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Normative Incongruence between EU Norms and  
the Albanian Political Elite: Explaining the Limited  
Effectiveness of EU Democratic Conditionality 

Sokol Lleshi  

Introduction  

The political project of integrating into the EU and of ‘returning’ to Eu-
rope after the fall of the communist regimes has been a shared goal of the 
post-communist countries in East Central Europe, including Albania. The 
initial waves of enlargement that incorporated the post-authoritarian socie-
ties of Spain, Portugal and later Greece buttressed to some extent the legit-
imacy of the democratic transitions in these countries. Yet, a more coher-
ent and explicit EU policy with regard to enlargement and the coupling of 
EU integration with certain concrete political, economic and social criteria, 
known as the Copenhagen criteria, appeared after the regime transitions in 
post-communist East Central Europe. The Copenhagen criteria became the 
cornerstone of what is known in the Europeanization literature as the EU 
conditionality effect relying on a combination of the EU normative ‘soft’ 
power and withdrawal of the EU membership promise if prompted by 
domestic conditions or when necessary. During the latest waves of the EU 
enlargement in East Central Europe, the EU has been effective in counter-
vailing the authoritarian tendencies in post-communist ECE such as in the 
case of the Meciar’s rule in Slovakia by postponing the reward of full 
membership and supporting and galvanizing the domestic transformations 
triggered by the civil society and the political opposition there. In most of 
the cases the European Union has conceived of the conditionality policy as 
an effect of the soft power. In this paper I argue that the effect of EU po-
litical conditionality in transforming the features of the polity of the Alba-
nian post-communist regime is less effective and successful. A different 
mechanism of making effective the political conditionality would be more 
appropriate. Rather than having as main and the only interlocutors the po-
litical elite and representative of state institutions, the EU representatives 
could consider incorporating pertinent local societal actors of the aspiring 
EU accession country. On the other hand, the paper presents the unin-
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tended consequences of the prevailing mechanism of the political condi-
tionality as it is exerted in the case of Albania.  
 
Contrary to other cases where there have been intractable conflicts, histori-
cal legacies, or an influential presence of Euroskepticism, that would ex-
plain the limited efficacy of the EU political conditionality, Albania consti-
tutes a case where there is a widespread support for the EU integration. 
There is no political articulation of alternative projects instead of the EU or 
of anti-EU position. Therefore, the paper tries to explain the weakening 
effect of the EU normative power in the case of Albania by looking at the 
dynamic of the interaction between the local political elite and the EU rep-
resentatives and institutions. The claim of the paper is that the inefficacy or 
the weakening of the normative power of the EU is explained by the ambi-
guity of the political discourse of the ruling elite, which constitutes the 
main actor of the negotiations and dialogue between the EU and the Alba-
nian society. As a corollary to this claim, the short-term or even mid-term 
expectations of the EU regarding the effect of EU conditionality and of the 
reforms to transform and democratize the society, with the intention to 
bring Albania closer to the European standards and institutions, falter due 
to the incongruence of the normative values and due to the limited effect 
of the mechanism for exerting political conditionality that the EU uses.  
 
Plausible alternative theoretical explanations regarding the not so successful 
role of the EU is the one that argues for a discrepancy between the domes-
tic process of legitimation of the democratic regime in Albania and the 
legitimating effect coming from the EU integration process1. I agree with 
the argument that the process of EU political conditionality entails an itera-
tive and two-level legitimating playing field which includes a domestic and 
an external actor type of normative intervention that aims to enhance or 
orient the local domestic legitimation. However, I argue that this discrep-
ancy and the two-level playing field is a central dimension of the EU condi-
tionality which intends to externally induce political , economic reforms 
that would lead to ‘goodness of fit’ or normative congruence. In this re-
spect, I explain in this paper the inefficacy of this working practice of the 
EU political conditionality within the theoretical boundaries of the compet-

                                                 
1  Kajsiu, Blendi: Down with Politics!: The Crisis of Representation in Post-communist 

Albania. In: East European Politics and Societies, 2/2010, pp. 229-253.  
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ing perspectives rather than providing a critique from a perspective outside 
of the prevailing paradigm, which also yields valid analytical arguments.  
 
In order to delineate and explain this particular case, I rely on the concep-
tual framework of constructivism and the logic of appropriateness2 (March 
and Olsen 1989) in relation to the effect of the EU conditionality. Thus, 
the long-term effects of EU conditionality and in particular its weaknesses 
cannot be fully explained by the rational-choice model of credibility of 
commitments on behalf of the EU, and the ‘stick’ and ‘carrot’ frame of 
interaction. I concede that there are other more suave explanatory models 
based on the rational choice perspective, yet the empirical case shows that 
there is a degree of entanglement in a long process of interaction that dis-
plays a continuous pattern of normative incongruence. This empirical con-
dition calls for a revision of the standard applied model to induce democra-
tization, change and reforms. I delineate the political elite as the central 
domestic actor for various reasons. The dominant structure of the negotia-
tions between the EU and Albania renders priority to the political elite. On 
the other hand, the institutional mechanisms such as electoral rules, and the 
parliamentary system favor the dominance of a stable two-bloc system 
dominated by the Socialist Party in the left-of center spectrum and the 
Democratic Party in the right-of center spectrum. On the other hand, to 
some extent due to the communist rule, there is an assumed legacy of weak 
civil society3 in East Central Europe, including Albania. One could argue 
that the structure of the civil society in Albania is such that there is no sus-
tainable and consistent presence of autonomous loci of action that coun-
tervail the political society.  
 
This paper uses the method of critical discourse analysis in order to tease 
out the framing and the normative underpinning done by the political elite 
with regard to the stated goal of EU integration. Henceforth, to understand 
how the EU is depicted and how the EU’s role is constructed discursively 
by the central political actors that are part of the interaction pattern with 
the EU institutions, I analyze the speeches of the main political leaders 

                                                 
2  March, James G. and Johan P.Olsen : Rediscovering Institutions: The Organizational 

Basis of Politics. New York 1989.  
3  Howard, Marc Morje: The Weakness of Post-communist Civil Society. In: Journal of 

Democracy, 1/2002, 157-169. 



170 

when they were in government given that they shape and direct the domi-
nant ideological framework within their respective political parties and gov-
ernment. At the same time, the same method is used to reveal the underly-
ing normative framework that European Union uses in the progress reports 
and other institutional documents when referring to the processes of re-
forms and the needed transformations that country such as Albania has to 
go through to approximate the EU membership according to the Copen-
hagen criteria.  
 
