better coordination among institutions – explicit attention 

must be paid to two matters. On the one hand, the establishment of a decent, mutually credible, totally 

voluntary, and inclusive framework for subordinate engagement in the accession process. On the other 

hand, the improvement of capacities for citizens to make a well-considered personal opinion regarding 

the EU – both fundamentally as policy specifically – via providing enough, diverse, and easily accessible 

information, improving critical thinking from a young age, and implementing communication strategies 

structurally as the first step in every project as soon as possible.  

 The different unwillingnesses to let go what was once, must be recognised by the national 

administration. But not tackled or solved since those unwillingnesses are the sources of the Albanian 

unique tool to gain voluntaryism towards the EU and its neo-colonial behaviour. However, by 

empowering the capacity as mentioned above, the honesty of those unwillingnesses will become clear: 

is the hesitant attitude and lack of practical implementation of EU legislation really based on 

unwillingness, or was it actually a result of lack on those capacities? When those capacities are raised 

and the true unwillingness against EU accession are inventoried, the last recommendation for the 

Albanian national administration is to use the voluntary-gaining tool, as discovered in this research. 

Because, as long as unwillingness appears, there will be ambiguity between the legislation and the 

practical outcome. And as argued in this research, the only way to solve this unwillingness is via 

constructivist debates with the EU while emphasising those unwillingnesses which are present in 

Albania. Ultimately, the most sustainable way of living together does not lie in conditionality, but in 

alternative socialisation matters like conviviality. That should be the start position of the debate, while 

eventually the conditionality must disappear. But to do that is a matter for the EU, not Albania. 
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8.2 For Albanian Organisations on the Subordinate Levels 

An important part of capacity issues on the subordinate level, is originated in the absence of a decent 

national framework to engage in the accession process. However, besides this recommendation for the 

national administration to establish such a framework, there are also several recommendations for the 

subordinate actors to consider. Firstly, become more financially independent of donors: try to find other 

– or more diverse – sources for financial support. In this quest, strive to specialise in a certain topic, and 

ensure that there is also capacity available for recommending and monitoring the accession process. 

Secondly, harmonise and enhance the internal cooperation between subordinate actors to raise a strong 

and impactful voice in the direction of higher-levelled institutions. Lastly, as the connecting layer 

between the national level and its citizens, the recommendation for the national administration regarding 

the information provision is also applicable to the organisation on the subordinate levels. 

8.3 For the EU 

As the EU is not formally allied to this research, it is not sure – or perhaps unlikely – that the 

accompanying insights, conclusions, and recommendations will reach them (directly). However, that 

does not mean that no recommendations can be formulated. To accelerate the accession process – and 

thus retain the EU’s own international reputation and curability as a transformative power – the call in 

the direction of the EU is quite clear. Let go what was once: the original political framework established 

in another reality and its strongly imbedded conditionality. Rather, establish a decolonised framework – 

without the inherent marginalisation of regions, as it is now the case with the presence of Balkanism in 

the EU’s politics, policies, and social marginalisation –, with an emphasises on constructivist 

approaches, and fundamentally embracing contradictions, tensions, and paradoxes via the application of 

conviviality as the new socialisation method. Only then can the EU transform itself from a historically-

conservative, rational, and crisis-driven institute struggling with itself, to a credible, futurist, and value-

driven international transformative power.  
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Discussion 
Now that this research has been concluded content-wise, it is time to discuss the research process, with 

a particular emphasis on the decolonial aspects. As stated in this research’s methodology, the elimination 

of the researcher’s positionality is crucial, since this research questioned by itself different 

positionalities: the EU’s versus the Balkan/Albanian view on EU’s enlargement. Therefore, the first and 

foremost part of this discussion will be a critical self-reflection of the researcher’s positionality. 

Although several attempts are made to tackle down ambiguities, unclarities, feasibilities, missing angles, 

or colonial steering, preventing those undesired shortcomings totally is almost impossible. In case one 

of those shortcomings is exposed, this elaboration about the researcher’s positionality provides at least 

some tools to explain them. 

9.1 Researcher’s Positionality 

For this critical self-reflection, Catungal & Dowling’s (2021) Power Flower tool is used as framework. 

This Power Flower drawing exercise – further elaborated by Social Action Inquiry Scotland (n.d.) – 

exists of several steps: defining what the personal fulfilment is of every category which could affect 

someone’s positionality, whether this category makes the person feel being marginalised or privileged, 

and rating for every category the amount of influence on experiencing the world (ibid.). In Figure 4, a 

self-produced Power “Flower” is presented, showing my – the researcher – personal positionality at two 

different moments: at the start of living abroad – 31 March 2025 – and at the end – 17 June 2025 –, and 

thus the transformation over this period. In this figure, for every category is visible what the amount of 

influence of that particular category has on my experience of the world on a scale of 1 to 4 – blue at the 

start, orange at the end, and black in case of no transformation –, the feeling at both moments if I felt 

being marginalised (↓), privileged (↑), or neither one (~) in regard to that particular category, and if the 

personal fulfilment of the category has changed over time (*). 

As provided by Social Action Inquiry Scotland (n.d.), Figure 4 exists of several categories. 

Those are – with my personal fulfilment within the brackets: ethnicity (Dutch/Dutch & (Western-

)European*), race (none), religion (protestant), class background (middle-income), current class status 

(student/rich student*), sexual identity (queer), gender assigned at birth (masculine), gender expression 

(masculine), ability (no physical disabilities), immigration status (resident), health status (some mental 

issues), education (Master), and appearance (white). In addition, one of the empty left “leaves” is 

assigned to the category “academic paradigm”, with as personal fulfilment “decolonial-in-spe” at the 

beginning of the process, and “decolonial” at the end. I valued this category as important, argued with 

the conviction that the academic life of a person – constituting within the aligned paradigm, societal 

community, theorical frames, and underlying logics – could determining someone’s experience of the 

world on the same level as some categories stated by Social Action Inquiry Scotland (n.d.), like 

someone’s ethnicity or religious. In addition, similarly as the mentioned examples, an academic 
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paradigm can be felt as neutral or taken-for-granted, while experiences during life could influence the 

value given to, and the personal fulfilment of that category. In the next sections, I explain several 

interesting aspects of my Power Flower by exemplifying them with personal experiences during the 

research process. 

