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Introduction
By the time Albania, alongside the Republic
of North Macedonia, received the green light
to proceed with accession negotiations, the
enthusiasm for the decision was dampened
by the growing coronavirus crisis. Albania had
spent all its celebration reserves beforehand
having expected a positive decision repeatedly
in 2018 and then 2019. Having put in place an
ambitious, comprehensive and even disruptive
justice reform the country believed to have
deserved the integration milestone earlier
and blamed delays on the skepticism of
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certain member states. However, this does not
tell the full story. Albania’s track record has
been blemished by a raging conflict between
political parties deeply rooted in old enmities
of transition.

Albania’s track record has been
blemished by a raging conflict
between political parties deeply
rooted in old enmities of transition.

The culture of zero-sum game and the quest
for the annihilation of the political opponent,
something that ties directly to the legacy of the
communist regime, has thrown the country
into the throes of political crisis and boycotts
almost in a cyclical repetitive mode. This in
turn has involved the international community
in the role of mediator and has strengthened
a microclimate of dependency on the side of
internal actors to proceed with any reforms.

Albania is an important country in the region of
the Balkans given its influence in developments
in Kosovo and in other states where Albanians
live such as Montenegro, North Macedonia and
southern Serbia. The Albanian foreign policy
has been mostly constructive and in line with
the priorities of western foreign policy, mainly
the United States and the European Union. In
addition, Albania’s influence is curtailed by
deficiencies and weaknesses at home. However,
this has not prevented an array of actors from
the temptation of engaging in nationalistic talk.
This paper seeks to present and interpret the
key features of Albania’s political positioning
inside and outside its borders and put forward
some predictions about the future related to its
regional role.

The heavy burden of the past
Experts often overlook the hefty baggage that
Albania caries on its shoulders due to the
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historical experiences the country has gone
through. There are four historical legacies that
have influenced Albania having the longest
post-communist transition.

Experts often overlook the hefty
baggage that Albania caries on
its shoulders due to the historical
experiences the country has gone
through.

Firstly, there is the legacy of the Ottoman Empire.
Albanians’ mistrust towards state institutions
and the concept of state in general, has some
roots in their experience as part of the Ottoman
Empire. Living in the western periphery of the
Empire, where news and events from the capital
in Istanbul needed weeks to arrive, even by
the standards of the 19th and the beginning of
the 20th century, for the common Albanians at
the time the state was too far away. Therefore,
Albanians, especially those living in the
countryside, where the absolute majority still
lived at the time, enjoyed a considerable level of
autonomy in their everyday life. Furthermore, the
mountainous parts of Albania in the north and
the south had enjoyed local autonomy for almost
centuries. The ‘’state’’ was almost always absent,
except when it needed taxes and participation in
war. For this reason, local particularisms were
too frequent which prevented the creation of a
cohesive idea of the state and this concept was
replaced by that of the clan.

Secondly, it is the lack of democratic experience
in the period between the First and the Second
Word War. Albania’s experience from the
independence in 1912 and world war years had
been mostly chaotic, between rapidly changing
state institutions from a parliamentary republic
to presidential republic to finally a monarchy
and also internal strife resulting in rebellions
and outside intervention. Contrary to other
Communist Bloc countries like Poland, Hungary
and the Czech Republic, which had seen brief

who saw themselves as partial beneficiaries
and those who were outright persecuted by
the regime. The rift was then transferred into
the transition time and altered into a polarized
society even though the division lines did
not correspond to the past but were drawn
and redrawn by opportunistic behavior. For
example, many of the founders and leaders of
the Democratic Party came from the intellectual
part of the former Labour Party, while the
Socialist Party as the continuation of the Labor

Thirdly, it is the communist experience.
Communism by its explicit and implicit violence
and propaganda and the intolerance of any
other political power or point of reference,
eradicated any buds of civic consciousness and
the religious moral authority, which had an
important influence in the private lives. This
moral authority was replaced by the communist
ideology. The Stalinist regime created by Enver
Hoxha, subdued the country for almost five
decades and isolated it much like today’s North
Korea. Albania missed out a half a century of
social and economic development, compared
even to other socialist countries like Yugoslavia.
Its citizens, often poised one against the other
by Secret Services, acquired and forged hard
habits of mistrust to institutions and internal
fighting to limited resources for survival. Also,
the dictatorship opened a rift between those

Fourthly, it is the beginning of the transition
period. Contrary to what happened in Poland
with Solidarnost and in the Czech Republic
with Vaclav Havel, in Albania the dissidents,
those who in these other countries had guided
the moral fight against communism, didn’t
come to power. One of the main reasons why
this didn’t happen was that it was almost
impossible to be a dissident and alive at the
same time during Enver Hoxha’s regime. Any
public dissatisfaction with the regime, even
the smallest one, was punished by death. That
is why almost five decades of the communist
dictatorship, by eradicating every last possible
political opposition and every last moral
authority, left behind a total political and moral
vacuum at the moment when the Labour Party
and the regime it had created and maintained
for five decades, came crashing down, a vacuum
which Albania ever since has struggled to fill.

periods of democracy in the inter-war period,
Albania never experienced such experience
since its independence in 1912.
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Party was also led and directed by former
members of the Labour Party.