The following sub-sections of the paper present an overview of the case, 
and then concentrate on the last five to six years that include two different 
governments, which yet despite certain nuances reflect a similar ambiguity 
with the EU integration project. On the other hand, the context of this 
normative ambiguity of the political elite by expressing a general commit-
ment to the EU project of integration and at the same time mobilizing an 
anti-bureaucratic or populist rhetoric is the context of the EU economic 
crisis and the internal dynamic of the European Union. Nonetheless, the 
normative incongruence with the values of the EU in terms of norm-
compliance has been a constant feature of the Albanian political class. The 
other sections explicate the process of entanglement of the EU institutions 
positioned across party lines such as the EU Parliament representatives, 
following the local party politics cleavages and divisions in Albania. The 
final section draws the conclusions and ramifications of the limited ineffi-
cacy of the EU normative power in this two level playing game character-
ized by dissonance.  

Catching up the EU Train or Following Fivergent Trajectories  

A year later after the 1989 revolutions in East Central Europe, Albania 
experienced its own regime transition. The main motto of the students’ 
protests in 1990, which triggered the move from liberalization to democra-
tization, was: ‘Make Albania like Europe’, which has been a catchy slogan 
and at the same time the recognition of the non-democratic and un-
Europeanness nature of the past communist regime. It was to some extent 
the same demand of the post-communist East Central Europe for the ‘re-
turn to Europe’. Very early after the democratic transition, Albania profited 
from the PHARE Program and took advantage of the EU-Albania free 
trade relations that dominated the initial interaction between the European 
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Union and Albania. A number of other EU financing and donor programs 
were developed in Albania, within the framework of the Western Balkans 
and the Stabilization and Association Agreements, such as CARDS, and 
IPA. During this process towards EU integration, one could mention the 
entering into force of the Stabilization and Association Agreement in 2009, 
the liberalization of the visas for the Albanian citizens in 2010, and the 
granting of the candidate status in 2014.  
 
Despite these landmarks in the process of EU integration, one could hardly 
notice a substantial change or a leap forward. It has typically been the case 
that the turnover in government has been considered as a sufficient feature 
of an acceptable functioning of democratic institutions, given that through 
elections, albeit their continuous limitations, political competition or con-
flict could be resolved peacefully. In these critical moments, the EU institu-
tions have rewarded the Albanian state and representatives with the signing 
of milestone agreements or providing further support in the way towards 
the EU membership. However, the concrete effects of political conditional-
ity have been limited. The Albanian political class since the initial elections 
of 1991 and 1992, after regime change have had limited success in organiz-
ing free and fair elections, whose legitimacy had been disputed or ques-
tioned by the opposition with the exception of those cases in which there 
had been a turnover in government. On the other hand, as most of the EU 
progress reports on Albania indicate continuously, the political competition 
in Albania and the party system institutionalization albeit stable is charac-
terized by political polarization that can stem partly from the mobilization 
of the regime divide4 and from the absence of a social learning process of 
mutual recognition and cooperation between the political elite.5 The Alba-
nian political elite can be characterized as fragmented political elite.6 It is 
precisely the political polarization features which stupefy the EU institu-
tions and their representatives that make EU institutions reiterate in the 
progress reports the urge for political cooperation, mutual recognition and 
using existing democratic institutions as venues of political dialogue. The 
                                                 
4  Grzymala-Busse, Anna: Coalition Formation and Regime Divide in New Democracies: 

East Central Europe. In: Comparative Politics, 1/2001, pp. 85-104. 
5  Dawisha, Karen and Stephen Deets: Political Learning in Early Post-Communist 

Elections. In: East European Politics and Societies, 4/ 2006, pp. 691-728. 
6  Higley, John and Jan Pakulski: Elite Power Games and Democratic Consolidation in 

Central and Eastern Europe. In: Historical Social Research, 1/1999, pp. 292-319. 



172 

paper shall explain in the following sections, through the method of critical 
discourse analysis, the EU normative conceptualization of inducing change 
in the absence of an effective agency in required political transformations. 
This contradiction rests on the incomplete accountability mechanisms of 
the EU with regard to the required transformations within the Albanian 
society. Furthermore, the paper shall explain the unintended consequences 
of the mechanism for exerting the EU political conditionality in the case of 
Albania. The EU political conditionality mechanism instead of inducing 
incremental change in the direction of fulfilling the Copenhagen criteria, in 
the case of Albania has produced a divergent outcome from the intended 
aims.  

Conceptual Framework: Long Term and Stable Effects Instead of 
Short Term Crisis Management  

The EU political conditionality as part of its normative external policy, 
sometimes dubbed as ‘soft power’, has been central to the European Un-
ion’s enlargement policy and in particular in aiming to transform the poli-
ties of the non-EU aspiring members. EU as a normative power means as 
Ian Manners says, “The EU acts in a normative way in the international 
system.”7 In general, the standard theoretical frameworks that analyze the 
process of compliance with the EU political conditionality emphasize the 
importance of EU credibility with regard to the rewards for membership 
once the aspiring non-EU states do comply with the conditions. The credi-
bility of the EU and its commitment to bring candidate or aspiring coun-
tries closer to the EU is also understood as the commitment to withhold 
the reward once the prospective EU members are in breach of the demo-
cratic conditionality. Schimmelfenning and associates define in this way EU 
political conditionality: “Democratic conditionality is the core strategy of 
the EU to induce non-Member States to comply with its principles of legit-
imate statehood.”8 The question remains to what extent the political condi-
tionality is effective in producing the transformative change in the non-EU 

                                                 
7  Manners, Ian: Normative Power Europe: A Contradiction in Terms? In: Journal of 

Common Market Studies, 2/2002, p.239. 
8  Schimmelfennig, Frank, Stephan Engert and Heiko Knobel: Costs, Commitment and 

Compliance: The Impact of EU Democratic Conditionality on Latvia, Slovakia and 
Turkey. In: Journal of Common Market Studies, 3/2003, p.495. 
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member states. The theoretical model devised by Schimmelfenning and 
associates introduced certain conditions in order to test the effect of the 
political conditionality. One of the defining features of the cases under 
investigation, such as Slovakia under Meciar, Latvia and Turkey prior to the 
rise of the AKP party, includes the presence of a “significant conflict be-
tween EU rules and the initial situation in the candidate countries”.9 On the 
other hand two broad mechanisms are identified as channels through 
which EU-induced transformation goes through, namely, the intergovern-
mental level and the transnational level according to Schimmelfenning et.al. 
There is an assumption that East Central European post-communist coun-
tries have weak civil societies and as a consequence the interactions of the 
European Union institutions with the state and political elite is more appo-
site and could produce results under certain conditions. Nonetheless, in the 
Albanian case we experience a situation in which the EU has hardly re-
nounced its commitment and credibility with regard to rewarding EU 
membership to Albania and the interaction between the Albanian political 
elite and the EU has not yielded positive results through time. What is im-
portant to note, is that there is no substantial conflict as in previous cases 
in the Albanian case. I mean that the Albanian case represents more a po-
larized, albeit stable party system, and has moved away from the conditions 
of competitive authoritarian regime of the mid 1990s, that would make 
Albania similar to the Slovak case under Meciar’s rule. It is for these above-
mentioned reasons that the theoretical framework based on the “rein-
forcement by reward”, intergovernmental channel of interaction, and the 
cost benefit analysis hardly explains the ineffectiveness of the EU political 
conditionality and its mechanisms in the case of Albania.  
 