Figure 4: Power Flower of the Researcher. 

 

Author’s own Production (2025, 17 June). 

9.1.1 Cultural Acceptance and Conservatism 

Firstly, quite soon after arriving in Albania, I remarked the absence of internal division in terms of 

religion, and the presence of high cultural acceptance – something that later during the interviews is also 

mentioned by Ylbere (int. 2) and Ajkuna (int. 4). Core in this insight was a personal conversation held 

on 9 April 2025 with a member of Scouts Albania. On this occasion, it was mentioned that while being 

tolerated towards each other in religious and cultural terms, Albanians are still quite conservative 

regarding emancipatory developments from “Western societies”, such as queer-equality and -

recognition. Want to find a pride flag in Albania? I wish you all the best! 

This concrete moment – as well as further experiences during interviews and beyond – explained 

several things. At first, the fading away of my felt marginalisation on religious aspects – which I surely 

sometimes felt in the increasingly secularised Netherlands –, as religious divisions are not profoundly 

present in Albania. Rather, there is an open debate about those differences. With the same argumentation, 

the unchanged thought regarding the positionality of being a certain race – I am not even sure what my 
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race is, and I acknowledge that the term “race” is disputable – could be explained. However, in 

contradiction, the already felt marginalised position as member of the queer society in the Netherlands, 

became even bigger when living in conservative Albania. Alternatively, the described marginalised – 

but at least in some way acknowledged – position in the Netherlands regarding this topic, felt currently 

perhaps even as a privilege rather than a marginalisation. Since this research called for the recognition 

and application of the decolonising socialisation manner of conviviality, I would like to practise that 

way of living together by embracing contradictions, tensions, and paradoxes, rather than polarise both 

visions as two extremes at the endings of an emancipation continuum. However, there is still an inner-

debate ongoing about how to process those fundamental differences accordingly with this theory. 

Consequently, this personal story brings the proverb “words are easier than action” in practise. Hence, I 

must recognise that the same proverb counts for this written research, which calls firmly to apply the 

concept of conviviality in the complex context of the EU. 

9.1.2 Economic Prosperity 

Secondly, the economic stance in Albania – and particularly the level of wages – for the average citizen 

has opened my eyes. In addition to the conversation used above – when the Albanian income was already 

mentioned as a big disadvantage – a conversation later with a senior civil servant held on 2 April 2025, 

strengthened this as she explained that her wage is around 80,000 Lekë monthly – converted 800 Euros 

a month. With this “decent” income in terms of Albanian wages, living her normal life was possible 

because of the absence of rent for her house as it is fully bought, and that a relative of hers – who lives 

abroad – pays for her daughter’s rent to study outside the country. Going to the restaurant with her 

husband – let alone visiting her daughter abroad – is rarely possible. 

This is in sharp contrast with my temporary way of living in Albania: exploring almost every 

part of the country, visiting six countries in the region, and enjoying restaurants, bars, and activities. The 

related categories – class background and current class status – are therefore fundamentally changed 

over time. While I experienced being born and raised in a middle-income household – and accordingly 

financially supported – as neither a marginalised nor privileged positionality, based on this story, my 

background is for sure a privilege to acknowledge. Additionally, my current class as a Dutch student 

was, in the first instance, defined as a not very important marginalised position. However, the experience 

that living as such in Albania was easier, freer, and more financially independent than a senior civil 

servant with a full-time job, has shifted the marginalised position to a very affecting privileged one. The 

personal fulfilment is even changed from “just” a student to a “rich” student. Although, of course, this 

is all relatively, since Albania and other countries in the region are less expensive, particularly with a 

wallet filled of Dutch money. 
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9.1.3 Being a EUropean and Becoming a Decolonial Thinker 

As mentioned, during my time in Albania, I visited several countries in the region: Greece, Italy, Kosovo, 

Montenegro, North-Macedonia, and Serbia. Every time a border must be crossed, passport controls were 

part of the job, since there is no freedom of movement between those countries with Albania and among 

non-EU MSs. Another practical remark is the usage of different national currencies: the Albanian Lekë 

(LEK), and the Serbian (RSD) and North-Macedonian Denar (MKD), rather than one single currency 

like the Euro (EUR) which is the case in Greece and Italy, but also in Montenegro and Kosovo. During 

a trip to Greece, for the first time in my conscious life, I experienced profoundly being a EUropean 

citizen. Not only in terms of the mentioned practical benefits – which seem so normal –, but also 

mentally as I felt being a step closer to home, although Greece is in absolute distance further away from 

the Netherlands than Albania. In addition, an unfounded relief raised that if something went wrong, it 

could be better occur now being in Greece than in a non-EU MS (personal communication, May 23, 

2025). 

Based on these experiences, the stake of my Dutch ethnicity – as derived from the definition of 

Gregory et al. (2009) that ‘ethnicity is seen as both a way in which individuals define their personal 

identity and a type of social stratification that emerges when people form groups based on their real or 

perceived origins’ (p. 214) – is increasingly rated, and seen as a privilege rather than something taken-

for-granted. Being a EUropean is also add to the personal fulfilment of this category – in addition to my 

Dutch ethnicity, since I professionally understand that without being Dutch, or another EU MSs’ 

citizenship, being a EUropean citizen is not possible. This new fulfilment of ethnicity also includes the 

additive “(Western-)”,  mainly based on insights elaborated during this research – e.g. the emphasise of 

Ylbere (int. 2) that the “Western” European MSs marginalised the position of Albania in particular, the 

vetoing of Albania’s accession at the beginning of the process by, among others, the Netherlands 

(Gabidzashvili, 2021), and the fact described by Tuck & Yang (2012) that the most original form of 

colonialism – of which neo-coloniality a re-invention is – was practised by (Western-)European 

countries. Therefore, I felt the urgency to emphasise this positionality, while being honest towards the 

matter of this research at the same time. 