And the new government and administration of
the first years didn’t help much in this regard.
While the communist regime had closed
politically and physically the country and its
citizens, the new Democratic Party government
tried to be ‘as open as possible’. They created
almost an anarchic situation where taxes were
rarely paid and property rights were frequently
violated, instead of stable institutions. The
attempts for building institutions and the basis
of a real democratic system were bypassed ‘in

the name of freedom’ which was missing during
the communist regime and were also bypassed
‘in the name of economic development and
personal wealth’, which was also missing during
the communist times.

The evergreen aggressive polarization
The heavy burden of the past legacy has directly
affected the chances of democratic evolution of
the Albanian system. Albania has rarely seen
peaceful transition of power and almost never
experienced fully free and fair elections. The
electoral process is ‘the crucible of contention’
and this goes beyond the technical faults of
the electoral system chosen. It stems from the
glaring lack of political will by the parties to
play by the rules. Since political power is often
the root of economic and media power too, the
result of elections is seen as decisive for who
gets to rule and not to govern.
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Even though Albanians are famous
for their religious harmony and
tolerance, this doesn’t apply to
politics.
Even though Albanians are famous for their
religious harmony and tolerance, this doesn’t
apply to politics. In politics there is a monolithic
view inherited from the communist past
where the governing party must do anything
to maintain power. Losing power is perceived
as a tragedy. This created the basis for the
manipulation of elections, which has plagued
Albania since the 1996 parliamentary elections,
when the Democratic Party in power at the
time made massive vote manipulation which,
combined with the failure of the shadow
financial organizations, led to the 1997 armed
conflict and the falling down of the state
and its institutions. This has caused such a
huge economic and social damage that the
country has seen its fragile accomplishments
vanish before its eyes. Later on in the early
2000, the polarization has taken the shape of
endless boycotts and sabotages of integration
milestones with both sides taking turns into
putting sticks in the wheels of the national
project of EU accession. Albania has become
the illustration of the saying that in the Balkans
“the history proceeds as in a folk dance; one step
forward two steps backward.”

This mentality has persisted in almost every
parliamentary and local election until now.
Only in the case of total electoral defeat like in
2005 and 2013, an Albanian Prime Minister has
resigned and left power peacefully. A somewhat
close electoral result is a justification for the
government to do almost anything to retain
power. For a political party to win an election
and be comfortable in government, the other
party should totally lose, while this losing party
doesn’t accept the possibility that it can lose
and consequently does everything to obstruct
the normal functioning of government.

Regional aspirations
Foreign policy, despite being generally within
the lines defined by the West, has presented
numerous occasions for political leaders and
actors to boost their credentials both with
their electorate and most importantly with the
international community, as well as to hide
internal deficiencies. This situation has required
from the political class to play a double role, of
the nationalist at times inside the country and
of the internationalist abroad.

Foreign policy, despite being
generally within the lines defined by
the West, has presented numerous
occasions for political leaders and
actors to boost their credentials...
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While Albania is continuously being praised for
its foreign policy in the region, by maintaining a
balance between Euro-Atlantic aspirations and
nationalist temptations to interfere in Kosovo
and North Macedonia, in the internal political
arena this nationalist rhetoric has been almost
always present.

The Democratic Party has always utilized the
‘’Kosovo issue’’ to gain political credentials,
while at the same time maintaining the
Euro-Atlanticist rhetoric for international
consumption. But in general, during the
Democratic Party government the main lines
of neutrality towards the internal politics of
Kosovo and North Macedonia were maintained.
On the other hand, the Socialist government has
changed somehow the foreign policy towards
Kosovo and North Macedonia. This has been
done in three ways: firstly, contrary to the
previous governments, the current Socialist
government has been engaged in normalization
of relations between Albania and Serbia, taking
sometimes even a personal aspect between
Rama and Vucic. This normalization has been
seen in Kosovo as a bypassing of Kosovo itself
and its own normalization with Serbia.
Secondly, contrary to the past, the current
government has taken clear sides in the political
camp in Kosovo, by preferring one high official
against the others. This has continued with
almost a paternalistic attitude towards Kosovo

and its government by telling the Kosovars
explicitly where they are wrong in their foreign
policy.

Thirdly, also contrary to the past, the current
socialist government has interfered in the
internal North Macedonian politics, not only
by organizing and influencing the Albanians’
demands, but also by building a closer
relationship with one of North Macedonia’s
main parties, and consequently taking sides
clearly.
Finally, these three aspects have given to the
current Prime Minister Edi Rama the impression
that his operating field has increased from a
national level which is neutral to the foreign
policy of the third countries in the region, to a
regional level which in cases even determines
the internal politics of neighboring countries
like Kosovo and North Macedonia.

In lieu of a conclusion
The majority of conditions that are now
imposed to Albania to kickstart the first and
second intergovernmental conference with the
EU, and operationalize the start of the accession
negotiations, have to do with the conduct of
free and fair elections and with the completion

of the justice reform. Both the electoral
reform, supposed to institutionalize the rules
of the game and put in place accountability
mechanisms for rule infringers, as well as
the concrete result of the justice reform, are
obstructed by both the legacy of the past
authoritarian or even tyrannical regimes and
the experience of the most recent transition
years that has consistently fueled polarization
and collision.

The successful conclusion of the
integration process with the
accession of the country in the
family of European Union member
states is seen by the overwhelming
part of the population as the final
and happy end of the transition
period.

The successful conclusion of the integration
process with the accession of the country in the
family of European Union member states is seen
by the overwhelming part of the population as
the final and happy end of the transition period.

Albania will have to leapfrog qualitatively away
from these impediments in order to achieve
this dream.
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