The European Union institutions have been consistent in using the “rein-
forcement by reward” mechanism, in a piecemeal manner, in the case of 
Albania when they have approved the signature of the Stabilization and 
Association Agreement after the turnover in power in 2005, and granted 
their approval to the candidate status of Albania for EU membership a year 
after the 2013 elections, which also constituted a change in government. 
Nonetheless, the concrete effect of this mechanism has been low given that 

                                                 
9  Schimmelfennig, Frank, Stephan Engert and Heiko Knobel: Costs, Commitment and 

Compliance: The Impact of EU Democratic Conditionality on Latvia, Slovakia and 
Turkey. In: Journal of Common Market Studies, 3/2003, p.501. 
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the transformative reforms have either protracted or stalled after the mate-
rial incentives. The problems have remained the same such as the absence 
of political consensus among the Albanian political elite, albeit shared ideo-
logical goal of making Albania an EU member, the inability to hold free 
and fair elections which are not disputed, and the politicization of the pub-
lic administration, as well as the nonchalance towards the procedural di-
mensions of democratic rule and the rule of law. These features of the Al-
banian polity have been present across all the different ruling parties in 
government. Schimmelfenning and associates (2003) explicate that one of 
the plausible reasons for the absence of compliance with the EU condi-
tionality includes the costs of compliance to “the government’s domestic 
power bases, and its core political practices for power preservation.”10The 
social bases of the political parties if we may use this term do not object to 
the EU accession process of the country. I would argue that to some ex-
tent, the transformative reforms that would bring Albania closer to the 
“principles of legitimate statehood”11 might not be consistent with the core 
political practices of the political parties or the political elite. I would sug-
gest to broaden the notion of political practices and not to link it specifical-
ly with interest-based costs. In this regard, power ruling political practices 
have been rather similar in Albania, despite manifesting a rhetoric of dem-
ocratic redemption and of modernization prior to obtaining power. The 
ruling political practices reflect rather a cultural practice of the Albanian 
ruling elite as part of their political culture. As a consequence, juxtaposing 
the normative framework of the EU’s policy narrative and discourse of 
democratization with the actual ruling practices of the local elites and the 
“inconsistent compliance”12 will respond to the main question of interest of 
this paper. Therefore, a different theoretical and conceptual framework 
based on constructivism and socialization effects is considered when ana-
lyzing the interaction between the normative inducing mechanisms of the 

                                                 
10  Schimmelfennig, Frank, Stephan Engert and Heiko Knobel: Costs, Commitment and 

Compliance: The Impact of EU Democratic Conditionality on Latvia, Slovakia and 
Turkey. In: Journal of Common Market Studies, 3/2003, p.499. 

11  Schimmelfennig, Frank, Stephan Engert and Heiko Knobel: Costs, Commitment and 
Compliance: The Impact of EU Democratic Conditionality on Latvia, Slovakia and 
Turkey. In: Journal of Common Market Studies, 3/2003, p. 495. 

12  Freyburg, Tina and Solveig Richer: National Identity Matters: The Limited Impact of 
EU Political Conditionality in the Western Balkans. In: Journal of European Public 
Policy, July, 2008, p.5.  
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EU and the political elite, which remains only ideologically committed to 
the EU accession project.  
 
A central tenant of constructivism in international relations and in social 
research consists of the role of norms, values and cultural practices in de-
termining or orienting concrete actions of the agents. It is a shared under-
standing that the EU operates as a normative power. In this respect and as 
a consequence EU’s representatives refer to the main pillars of a democrat-
ic European Union, in their official discourse or official documents such as 
progress reports. This paper, besides scrutinizing the cultural practices of 
the Albanian ruling elite and the persistent unresolved issues with regard to 
the democratic legitimacy, rule of law, and inconsistent compliance with 
EU conditionality, scrutinizes as well the role of the EU and its effect in 
the absence of a successful compliance in the set of ambiguous cases, as 
the Albanian case. As a result, the following sections of the paper reveal the 
contradiction between the normative power of the EU and the non-
normative mechanisms of ‘reinforcement by reward’, which has been the 
basis of the political conditionality mechanism. This particular contradic-
tion and the ineffectiveness of the inter-governmental channel of interac-
tion used by the EU indicate the absence of an adequate domestic political 
transformative agency. Most scholars and students of the South Eastern 
Europe argue that EU conditionality has been less effective with this region 
than with the Central Europe. “Yet so far, EU membership has not moti-
vated Balkan leaders very strongly to undertake the necessary reforms as 
was the case in CEE, where regime transformation had been peaceful.”13 
Other local scholars as well reiterate the same contradiction: “It [EU condi-
tionality] has proved unable to sustain reform and to generate local consen-
sus about the need for reform.”14 Henceforth, the financial and material 
rewards on the path to the EU accession, as well as the prospective EU 
membership as a central reward had not been that effective in the case of 
the South East Europe and Albania in this case. Before suggesting further 
strategies of improvement, among those already existing, I consider that 
                                                 
13  Börzel, Tanja and Thomas Risse: One Size Fits All! EU Policies for the Promotion of 

Human Rights, Democracy and the Rule of Law. In Center for Transnational Studies 
Foreign and Security Policy 2004 p.3. 

14  Anastasakis, Othon and Dimitar Bechev: EU Conditionality in South East Europe: 
Bringing Commitment to the Process. In: South East European Studies Program, 
2003, p.3. 
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the constructivist perspective and the socialization effect provides a better 
analysis of the problematique and at the same time enhances the possibili-
ties of a long-term transformative effect of the EU political conditionality 
rather than achieving short-term goals that are not sustainable.  
 