This increase in engaging with and applying of decolonial insights to my personal positionality, 

is also visible in – or perhaps a result of – the transformation regarding my self-added category of 

academic paradigm. When beginning with this Master’s program, the decolonial paradigm at the 

Radboud University was fundamentally different from the mainstream paradigm I was positioned in, as 

a heritage of my Bachelor’s program at the University of Utrecht. Being fascinated by this new 

marginalised approach from the start, at the time of the first Power Flower, I was already increasingly 

applying decoloniality to my direct environment. Proceeding with this research, I became even more 

convinced that a decolonial lens could indeed unravel the world and that the EU is a neo-colonial power. 
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Therefore, this enhanced engagement and the recognition that being a (Western-)EUropean can affect 

my way of doing research, is reflected in the second Power Flower. Consequently, I feel myself more 

and more a decolonial researcher than an exploring decolonial researcher-in-spe. 

9.2 Community’s Involvement 

Community involvement was an important premeditated mechanism to prevent positionality in this 

research. Therefore, this section of the discussion elaborates on that aspect specifically. As described in 

the methodology chapter, the interviewees were asked whether and how they would like to engage with 

this research in additional terms than via interview participation. Among the seven – out of eight – 

interviewees who replied to this request, three interviewees indicated that they would like to review the 

language subjectivity of this research, three to assess the concepts and methodology, two to provide 

background information, two to create products in favour of the community, and one has replied that no 

further participation will occur. In the two successive calls for reviewing drafted versions of this 

research, one interviewee – Ylbere (int. 2) – has actually participated as such. For both drafts, Ylbere 

gave a thorough review of the language and concepts of the research, and provided additional 

background information. All those remarks are well-considered and, if possible, directly included in the 

final research as it is important to accept their contribution without affecting them with my own 

positionality. 

Emphasising that every contribution out of the community is equally worthily, acknowledging 

that engagement must be on a fully voluntary basis – similarly, as it should be in the case of decentralised 

policy mechanism as stated in the in-depth analysis, derived from Randel, German & Ewing (2002) –, 

and mentioning the capacity challenges of both the national administration and CSOs – also based on 

the in-depth analysis of this research – as potential reasons for the absence of more community 

involvement, it is valuable to reflect on this, as it can be the start position for suggesting improvements. 

When critically reading the methodology as initially described in the proposal of this research, one factor 

can be seen as determining in this context: time. While time management is emphasised by Smiles 

(2023) as crucial in decolonial research as it ‘is not something to be rushed through’ (p. 126), and all his 

recommendations were included in the methodology of this research’ proposal, maximalisation of the 

available time was difficult since more time was needed to get in contact with (potential) respondents 

than planned. Consequently, less time was available for the later phases, which resulted in shorter 

periods for interviewees to interact with the requests to engage. 

9.2.1 Time Management Difficulties: Causes and Consequences 

The willingness among interviewees to participate in an interview and to engage otherwise was  

remarkably high. Therefore, I cannot speak about the presence of e.g. negatively affecting personal or 

institutionalised hurdles – which protect the community from harm due to its historical legacy (Smiles, 

2023) –  in this research process. The biggest challenge was to get in touch with (potential) respondents, 
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for the first instance. This was mainly due to the absence of reaction to my mailings, or a long waiting 

period caused by e.g. my Dutch mail address through which the mailings often ended up in the SPAM 

folder, or that the only available (general) mail addresses were not read often enough or not at all. 

Visiting offices physically brought in some cases acceleration, while in other situations “bureaucratic” 

reasons made it a challenge to speak directly to the right person. Eventually, all interviews were 

facilitated via the hub platforms of this research: NEA and NRCCS. However, even then the 

communication difficulties remain oppressive with some (potential) respondents. Therefore, I cannot 

conclude otherwise that without the support of those platforms, this research would not be possible via 

the proposed methodology of semi-structured interviews. While the content of the research is not 

fundamentally changed by the involvement of the community, the time framework of this research is 

destabilised for sure by allowing community involvement to aim the creation of a more inclusive and 

thus stronger outcome. 

Caused by the limited time at the end of the process, one last point must be discussed. In the 

original methodology, two remarks – derived from Cope & Kurtz (2023) – were mentioned to decolonise 

the process of coding. Firstly, the evaluation of the coding process with fellow researchers to strengthen 

the interpretation: not only strengthening the interpretation – the usage of “strengthening” indicates that 

the interpretation is already good, but could be improved –, but also criticising or “weakening” the 

coding on the presence of power relations in terms of positionalities, language, and another unintended 

embeddedness. As the other researchers could be in the same positionality – e.g. having the same 

background –, the second recommendation of Cope & Kurtz (2023) was argued as valid: controlling 

whether the coding findings reflect the participants’ intentions. However, due to the limited time, those 

decolonial steps did not take place, and as both recommendations should have contributed to the 

promises made in this research – e.g. involving the local community, structurally checking-in with 

fellow researchers, and building trustful relations –, the absence of these actions must be seen as 

potential sources for positionality on the final outcomes. Nonetheless, the final analysis and draft 

conclusion are shared with the interviewees with the request to review. Therefore, perhaps some 

decolonial sin may be forgiven. 

9.3 Suggestions for Further (Decolonial) Research 

To conclude this discussion and therefore this research definitely, some concrete suggestions are 

formulated for further research, both content-wise about topics related to this research, and regarding 

the usage of decolonial methodology. 