As a democratic-norm promoter the European Union’s effect in democra-
tization and the emergence and consolidation of ‘legitimate statehood’ is 
confounded in those cases where the effect of the democratic transition has 
been successful and where democratic rule remains the “only game in 
town” prior to or simultaneously with the inducement of the EU demo-
cratic conditionality. As a consequence, in the countries of Central Europe 
such as Czech Republic, Hungary or Poland the material rewards of EU 
membership and the financial assistance had no substantial singular effect 
on the democratization process. In those cases where the EU institutions 
were facing authoritarian or populist governments, such as in Slovakia, the 
political conditions proved incompatible and costly for the governing elites. 
Yet, the democratic opposition in Slovakia and the Slovak civil society con-
stituted that part of the society and of the political society whose normative 
values resonated with the EU norms on the rule of law, democracy, human 
rights and the protection of the minorities. As Milada Vachudova rightly 
emphasizes this dimension of the EU democratic conditionality’s dynamic 
in a local context of non-democratic rule: “the conduits for international 
influence on domestic politics were the electorate and the opposition, not 
the government.”15 The constructivist and socialization conceptual frame-
work explains this concrete convergence between the civil society, political 
opposition and the EU institutions’ normative framework in this way: “…it 
matters for the success of socialization to what extent the actor being so-
cialized identifies with the norm promoting actor and vice versa, and the 
extent to which such identification extends to the domestic level.”16There-
fore, the paper builds on this theoretical framework to identify the success, 
or inconsistent compliance with EU democratic conditionality in the case 
of Albania. In the following empirical section, I identify the pertinent ac-
                                                 
15  Vachudova, Milada: The Leverage of International Institutions on Democratizing 

States: Eastern Europe and the European Union. In: Robert Schuman Center for 
Advanced Studies, 2001, p.5. 

16  Flockhart, Trine : Complex Socialization and the Transfer of Democratic Norms. In: 
Flockhart, Trine (Eds.): Socializing Democratic Norms: The Role of International 
Organizations for the Construction of Europe. Basingstoke 2005, p. 47. 
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tors involved in the interaction between EU institutions and domestic local 
representatives in relation to the accession process. A more explicit con-
ceptual definition of successful socialization is provided in this formulation: 
“The key determinant for a successful and robust socialization process is 
clearly ideational closeness between the socializee and the socializer”17 
Hence, this conceptual term purports a normative congruence between the 
EU institutions, inducing the transformation through political conditionali-
ty mechanisms, and the domestic actors of different levels. The “rein-
forcement by reward” understanding of the EU conditionality mechanism 
implies certain pragmatic rational calculations of political elites that even 
when they do not share fully the normative values of the EU, they can 
comply with the EU political conditionality. “Political actors in the target 
countries then calculate whether the rewards offered by the international 
organization are worth the costs of adaptation. If the welfare or power 
balance is positive, they comply.”18 It turns out that in cases of non-
democratic rule or in the presence of illiberal practices the “reinforcement 
by reward”, which implies even a strategic compliance19, works in a nega-
tive sense. Thus, in these cases even a strategic compliance that belies the 
lack of normative congruence, such as in Turkey and Slovakia, does not 
actually materialize. In this respect, two important observations are to be 
made. The first observation relates to the limited effect of the political 
conditionality mechanism that gives priority to the political elite through 
high level dialogue between EU and the domestic political elite, under con-
ditions of incomplete compliance or limited normative congruence of the 
ruling elite with the EU norms. The second observation is related to condi-
tions under which the EU democratic conditionality can positively affect, in 
the long term, the domestic process of democratization and the process of 
EU accession of candidate member countries. Henceforth, the social 
mechanism, and the socialization effect accompanied by more inclusive and 

                                                 
17  Flockhart, Trine : Complex Socialization and the Transfer of Democratic Norms. In: 

Flockhart, Trine (Eds.): Socializing Democratic Norms: The Role of International 
Organizations for the Construction of Europe. Basingstoke 2005, p. 58. 

18  Schimmelfennig, Frank, Stephan Engert and Heiko Knobel: Costs, Commitment and 
Compliance: The Impact of EU Democratic Conditionality on Latvia, Slovakia and 
Turkey. In: Journal of Common Market Studies, 3/2003, p. 497. 

19  Pridham, Geoffrey: The EU’s Political Conditionality and Post-Accession Tendencies: 
Comparisons from Slovakia and Latvia. In: Journal of Common Market Studies, 
2/2008, p. 376. 
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various mechanisms better explain and predict compliance with the EU 
political conditionality, under certain conditions.  
 
It has been a defining feature of the EU conditionality mechanism that it 
precludes sanctions in case of noncompliance and nor does it provide “re-
inforcement by support”.20 This dimension of the EU conditionality indi-
cates the normative grounding of this mechanism. On the other hand, the 
main interlocutor of the EU institutions has generally been the government 
of the day in an aspiring EU accession country. The socialization and 
norm-diffusion theoretical model substitutes the cost benefit calculus with 
“ideational closeness” between the socializee and the socializer, in this case 
EU institutions, or domestic epistemic communities acting as socializers 
and pertinent domestic actors acting as socializes.21 This paper builds on 
this particular framework and the disaggregated model in order to explain 
under what conditions EU conditionality mechanisms can be effective and 
what implications there are for transforming the domestic reality of the 
aspiring non-EU members. The standard EU framework of interaction 
with the domestic actors, which includes primarily the political elite, is a 
top-down, asymmetrical and hierarchical framework.22 According to the 
social constructivist model of norm-diffusion and norm-abiding behavior 
the interaction between the EU institutions and the domestic actors follows 
a different structure and practice from the asymmetrical and hierarchical 
framework:  

“In the absence of uniform criteria for the evaluation of compliance and applica-
tion of sanctions in case of violation, a cooperative and process-oriented approach 
allows to develop a common understanding of the behavioral requirements under 
the Copenhagen criteria. Socialization also appears to be more promising…”23 

                                                 
20  Schimmelfennig, Frank, Stephan Engert and Heiko Knobel: Costs, Commitment and 

Compliance: The Impact of EU Democratic Conditionality on Latvia, Slovakia and 
Turkey. In: Journal of Common Market Studies, 3/2003, p. 497. 

21  Flockhart, Trine : Complex Socialization and the Transfer of Democratic Norms. In: 
Flockhart, Trine (Eds.): Socializing Democratic Norms: The Role of International 
Organizations for the Construction of Europe. Basingstoke 2005, p.58. 