9.3.1 Suggestions for Decolonial Methodologies 

For further research with a decolonial methodology, I would stress the importance of all the described 

methodological steps, as in this research framed via Smiles’ (2023) recipe. However, based on the 

discussion of this research, I would additionally emphasise the cruciality of certain aspects. First, start 
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as soon as possible by reaching out to (potential) respondents to maximalising the time available. The 

usage of hub platforms to increase the scope of potential respondents and to accelerate this process is 

experienced as very valuable herein. As a result, missed aspects – such as decolonising the coding 

process via the recommendations described by Cope & Kurtz (2023) – will be ensured. Moreover, try 

to include community involvement as much as possible, but also the involvement of the researcher in 

the society. This could not only overcome individual and institutionalised protection hurdles for 

(potential) respondents and/or the community, but also increasingly make the research process a personal 

adventure rather than “just” an academic one. 

9.3.2 Suggestions for Further Research Topics 

In addition to methodological suggestions, based on this research, topics for further research can be 

suggested. Firstly, it is valuable to analyse the country-specific application of Gjaldbæk-Sverdrup’s 

(2023) concept of accession fatigue in the other Western Balkan states: Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia – and eventually Kosovo when it has gained candidacy. 

Therefore, a comprehensive framework will be established which includes the challenges for the 

countries – on nationally and subordinate levels – and the EU, which can be compared with each other. 

Secondly, further research can be dedicated in defining how the Western Balkan states – or other 

colonised actors in the neo-colonial framework – can optimise their opportunities to gain voluntaryism 

via the tools of Gateva (2014) and Schimmelfennig (1999), as these are not (significantly) measured in 

this research. Thirdly, to emphasise the importance of the EU to move away from its conditionality, 

hypothetical research could try to predict what the consequences are for the EU, the international arena, 

and the neo-colonial framework of which the EU is ‘the most important and original body’ (Degli 

Esposti, 2024, p. 3), if the EU’s international reputation and credibility will retain because of the failing 

accession of the Western Balkans. Finally, to use the gained voluntaryism – which is based on the current 

momentum – as effectively as possible towards the EU, research that explores how Albania can use this 

tool, could contribute remarkably to both societal and scientific terms. 
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Appendices 
Appendix 1: Operationalisation of Concepts In-Depth Analysis 

Concept 

(“as meant”) 
Working Definitions (“as determined”) 

Interview 

Question 

ACCESSION 

FATIGUE 
(Gjaldbæk-Sverdrup, 

2023) 

Candidate Member States’ behaviour and/or attitude joining the EU, not only in terms 

of inability but also considering their unwillingness to comply conditions due to the 

absence of the necessary political framework responding to the urgent geopolitical 

needs resulting in stagnation of the accession process. The “accession fatigue” exists of 

the components of (A) national political interest, (B) local ownership, and (C) public 

support. This term is ambiguous because of framing questionaries about the passivity 

and/or centrality of the actors on both sides of the process (EU and accessing state). 

Topic 1 

Photo 

exercise 

(warming 

up) 

A 

National Political 

Interest 
(O’Brennan, 2014; 

Shehu, 2017; Rice, 

2000; Bino et al., 2023) 

The benefits which are the primary state’s incentive for an international move (such as 

accessing the EU) which is reflected in the national political agenda. The method of 

formulating state’s national political interest depends on (1) political sensitivity of the 

matter (such as security or foreign policy matters) and (2) the complexity of the political 

environment (already defined in Albania’s case). If these conditions are satisfied, a 

consensus-based formulation of the national political interest is most favourable. This 

way of formulation depends on internal and external processes. 

Topic 2 

I 

Internal 

Consensus 

Processes 

National political interest is an outcome (1) subjected to 

agreement among domestic stakeholders such as elites and CSO’s 

(particularly in Albania), and (2) reflects their conception of 

interest as well as that of the broader public. 

II 

External 

Consensus 

Processes 

National political interest reflects the situation of and the state’s 

position in the international arenas in terms of (1) legitimating in 

favour or against the ruling international interest of which the 

state is part of (the EU), and (2) the presence of powerful or weak 

external forces (such as other states) and the mechanism of the 

accessing state to coop with these. 

B 

Local Ownership 
(Lie, 2019; Chambers, 

1995; Cooke & Kothari, 

2001; Randel et al,  

2002; Economides, 

2020) 

The bottom-up approach of transferring the governmental ownership of legal 

implementation to local practicalities (in contrast to top-down conditionality), 

strengthening local engagement and involvement ultimately leading to (1) stronger 

commitment, (2) sensitised approaches, and (3) higher effectiveness. 

Topic 3 

I 

Original Owner’s 

Incentives 

The incentives of the original owner to transfer ownership could 

be (1) to “looking good” pretending to activate subordinates 

while remaining control, (2) participating in existing projects and 

therefore minimizing costs, or (3) empowering local people for 

their own independent analyses. 

II 

Voluntaryism & 

Developmentality 

True ownership only exists voluntary, meaning that if new 

owners are not acting voluntary, the original owner remains 

somehow ownership. For example via developmentality: the 

original owner has established other conditional mechanisms 

remaining control over those who gained freedom. 

III 

Mutual Credibility 

Both the new owner (local Albanian leaders) as well as the 

original owner (the EU/national Albanian leaders) must deliver 

to the progress, in realisable and pragmatic terms. Thus, while the 

accessing states implement the required legislation correctly on 

the one side of the implementation ladder, the actor on the other 

end must provide prospect and other promises as well. Beside 

effort, this requires trust in the relation on both sides. 