22  Börzel, Tanja and Thomas Risse: One Size Fits All! EU Policies for the Promotion of 
Human Rights, Democracy and the Rule of Law. In: Center for Transnational Studies 
Foreign and Security Policy 2004 p.3. 

23  Börzel, Tanja and Thomas Risse: One Size Fits All! EU Policies for the Promotion of 
Human Rights, Democracy and the Rule of Law. In Center for Transnational Studies 
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Thus, the scope of the actors involved is not limited to the political elite 
and it is not a bilateral interaction, but it involves other actors that have a 
say at different levels of the public administration, at the civil society, epis-
temic communities, and even those that are identified as “anti-system”24 
social groups that contrary to the ambiguous positions of the governmental 
elites, support the EU norms and standards. In more concrete terms, the 
process of interaction and the role of the actors involved according to this 
particular model, to which this paper subscribes to, follow this script: 
“…which strategies [of socialization] are utilized, how salient the socializa-
tion norm set is with the receiver of socialization”,25 and the extent to 
which the socializing agent is able to access the domestic political system of 
the socializee and able to build “winning coalitions” that can ensure the 
adoption of the new norm set in terms of policy and daily behaviour.26 
Henceforth, rather than a standard assumed interaction model between the 
political elite and the EU, this model allows for the creation of a wining 
coalition and different points of access to the adamant or ambiguous ruling 
elite. In this respect, one could identify the differences between the posi-
tions or discursive frameworks and normative values of the domestic actors 
as well as the possibilities for different coalition-formation alliances. To 
some extent, this perspective albeit mainly analytical has normative under-
tones and implications.  

EU’s Limited Rffectiveness when Inducing Political Conditionality: 
Norms Devoid of Transformative Agency  

In this section of the paper I analyze the discursive framework of the EU 
institutions’ official documents that are related to the EU enlargement poli-
cy and to the mechanisms of political conditionality as expressed in pro-
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gress reports and strategy papers. The EU has included different level of 
actors and units in assessing and monitoring the compliance with the EU 
political conditionality and the acquis communautaire. In the case of the 
Western Balkans and Albania, important actors and units include: the EU 
enlargement commissioner, the High Level Dialogue Unit between the 
aspiring candidate country representatives and the EU representatives, the 
EU delegation in Albania and low level working groups. The standard prac-
tice of EU interaction with domestic actors, as described in the above sec-
tions of the paper, involves mostly the political elite. The position of the 
political elite in Albania towards EU accession is rather ambiguous and a 
bane in the success of the EU transformative project. The analysis of the 
official documents of the EU such as yearly progressive reports is useful in 
delineating and scrutinizing the underlining values and norms that the EU 
basis its project of norm diffusion and EU conditionality in the aspiring 
accession countries. On the other hand, the analysis of discursive articula-
tions of monitoring process and steps for improvement reveals a contradic-
tion. The EU demands democratic transformation to the political elite 
which at the same time exhibits normative incongruence with the EU val-
ues. The discursive articulations of the short-term and long-term goals of 
the necessary changes identified by EU institutions appear to be more 
moral invections rather than sequential processes and steps that have dis-
aggregated responsible agencies to implement locally the induced and nec-
essary democratic transformations.  
 
A central tenant of the EU enlargement policy concerning the Western 
Balkan countries is stated explicitly in the official documents:  

“The Western Balkans is a particular challenge for the EU. Enlargement policy 
needs to demonstrate its power of transformation in a region where states are weak 
and societies divided. A convincing political perspective for eventual integration in-
to the EU is crucial to keep their reforms on track.”27  

The EU is aware that the Balkans and in particular, Albania, constitute a 
challenging test for the compliance with the EU conditionality. The official 
documents indicate that the main strategy of the EU remains the rewarding 
or withholding of membership status: 

                                                 
27  Communication from the Commission: 2005 Enlargement Strategy Paper 2005, p. 2. 
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“Moreover, the Commission is prepared to recommend the suspension of progress 
in case of serious and persistent breach of the EU’s fundamental principles, or if a 
country fails to meet essential requirements at any stage.”28 

As the prevailing theoretical perspectives on the working of EU condition-
ality show, the EU does not impose sanctions but simply delays the reward 
of candidate status, and more importantly the membership, in case key 
short term and long term priorities are not met. The middle-level mecha-
nism of monitoring the approximation towards compliance with EU politi-
cal conditionality is that of the European Partnerships which  

“…identify the short and medium-term priorities for each particular stage of the 
pre-accession process. The countries should respond to the priorities proposed by 
the EU with their own corresponding Action Plans without delay.”29  

The EU seems to be, given the current applied interaction framework, less 
equipped with establishing norm-diffusion and norm-behavior compliance 
of the pertinent decision-making domestic actors. The legal accomplish-
ment of the priorities proposed by the EU is appreciated by EU institutions 
and seen usually as an indication of progress.  
 
The EU is baffled by the continuous lack of compliance in more substan-
tial issues that relate to political conditionality in the case of Albania. In 
most of the reports, the EU reiterates the concern for rule of law and dem-
ocratic institutions that need to be present in the candidate countries.  

“Membership requires that the candidate country has achieved stability of institu-
tions guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, human rights and respect for and 
protection of minorities.”30 

The EU continues to refer to the “reinforcement by reward” and with-
drawal of the reward as a central mechanism:  

“The Commission considers that negotiations for accession to the European Union 
should be opened with Albania once the country has achieved the necessary degree of 
compliance with the membership criteria and in particular the Copenhagen political cri-
teria requiring the stability of the institutions guaranteeing notably democracy and rule 
of law.”31  
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One of the symptoms identified by the EU institutions in the case of Alba-
nia includ: 

“Parliamentary institutions do not function properly. Political dialogue is confron-
tational and unconstructive...The public administration’s legal framework and the 
civil service system are mostly in line with European standards and practices. How-
ever, proper implementation of the legal framework is a concern and the public 
service is very politicized, lacks transparency in appointments…”32 

Concerning the general electoral process in Albania the Commission con-
tinues to identify, similar to the OSCE reports, the same issues of concern:  

“The June 2009 elections were assessed by OSCE ODHIR as meeting most of the 
international standards and being an improvement on the past practices. However, 
shortcomings were identified and a number of recommendations were made for 
future elections including the politicization of processe.”33  

The EU representatives and institutions in the progress reports on Albania 
and on other official documents, as shown in this section of the paper, do 
identify the divergence between the EU norms and the institutional or rul-
ing practices in Albania. However, by analyzing the discursive frame used 
by the EU’s representatives in the official documents, this paper claims that 
the EU does not identify a concrete transformative agency or it implies a 
continuous central role of the Albanian political elite. The normative invec-
tives presented in the official discourse of the progress reports are con-
structed in the passive voice. Nor do they delineate a path of sequential 
steps of how the implementation of the transformation is about to occur. 
On the other hand, the open coordination method that has been recently 
applied by the EU in certain policy areas is not part of the mechanisms of 
interaction in the case of the EU political conditionality. The discourse 
used reveals a hierarchical mode of interaction between the EU and the 
domestic society.  
 
When referring to the political criteria of the EU conditionality, discursively 
the EU official documents indicate that more approximation towards EU 
norms and practices should be happening, although there is no concrete 
mentioning of transformative agency. “A more constructive cross-party 
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dialogue remains to be ensured. Constructive dialogue in parliament and its 
technical bodies needs to be ensured.”34 Thus, the EU defines certain pro-
cesses that need to take place, such as a continuous consensual type of po-
litical dialogue between the political parties and a more democratic and 
accountable functioning of the parliament. However, the same political 
groups and actors that are devoid of normative congruence with the EU 
values are called upon to make these changes. Furthermore, the EU does 
not in any form become involved, nor other societal actors in inducing 
these transformations. It is in this sense that the contradiction appears be-
tween the standard mechanism of political conditionality and the expected 
diffused norms.  
 
Another facet of the incomplete democratic practices not in line with the 
EU normative values and practices is related to the public administration in 
post-communist countries, and particularly in Albania. The neutral rule-
bound practice of the public administration that approximates the Weberi-
an ideal-type bureaucracy is one of the normative goals of EU political 
conditionality, albeit a long history of its emergence in Western Europe. 
The EU official reports articulate discursively in this way the necessary 
steps that would cover the gap:  

“Further efforts are needed to ensure the professionalism and depoliticization of 
independent institutions. Albania should examine the possibilities for introducing 
harmonized provisions on the appointment and dismissal of heads of independent 
institutions.”35  

Even though the report takes on a more concrete language and terms, the 
moral invective type of discursive articulation remains:  

“In order to fulfill the key priority on public administration reform, in the coming 
year, Albania should in particular: continue to demonstrate transparent and merit-
based recruitment and dismissal of civil servants in all state institutions in order to 
achieve the objective of a professional and depoliticized public administration.”36 

An alternative mechanism or practice that would induce long-term trans-
formations within the public administration would be the identifying and 
including an epistemic community or middle-level ranks within the public  
 
                                                 
34  Commission Staff Working Document: Albania Report 2015, p.6. 
35  Ibid. 2015, p.7. 
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administration that in interacting with the EU could act as norm diffusion 
actor or as a constituency part of the winning coalitions limiting political 
intervention.  
 
In the next section of the paper, I discuss the discrepancy between the ide-
ological, or better say the rhetorical commitment of the Albanian political 
elite to EU accession and the ambiguity of their political discourse on the 
position of Albania towards the EU project and enlargement. Albeit the 
economic crisis and the internal dynamics of the EU has not waned the 
attention and commitment of the EU to reward the steps to accession 
membership for Albania, the representatives of the Albanian political elite 
has changed the political discourse with regard to the EU integration pro-
cess by presenting an ambiguous commitment to integration process after 
the financial crisis. Henceforth, the normative incongruence between the 
political elite and the EU norms is reflected also in the political discourse 
besides the actual ruling practices that lack norm-binding behavior.  

The Ambiguity of the Political Elite’s Commitment to the EU: 
Neither firm Democrats nor real Europeanists  

A persistent problem in the Albanian case has been the incomplete legiti-
macy of the elections, which according to the international monitoring in-
stitutions have not obtained the standard democratic features of existing 
polyarchies as yet. A fragmented political elite and the polarized party sys-
tem has not eased the process of approaching the consolidation of a demo-
cratic regime. The EU institutions and representatives as well as other in-
ternational organizations have continuously identified these features of the 
political system as a problem to be overcome. The European press that 
covered the last parliamentary elections of 2013 mentions this persistent 
issue:  

“Since the end of Albania’s communist rule in 1991, the impoverished country of 
2.8 million people has never held an election deemed fully free and fair, and failure 
again would further set back its ambitions to join the European Union.”37  

                                                 
37  Albania Election Marred by Fatal Shootout (24 June 2013). <http:// 
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accessed on 29th June 2016. 
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The electoral administration is run by political parties’ representatives and 
not by independent individuals. Certain autonomous individuals in the so-
ciety that have been deeply involved in the process of EU integration of 
Albania, thereby constituting to some extent an epistemic community root-
ed in civil society, have expressed their recognition of the issue and at the 
same time raised criticism towards the EU stances: “Brussels still has time 
to speak the truth to on Albania and to put pressure on the ruling elite to 
do its job”38, says an Albanian journalists that covers EU. Henceforth, the 
absence of mutual recognition of political parties as legitimate competitors 
(reference of the authors) has eroded the legitimacy of the political system. 
Nonetheless, main political parties remain the usual interlocutors of the EU 
institutions.  
 
The Albanian political elite has reinstated frequently its objective of inte-
grating the country into European Union. However the rhetorical com-
mitment to EU integration is contradicted by the recent political discourse 
articulated by the apex of the political elite on the European Union and 
what does it mean to make Albania European. The advent of the economic 
crisis and the backsliding to authoritarianism in some of the EU members 
has been accompanied in Albania with a change in the political discourse 
that borders on populism and anti-technocratic rhetoric. Europeanizing the 
Albanian polity is discursively constructed by the political elite as a process 
of modernization and catching up with the Western model of political de-
velopment rather than as a process of democratization, democratic legiti-
macy and institutional building. At the same time, Albanian representatives 
purport to be defenders of an ever closer Union, which resembles a feder-
alist project of the European Union. Nonetheless, the way EU integration 
of Albania is conceived by representatives of the political elite differs from 
the standard model of interaction between EU institutions and the domes-
tic local elite that is entailed in the EU political conditionality mechanism. 
During the years 2012-2013, a period which coincided with the hundred 
anniversary of the independence of the Albanian state, the center-right 
government was involved in a reversal of its main political discourse. Less 
than a year ahead of parliamentary elections of 23rd June 2013, the Albanian 
Prime Minister, Sali Berisha, articulated a political discourse that evaded the 
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theme of Europeanization and focused on what he considered to be an 
emergence of Albanophobia, a suave populist theme with nationalist un-
dertones. In a straightforward manner the Democratic Party leader presents 
its nationalist ideology, which in fact sounds rather populistic.  