C 

Public Support 
(Economides, 2020; 

Gjaldbæk-Sverdrup, 

2023; Easton, 1975; 

Hobolt & De Vries, 

2016) 

The orientation of the general public on a broader level (rather than just governmental 

in the case of local ownership) towards the behaviour and/or attitude of an political 

actor (EU) determining whether to support that actor. Possible dependent variables are 

the (1) availability of information, (2) presence of interest in the issue concerned, (3) 

opportunities to engage in the process, (4) kind of support (fundamentally towards the 

EU as regime or specific for certain policies and actions of EU actors), (5) cost-benefit 

outcomes, (6) differences in identity (national attachment, strongness of and proudness 

on the identity) and cultural acceptance, (7) influence of intermediaries as media and 

political parties, and (8) national institutions’ performances (economically or 

politically) since citizens evaluate the EU through these lenses. 

Topic 4 

OTHER WAYS 

TO GAIN 

VOLUNTARYISM 

A not exhausting list of other tools for states to exercise power into the accessing 

process than showing their unwillingness. Anyway, the question remains to which 

extend a tool empowers a state with voluntaryism. 

Topic 5 
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(Gateva, 2014; 

Schimmelfennig, 1999; 

Filipescu, 2015) I 

Group Pressure 

The potential pressure extorted by different single states can be 

merged together if they have commonalities. Albania is accessing 

the EU in a wave together with (but still with their own accession 

speed) Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro, North 

Macedonia, and Serbia. 

II 

Unique Profile of 

States 

Every state has their own (1) opportunities and (2) difficulties 

which makes every relation somewhat new. Especially country 

specific opportunities can strengthen the negotiation position of 

a state since it could offer something that other does not have. 

III 

Other’s Rhetoric 

States can use another actor’s rhetoric to invite themselves 

around the table. The EU’s rhetoric focussed on ideology and 

core values. When a accessing is convinced that they have 

reached those values and could motivate that in terms of the EU’s 

own words, the EU has difficulties to ignore. 
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Appendix 2: Interview Questions 

General introduction 

Introduction:  

Topic 1 – Accession Fatigue: An Ambiguous Terminology 

Introduction: I would like to start with a little exercise. I brought four photos with me. 

Question: Could you describe what you see, what your thoughts are, and how you feel associated with 

the content of the photo? 

• Photo 1 ("accession"):  

 

Description: Albanians on the street with flags of Albania and the EU simultaneously. 

https://dims.apnews.com/dims4/default/a4f093a/2147483647/strip/true/crop/3000x2001+0+0/r

esize/599x400!/quality/90/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fstorage.googleapis.com%2Fafs-

prod%2Fmedia%2Faa6e628be89d4e04a2d0911ea8c25a64%2F3000.jpeg  

  

https://dims.apnews.com/dims4/default/a4f093a/2147483647/strip/true/crop/3000x2001+0+0/resize/599x400!/quality/90/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fstorage.googleapis.com%2Fafs-prod%2Fmedia%2Faa6e628be89d4e04a2d0911ea8c25a64%2F3000.jpeg
https://dims.apnews.com/dims4/default/a4f093a/2147483647/strip/true/crop/3000x2001+0+0/resize/599x400!/quality/90/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fstorage.googleapis.com%2Fafs-prod%2Fmedia%2Faa6e628be89d4e04a2d0911ea8c25a64%2F3000.jpeg
https://dims.apnews.com/dims4/default/a4f093a/2147483647/strip/true/crop/3000x2001+0+0/resize/599x400!/quality/90/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fstorage.googleapis.com%2Fafs-prod%2Fmedia%2Faa6e628be89d4e04a2d0911ea8c25a64%2F3000.jpeg
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• Photo 2 ("enlargement"): 

 

Description: The Albanian piece becomes part of the existing EU puzzle. 

https://as2.ftcdn.net/v2/jpg/01/37/39/69/1000_F_137396993_8KrFyP0iSMgkt17ky247b3ch2C

NeniTl.jpg  

 

Description: Europeanisation of the Balkan. 

https://thumbs.dreamstime.com/z/states-western-balkan-as-members-european-union-bosnia-

serbia-macedonia-montenegro-albania-colors-eu-metaphor-96934681.jpg  

  

https://as2.ftcdn.net/v2/jpg/01/37/39/69/1000_F_137396993_8KrFyP0iSMgkt17ky247b3ch2CNeniTl.jpg
https://as2.ftcdn.net/v2/jpg/01/37/39/69/1000_F_137396993_8KrFyP0iSMgkt17ky247b3ch2CNeniTl.jpg
https://thumbs.dreamstime.com/z/states-western-balkan-as-members-european-union-bosnia-serbia-macedonia-montenegro-albania-colors-eu-metaphor-96934681.jpg
https://thumbs.dreamstime.com/z/states-western-balkan-as-members-european-union-bosnia-serbia-macedonia-montenegro-albania-colors-eu-metaphor-96934681.jpg
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• Photo 3 ("fatigue"):  

 

Description: The Balkan states try to comply with the conditions set by the EU but are not able. 

https://bloximages.chicago2.vip.townnews.com/globegazette.com/content/tncms/assets/v3/edit

orial/e/e6/ee68288a-e02f-5207-a13c-

7f621d234c9b/59a35207c3ade.image.jpg?resize=1200%2C800  

• Photo 4 ("resistance"): 

 

Description: The Balkan puzzle piece refuses to change in terms as the EU puzzle wants (in 

contradiction to Central Europe). 

https://bloximages.chicago2.vip.townnews.com/globegazette.com/content/tncms/assets/v3/editorial/e/e6/ee68288a-e02f-5207-a13c-7f621d234c9b/59a35207c3ade.image.jpg?resize=1200%2C800
https://bloximages.chicago2.vip.townnews.com/globegazette.com/content/tncms/assets/v3/editorial/e/e6/ee68288a-e02f-5207-a13c-7f621d234c9b/59a35207c3ade.image.jpg?resize=1200%2C800
https://bloximages.chicago2.vip.townnews.com/globegazette.com/content/tncms/assets/v3/editorial/e/e6/ee68288a-e02f-5207-a13c-7f621d234c9b/59a35207c3ade.image.jpg?resize=1200%2C800
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Explanation: This exercise was related to the central concept of this research: the so-called “accession 

fatigue”. This means the candidate Member States’ behaviour and/or attitude joining the EU, not only 

in terms of inability but also considering their unwillingness to comply conditions due to the absence of 

the necessary political framework responding to the urgent geopolitical needs resulting in stagnation of 

the accession process. This term is an ambiguous one because of framing questionaries about the 

passivity and/or centrality of the actors. While the “accession” part empowers the joining states, in our 

case Albania, “fatigue” de-emphasises its role suggesting wrongful to “just” involuntary inabilities 

rather than actively developing positioning analysis on legitimacy sensitiveness. 