“The national issue is the polar star of the program of the Democratic Party. Those 
who believe that we could have a different priority other than the national Albani-
an issue are very much mistaken.”39 

Thus the nationalist issue displaces the efforts of democratizing the Albani-
an polity as part of the process of EU accession. Putting at center stage of 
the political discourse and public discussions the assumed threat to the 
regional stability by Albanophobia, a term coined by Berisha, appears to 
have been a strategic move to avoid accountability and to take advantage of 
the crisis in Europe.  
 
The understanding of the process of EU integration by the center-right 
political leader is rather incomplete and narrow and it does not reflect or 
abide to the EU normative practices and values. The EU accession and the 
steps toward such as the granting of the candidate status is considered as 
linked to economic development and modernization.  

“Candidate status means hundreds of millions of euro of free investment from the 
European Commission, for roads, schools, hospitals in order for Albanians to live 
and have the infrastructure of European citizens.”40  

The alleged modernization model of the center-right political project dur-
ing 2009-2013 governing mandate was tied to the construction of roads, 
highways and schools. This particular framework dominated an important 
part of the political discourse of the center-right apart from the economic 
policy of flat tax. In this respect, the political leadership of the center-right 
did not reflect a real awareness of what complying with the EU model and 
Europeanizing the country meant.  
 
The political discourse of the center-left leadership, namely the current 
socialist Prime Minister, during the current crisis, is more suave and rich yet 
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it remains ambiguous, and reflects still a normative incongruence with the 
democratic conditionality’s induced norms. The project of Europeanization 
of Albania is discursively framed as an extensive project of modernization 
and state-building, which confounds the process of democratization and 
consolidation of democratic institutions. A novel theme of this particular 
ambiguous and contradictory political discourse is the idea of building Eu-
rope in Albania rather than catching up with Europe, in this case European 
Union. This particular narrative on the process of EU accession and inte-
gration of Albania is constructed on the basis of a convergence with the 
Federalist project of European Union externally and an ‘autarkic’ model of 
let-us-build Europe alone in our country, domestically. Whereas in the first 
political project of center-right, the nationalist theme took center stage sub-
stituting the EU integration ideological commitment manifested earlier, the 
second political project maintains the ideological commitment to EU ac-
cession yet suggests, to some extent, a sui-generis process that delinks Al-
bania from the standard monitoring mechanism of EU democratic condi-
tionality.  
 
The commitment to the EU integration is presented by making references 
to lofty terms such as dignity, freedom and peace, which makes it difficult 
to assess in concrete terms the commitment to Europeanizing the country. 
The actual ruling practices of the political elite and the persistent problems 
with the legitimacy of the elections belie the rhetoric of commitment. In 
order to enforce the endorsement of the EU accession of Albania, the cen-
ter-left party leadership makes references to the utmost ever closer Union 
project that of a federal Europe. “For our government, the journey to Eu-
ropean Union is a journey to prosperity in peace, freedom and dignity.”41 
When presenting the case of his commitment to the EU integration, the 
Prime Minister says: 

 “Thus, my country’s determination to join the EU and our attachment to its 
founding principles, are related to the will to contribute to the success of a brilliant 
international project; a European Union that already contributes to the prosperity 
of millions…”42  

                                                 
41  Rama, Edi: Albania’s European Renaissance In: Kriesky Forum for International 

Dialogue 12. May. 2014.  
42  Rama, Edi: Albania’s European Renaissance In: Kriesky Forum for International 

Dialogue 12. May. 2014. 



188 

The socialist center-left leader positions itselfe with those actors that de-
mand more Europe rather than the current way of administering the EU. 
However, demanding more Europe or a more ‘political Europe’ is linked 
indirectly to the accession of Western Balkans and Albania in the EU, as a 
corollary. When asked what steps need to be made for Albania to be part 
of the European Union, the center-left leader responds by arguing that: 
“Europe should not be afraid of being Europe. [The process] is not about 
learning. It is about integrating. There is no learning as such. Integration 
leads to change.”43 In this respect, in the hierarchy of values the process of 
integration is ranked higher in this political discourse compared to the pro-
cess of learning and sharing of experiences, which is more about non-
hierarchical diffusion of norms and socialization.  
 
The accession process of Albania to the EU is considered and presented as 
interlinked with the stability of the EU project. This particular discourse 
uses an anti-technocratic and anti-bureaucratic populist stance towards the 
EU, finding the solution to the EU accession and continuity of the EU 
project to the notion of the political will manifested in a political Europe 
rather than technocratic Europe. This particular bifurcation between a 
technocratic and a political Europe is a misconception given that European 
Union is a different kind of entity compared to a nation-state. It is at this 
particular juncture of the discursive articulation that the center-left project 
is conceived as that of building Europe in Albania parallel to the expected 
EU’s political will and courage to integrate Albania into the EU.  

“I could not be on such a train [the idea of catching up to Europe], because to me 
as an Albanian, Europe is not a destination besides us, beyond us, or external to us. 
Europe is a destination within us. …it is about change, it is about transformation; it 
is about building Europe in Albania; it is our inner journey.”44  

It might be the case that the commitment to the EU values has increased 
the awareness of a part of the political elite to comply with certain demo-
cratic practices that are at the core of the EU project. That remains to be 
seen through time. Nonetheless, the project of building Europe in Albania 
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seems to reflect isolationist undertones and weakens the control mecha-
nism of the EU with regard to the transformation process. The socialist 
Prime Minister explains in more concrete terms what he means by “build-
ing Europe in Albania”: “To us Europe is the daily democracy in our coun-
try; the state institutions that ensure liberties and equality of opportunities; 
a strong civil society.”45 The current problems that relate to the state of 
democracy and the politicized public administration are not mentioned. 
The ‘bureaucratic’ dimension of the EU is to be blamed for the absence of 
the political will of the EU to move forward, which includes the enlarge-
ment as well. Considering inappropriate the metaphor of the train, the so-
cialist Prime Minister opposes EU bureaucracy: “Which train wasn’t I on? 
The one made of well-filed papers that are required by Brussels, but are 
rarely matched by the reality of the country or the quality of democracy?”46 
Thus the daily democracy of a country does not match with the democratic 
conditions in the existing EU member countries. The implied meaning is 
that the EU is demanding too much of a democracy in a country with a 
weak democratic polity. According to this particular discursive frame on 
EU integration and the EU project it seems that one option would be to 
leave the country on its own in building its democratic institutions. The 
other option would have been for the EU to recognize still the political 
elite as the main interlocutor given the claimed value commitments to the 
EU project and its role as the sole modernizer of the country without mak-
ing a distinction between intermediary autonomous institutions, representa-
tives and the institutions of the political society. In this respect, the political 
project of building Europe in Albania entails in both situations a limited 
leverage of the EU institutions in the process of EU integration under 
conditions of fragmented and polarized political elite.  
 