Reflection on exercise: 

• How do you reflect on this exercise trying to unravel the imbedded subjectivity within this term? 

• (Could you clarify that? How do you feel about that?) 

Moving forward: Now I would like to move on to the three compounds of this “accession fatigue”: a 

national question of incentive by applying the EU conditions while seeking to consolidate their own 

narrow  national political interest (topic 2), lack of local ownership (topic 3), and lack of public support 

(topic 4). 

Topic 2 – Accession Fatigue: National Politcal Interest 

Introduction: The first element of the “accession fatigue” is a question of incentives by applying the EU 

conditions while seeking to consolidate narrow “national political interest”. 

• In general, how do you think about the fact that there should be a question of incentives by 

applying the EU conditions while seeking to consolidate narrow national political interest? 

• (Could you clarify that? How do you feel about that?) 

Question primary benefits: For an international move such as engaging with EU accessing there must 

be primary state’s incentives at all. 

• Could you describe the benefits for Albania when starting the accession process? 

• Have these benefits changed over time? Why? 

• (Could you clarify that? How do you feel about that?) 

Question consensus: If an policy matter concerns political sensitivity such as security or foreign policy 

matters, and the state’s political environment is complex, consensus-based formulation of national 

political interests should suit the best. 

• Could you elaborate whether this relation (between the political sensitivity of the matter, the 

complexity of the political environment, and if the national political interest occurs via 

consensus) applies in the Albanian case of the accession? 

• (Could you clarify that? How do you feel about that?) 

Question internal process: 

• What are the most important domestic stakeholders in the process of consensus. To which extend 

reflects the consensus outcome their respective conception? 

• What about elites? And CSO’s? 

• Could you dive into the position of your own organisation? 

• And how is the conception of the broader public reflected? 

• (Could you clarify that? How do you feel about that?) 

Question external process: Besides the internal dynamics, the national political interest reflects also the 

situation of and the state’s position in the international arenas. 



L.P. Zandsteeg – s1146205 – 30-06-2025 – Master Thesis – Word Count: 32.180 

96 

 

• How would you describe the interest of the EU regarding the matter of accessing? And how 

reflects the national political interest of Albania this interest: in favour or against it? 

• Are there other forces, both other states and non-state actors, powerful and weak, in the EU 

arena dealing with when defining the national political interest? What are the Albanian 

mechanisms to coop with the presence of these forces? 

• (Could you clarify that? How do you feel about that?) 

Topic 3 – Accession Fatigue: Local Ownership 

Introduction: The second element of the “accession fatigue” is lack “local ownership”. This is the 

bottom-up approach of transferring the governmental ownership of legal implementation to local 

practicalities (in contrast to top-down conditionality), strengthening local engagement and involvement 

ultimately leading to (1) stronger commitment, (2) sensitised approaches, and (3) higher effectiveness. 

• In general, how do you think about the fact that there should be a lack of local ownership? 

• In Albania to which extend is there stronger local engagement and involvement to the 

implementation and EU accession accomplished? Stronger commitment? A more sensitised 

approach? And higher effectiveness? 

• (Could you clarify that? How do you feel about that?) 

Question original owner’s incentives: The original owner of the implementation of legislation, in our 

case the EU, could have different incentives to transfer: (1) to “looking good” pretending to activate 

subordinates while remaining control, (2) participating in existing projects and therefore minimizing 

costs, or (3) empowering local people for their own independent analyses. 

• With these 4 options in mind, which one or ones are most applicable to the approach of EU 

conditionalities to Albania? 

• (Could you clarify that? How do you feel about that?) 

Question Voluntaryism & Developmentality: 

• Are the "new" owners fully voluntary in his acting, so without the establishment of other 

conditional mechanisms by the original owner to remain control? 

• If negative: Could you describe these other mechanisms?  

• (Could you clarify that? How do you feel about that?) 

Question mutual credibility: Both the new owner (local Albanian leaders) as well as the original owner 

(EU) must deliver to the progress, in realisable and pragmatic terms 

• To which extend is this applicable for the EU-Albanian relation? 

• What delivers Albania? Correctly implementation of EU legislation? 

• What delivers the EU? Prospect for Albania? 

• Could you describe how trustfulness of the relationship between the EU and Albania? 

• (Could you clarify that? How do you feel about that?) 

Topic 4 – Accession Fatigue: Public Support 

Introduction: The last element of the “accession fatigue” is lack of “public support”. This element is 

closely related to the lack of “local ownership” but is not just related to the governmental (implemental) 

approach of the “accession fatigue”. The public support is the orientation of the general public on a 

broader level (rather than just governmental) towards the behaviour and/or attitude of an political actor 

(EU) determining whether to support that actor. 

• In general, how do you think about the fact that there should be a lack of public support? 

• What could be possible reasons for this? And what about the … 
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o (1) … availability of information? 

o (2) … presence of interest in the issue concerned? 

o (3) … opportunities to engage in the process? 

o (4) … kind of support (fundamentally towards the EU as regime or specific for certain 

policies and actions of EU actors)? 

o (5) … cost-benefit outcomes? 

o (6) ... differences in identity (national attachment, strongness of and proudness on the 

identity) and cultural acceptance? 

o (7) … influence of intermediaries as media and political parties? 

o (8) … national institutions’ performances (economically or politically) since citizens 

evaluate the EU through these lenses? 