The model of modernizing the country takes center stage within the narra-
tive of EU integration of Albania and is confounded with the process of 
democratization. Contrary to the limited understanding of modernization 
related mostly to infrastructural investments, the discursive trope of mod-
ernization in the center-left political discourse is rather more sophisticated.  
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“If we look back at history and see our past in relation to the challenge of integra-
tion, which ultimately is neither more nor less but the challenge of building a mod-
ern state, with functioning institutions to implement a democratic constitu-
tion…”47  

Another facet of the modernization project is related, according to this 
discourse, to the capabilities to respond to globalization effects.  

“I always say that the fantastic thing about integration process is the process itself, 
not the end of it, because it is the only process I know and that I can imagine that 
can force a country to modernize.”48  

Thus, the political elite understands the process of Europeanization as 
modernization, which could allegedly resonate with the political culture of a 
backward country, in which the intellectual elite has claimed the monopoly 
of modernizing the country compared to Europe. It might be said that the 
political elite does not possess entrenched democratic norms and visions, 
or the process of expanding democratic rights and contestation could chal-
lenge their ruling practices. What is important to note is the fact that the 
modernization project does not converge with the Europeanization project 
as conceived by the EU institutions.  
 
Despite the commitment to the EU integration, at least rhetorically, the 
center-left discourse presents another dimension, which is related to the 
fatigue of complying with the EU conditions, and technical processes. Ex-
pressing the belief in the European identity of Albania the center-left leader 
presents its concerns about the slow process of the integration of Albania 
into the EU.  

“…on behalf of a great dream, which is the dream of European Albania and that 
of the concrete materialization of our European belonging, a belonging which is 
not only spiritual, cultural, and geographical, but is also a belonging to the Europe-
an Union table…”49  
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When talking figuratively about the celebrations of the European Day, the 
Prime Minister says: “It will be a long day, but everything done with the 
European Union cannot be but long. The European Union works on long 
terms, and we are already used to this.”50 
 
There is a long record of non-democratic practices by the dominant ruling 
political elite in Albania, which contravene with the foundational values, 
norms and practices of the European Union, or at least those stated in the 
Copenhagen criteria. Recently, probably propelled by the uncertainty of the 
financial crisis, extensive migration and internal dynamics with the EU, the 
Albanian political elite which possesses an un-accountable and unchal-
lenged position domestically, embarked on a change of the political dis-
course that does not reflect more Europe, but either an altogether different 
project based on national issue, or a drift away from Europe, presenting a 
peculiar version of domestic Europeanization. The rift between the main 
political parties in Albania is reflected also in the European Parliament 
where the Socialist Party group allies with the center-left in Albania and the 
representatives of the European People’s Party allies with the center-right. 
This has transposed the domestic conflict unintentionally at the European 
stage. This feature of the interaction between the political elite in Albania 
and the political parties at the European Parliament is an indication of the 
weakness of the current mechanism of interaction between the EU and  

Conclusion  

The structured process of EU democratic conditionality has been based on 
few foundational concepts such as the ‘reinforcement by reward’ and the 
withdrawal of membership status instead of ‘reinforcement by support’ as a 
default mechanism. On the other hand, the second important practice of 
the EU democratic conditionality in inducing transformation or change 
within the aspiring non-EU member is the mode of interaction between 
EU institutions and the domestic society. The interaction mode tilts to-
wards intergovernmental channel that favors the political elite as the main 
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interlocutor, whereas the transnational channel is used with low frequency 
and at certain critical moments, if at all. I those cases of non-democratic 
regimes that display authoritarian features the EU institutions have opted 
to withhold the membership status. The ‘reinforcement by reward’ has not 
usually propelled strategic and rational calculations on behalf of non-
democratic leaders to comply with the EU conditions. As the empirical 
cases of past EU enlargement show, EU has had to find different configu-
ration of supporting actors and social groups in the process of democratic 
transformation and consolidation in those societies to reverse the status-
quo of the authoritarian rule. In this respect, the reinforcement by reward 
mechanism works in a negative way in non-democratic regimes. Further-
more, the ineffectiveness of this standard mechanism of EU conditionality 
in the difficult cases indicates that the rational choice expectation of cost 
and benefit analysis is insufficient.  
 
The main assumption has been that in those aspiring candidate countries 
where there is an intractable conflict with the criteria of the EU political 
conditionality, the cost and benefit calculus of pertinent actors shall prevail. 
In this paper, I argue that even when the EU institutions are consistent on 
exerting the political conditionality and express their commitment to EU 
accession of aspiring candidate countries and where conditions of authori-
tarian backsliding are not present, the reinforcement by reward and the 
intergovernmental channel appears limited in its effectiveness. The case of 
Albania provides the necessary empirical material to test the effectiveness 
of the standard mechanisms of the EU in inducing transformation and 
democratic consolidation in the way towards EU accession of the country. 
The focus on negotiating and interacting solely or primarily with a political 
elite whose dominant representatives have ambiguous positions with regard 
to EU integration and the foundational norms, due to the lack of norm-
abiding behavior, has proved to be one of the pitfalls for the limited and 
protracted effectiveness of the EU conditionality.  
 
The paper has displayed the contradictions of the normative dimension of 
the EU institutions when involved in inducing change through the condi-
tionality mechanism, which contradicts the normative discourse used in the 
official documents of the European Union. Henceforth, the paper propos-
es the socialization theory as an explanatory framework of the limited ef-
fectiveness through time of the EU normative power as evidenced in the 
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case of Albania. This paper has aimed to demonstrate that the normative 
incongruence between the EU foundational values and practices and the 
domestic political elite norms and practices has produced a long and inef-
fective process even followed by unintended consequences such as the 
transposition of the divisive political cleavage of the Albanian politics with-
in the EU institutions such as the EU parliament along ideological lines. 
The emergence of the economic crisis and the internal dynamics of the EU 
have made more evident the incongruence or the rift between the main 
interlocutor of the EU, namely the political elite, and the pertinent EU ac-
tors and institutions involved through the standard mechanisms of induc-
ing compliance and change.  
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