• (Could you clarify that? How do you feel about that?) 

Topic 5 – Other Ways to Gain Voluntaryism 

Introduction: There are other tools for states to exercise power into the accessing process than showing 

their unwillingness. 

• Could you recall some of those tools relevant for Albania? To which extend does these tools 

empowers a state? 

• And how do you reflect on … 

o … group pressure together with candidate Member States as Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia? 

o … unique opportunities of Albania offering while negotiating? 

o … using the EU’s own rhetoric to invite yourself around the table? The EU’s rhetoric 

focussed on ideology and core values. When a accessing is convinced that they have 

reached those values and could motivate that in terms of the EU’s own words, the EU 

has difficulties to ignore. 

• (Could you clarify that? How do you feel about that?) 

Concluding 

Final statement:   



L.P. Zandsteeg – s1146205 – 30-06-2025 – Master Thesis – Word Count: 32.180 

98 

 

Appendix 3: Form of Informed Consent 

Also online accessible: https://fmru.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_bxCDURKrsXPXETc. 

Form for Informed Consent Research 
EU "Accession Fatigue" Albania 

 
 

Form for Informed Consent Research EU "Accession Fatigue" Albania 

 

Introduction This form regulates the informed consent for participating in the research 

whether the "accession fatigue" examined in the Western Balkan regarding the EU accession 

is present in Albania and how decolonial recommendation could be formulated to accelerate 

this process.  

 

More information? Would you like to have more details about the research? Please see the 

document attached! 

 

*document* 

 

Contact Details Do you have questions about the research content-wise or do you have 

concerns about the usage of data gained during the research process? Please do not 

hesitate to contact the researcher. 

 

Researcher: Lukas Zandsteeg (Master Student Human Geography) 

• E: lukas.zandsteeg@ru.nl 

• T: +31 6 372 968 96 

 

In case of unfortunate unavailability of the researcher, sustaining disagreements with the 

researcher, or serious concerns about the usage of data, the follow persons can be reached. 

• Supervisor Radboud University: O.T. Kramsch (Olivier) (olivier.kramsch@ru.nl) 

• Data Protection Officer Radboud University: R. Sarelse (Ronald) (myprivacy@ru.nl).  
 

 

https://fmru.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_bxCDURKrsXPXETc
mailto:lukas.zandsteeg@ru.nl
mailto:olivier.kramsch@ru.nl
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I confirm that ... 

• ... I have been informed about the research to my satisfaction, and in case of 

question I have had the opportunity to address them with satisfied answers 

subsequently;  

• ... I have had the opportunity to think thoroughly about participating in the research 

and therefore participate fully on a voluntary basis;  

• ... I acknowledge that the research aims to strike equal relations between the 

researcher and the respondents, and therefore I will try to see the researcher as such 

as well; 

• ... I am aware of benefits when participating the research as well as the possibilities 

for potential discomfort, inconveniences, risks, and harmful effects, even if these are 

negligible;  

• ... I will answer the questions asked honestly; 

• ... I will give my confirmation or disagreement content-wise about the transcription of 

the interview received afterwards.   

 

 

I agree that ... 

• ... the collected data are obtained for scientific purposes;  

• ... the collected data, raw, completely anonymous, and pseudonymised, will be 

stored for at least at least 10 years after the date of publication according to Radboud 

University's research data management policy;  

• ... the collected data, completely anonymous or pseudonymised, can be shared 

and/or reused by scientists to answer other research questions;  

• ... the collected data, completely anonymous or pseudonymised, can be used for 

societal purposes in favor of the targeted community of this research; 

• ... the interview will be held in English, and if needed with assistance of translation 

devices;  

• ... sound recordings may be made during interviews or other personal 

communication.  

 

 

I understand that ... 

• ... I have the right to withdraw my consent for the use of data at any time during the 

research process;  

• ... I have the opportunity to participate with this research on other terms than through 

an interview, such as reviewing language subjectivity, assessing the concepts and 
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methods, providing background information, and creating products in favor of 

community’s interest using qualitative data gained in this research;  

• ... I have the right to request access to the collected data, completely anonymous or 

pseudonymised, if the aim is in favor of the targeted community of this research;  

• ... I have the right to conclude an interview at any time (before and during the 

interview);  

• ... I will receive the final research report at the end of the research process, of which 

the conclusions may be used in favor of the community;  

• ... I have the right to lodge a complaint with the Dutch Data Protection Authority.  

 
 

 

Would you like to participate with this research on other terms than through an interview? 

Please select below on which way (multiple answers possible). If selected, you will be 

contacted via email. 

▢ Reviewing language subjectivity 

▢ Assessing the concepts and methods 

▢ Providing background information 

▢ Creating products in favor of community’s interest using qualitative data gained in this 

research, please explain! __________________________________________________ 

▢ Otherwise, please explain! 

__________________________________________________ 

▢ No interest 

 
 

 

As researcher, I guarantee confidentiality, anonymity, and assurance for all other (decolonial) 

ethical issues mentioned in this form or the document attached with a detailed description of 

the research. 

 

Name: Lukas Zandsteeg 

Date: February 20th 2025  

 

*signature* 

*document* 
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Taking into account the terms of conditions as stated in this form, I ...  

o ... give consent. 

o ... withdraw consent. 

 

 

Surname 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

Family name 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

 
Select date of submission: 

  

Month ▼ ………………. 

Day ▼ ………………. 

Year  ▼ ………………. 

 

 

Draw your signature or initials: 

 

 
Your email address (also for receiving a copy of this form): 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix 4: Selection of Photos of Albania Supporting this Research 

Skanderbeg Plaza, Tirana – 18-03-2025 BunkArt 1, Tirana – 29-03-2025 

  
Skanderbeg Plaza: the main “street” of Tirana. 

The white building is the National Historical 

Museum, residing in a monument to the 

Albanian communist leader Hoxha after WWII. 

Historical photo of Skanderbeg Plaza, during the 

inauguration of the Skanderbeg statue in 1968. 

Symbolical for the end of the Russian 

brotherhood, as this statue replaced Stalin’s. 

  

Related sections in research: Introduction 

Chapter 5; 5.1 

Related sections in research: Introduction 

Chapter 5; 5.2 

BunkArt 1, Tirana – 29-03-2025 BunkArt 2, Tirana – 08-06-2025 

  

Never-used – and thus unchanged – office for 

Hoxha in a bunker complex, just outside Tirana 

centre. One of the many complexes due to the 

paranoid attitude of Hoxha. Office is never used. 

Office for the Minister of Internal Affairs in a 

bunker complex, directly connected to the 

ministry in Tirana centre. In the left bookcase, 

books written by Hoxha – whose portrait is also 

visible. In the right bookcase, books written by 

Stalin – according to Hoxha the mentor of “true” 

communism. 

  

Related sections in research: 5.3 Related sections in research: 5.3 
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Namazhja Mosque, Tirana – 05-04-2025 Gjirokastër – 13-04-2025 

  
The biggest mosque in the Balkan, opened in 

2024. Before that time, the Muslim community 

felt marginalised in terms of religious buildings 

availability: there were several churches, but 

only a too small mosque. 

Kastle located in Gjirokastër, one of the two 

cities in Albania on the list of the UNESCO 

World Heritage Site because of its unique 

Ottoman heritage. 

  

Related sections in research: 2.6.1; 

7.5Enlargement Policy: Criteria, Process, and 

Methodology; 6.1; 9.1.1  

Related sections in research: 5.1 

Belgrade, Serbia – 21-04-2025 Bajram Curri – 04-05-2025 

  

Russian influence/revisionism in Serbia: 

souvenirs for sale with pictures of Putin. 

Political event organised by de democratic party, 

in the place of birth of the leader of that party in 

the north of Albania. On this moment the leader 

visited the city himself. 

  

Related sections in research: 6.1.1  Related sections in research: 6.3.3  
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Patok – 02-05-2025 BunkArt 2, Tirana – 08-06-2025 

  
On of the many flags of the USA visible in 

Albania. Just like here, mostly besides the flags 

of the EU and Albania. 

An overview and explanations of used 

surveillance techniques during the communist 

regime of Hoxha during its “isolation”. 

  

Related sections in research: 5.4; 6.2.1  Related sections in research: 5.3 

Bajram Curri – 04-05-2025 BunkArt 2, Tirana – 08-06-2025 

  

Engaging in a meeting with the Simba’s of 

Scouts Tropoja to exchange experiences and 

insights. But of course, sharing the same hobby, 

Manifest declaring the border rules during the 

communist regime of Hoxha during its 

“isolation”: e.g. no non-socialists norms and 

aesthetics in appearance and no 

counterrevolutionary literature. 

  

Related sections in research: 3.1.3  Related sections in research: 5.3 
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Tirana – 09-05-2025 Parku Europa, Tirana – 09-05-2025 

  
Pro-EU signs in the city centre in preparation of 

the up-coming meeting of the European Political 

Community (EPC) in Tirana on 16 May 2025. 

Pro-EU signs in the city centre in preparation of 

the up-coming meeting of the European Political 

Community (EPC) in Tirana on 16 May 2025. 

  

Related sections in research: too much to 

mention! 

Related sections in research: too much to 

mention! 

Prizren, Kosovo – 30-05-2025 Prizren, Kosovo – 31-05-2025 

  

One of the several souvenirs about Greater 

Albania, for sale in Kosovo. 

Location in Kosovo where the League of Prizren 

was established in 1878, the official start of a 

nationalist Albanian movement against the 

Ottomans. The place of an important moment of 

Albania’s history, lies thus outside Albania. 

  

Related sections in research: 5.1 Related sections in research: 5.1 
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Skanderbeg Plaza, Tirana – 07-06-2025 BunkArt 2, Tirana – 08-06-2025 

  
Skanderbeg statue by night after the tensioned 

football match in Tirana between the national 

team of Albania versus the national team of 

Serbia. The person on the statue shows the 

“Autochtonous” flag with Greater Albania. 

Picture of a video about the moment that the 

statue of Hoxha located at the Skanderbeg Plaza 

is being taken down. 

  

Related sections in research: Introduction 

Chapter 5; 5.1 
Related sections in research: 5.3; 5.4 

Brindisi, Italy – 16-05-2025 BunkArt 2, Tirana – 08-06-2025 

  

Passport control at the border crossing between 

Italy and Albania, from EU to Extra Schengen. 

Interactive piece of art at an special exposition 

about manipulation techniques during the 

communistic regime of Hoxha during 

“isolation”. 

  

Related sections in research: 9.1.3  Related sections in research: 5.3 
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Appendix 5: Interview Overview 

 Pseudonym(s) 
Organisation  

Type 
Position of Interviewee(s) 

Interview Date 

and Length 

Interaction 

and Place 

1 
Sindi 

Lendina 
NGA 

Senior Civil Servant 

Senior Civil Servant 

17th April 2025 

37,22 minutes 

Face-to-Face 

Office 

2 
Drita 

Ylbere 
CSO 

Project Director 

Project Officer 

23rd April 2025 

90,48 minutes 

Face-to-Face 

Office 

3 Zjarrta CSO Project Coordinator 
24th April 2025 

43,05 minutes 

Face-to-Face 

Public Space 

4 Ajkuna CSO Volunteer 
29th April 2025 

41,15 minutes 

Face-to-Face 

Public Space 

5 Blerta CSO Regional Coordinator 
5th May 2025 

43,51 minutes 

Video Call 

Online 

6 Emina CSO Regional Coordinator 
13th May 2025 

94,42 minutes 

Face-to-Face 

Office 

 


