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Introduction

What should be done to end the drama in which the 
Albanian question is trapped?’1 This question, 
posed by the Republic of Albania’s Academy of 

Sciences in its Platform of 1998 on the resolution of the national 
issue, was ‘answered’ twenty years later by the Prime Minister of 
Albania - and answered twice.

The first occasion was on 18 February 2018, during the jubilee 
festivities for the tenth anniversary of Kosovo’s independence. 
Speaking in a plenary session of the Kosovo Parliament, Albania’s 
Prime Minister proposed the election of a common President for 
Albania and Kosovo.2 This entirely unexpected proposal only 
reinforced the stillness of the parliamentary chamber, decorated 
with the national red and black flag which is officially that of the 
Republic of Albania. The surprise of the Republic of Kosovo’s 
120 deputies, and almost all of Tirana’s political ‘celebrities’, 
likewise present in the solemn session, their attempts to stifle 
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their surprise, and the occasional ironic smile from political 
representatives from both sides of the border, demonstrated that 
the proposal was merely an idea of Albania’s Prime Minister, 
without consultation in Tirana or in Pristina.

The second was on 26 November 2018, during a joint 
meeting of the governments of Albania and Kosovo in Peja. 
Albanian Prime Minister Rama suggested to the Kosovo’s 
Prime Minister that their respective Ministries of Foreign Affairs 
should begin work for the preparation of a strategic document 
for the unification of Albania with Kosovo in 2025. Taken by 
surprise, Kosovo Prime Minister Haradinaj - host of the joint 
gathering - accepted in front of the media that they had indeed 
discussed ‘the preparation of an analytic, strategic document 
covering how they would progress towards 2025’ and what the 
Albanian perspective in the Balkans would be,3 but without 
referring to unification of the two states.

During the last twenty years these have been the only two 
proposals coming from Albanian state institutions, following 
the Platform of the Academy of Science made public in 1998. 
In that platform, labelled a treaty of Albanian nationalism for 
the ‘realization of a Greater Albania’, to the question of what 
should be done to resolve the drama of the Albanian national 
issue, the Academy of Sciences replied: ‘The only solution is 
urgent intervention by the International Community to oblige 
Belgrade to recognize the Republic of Kosovo as an independent 
state and… one open to both Serbia and Albania.’4 At that 
time, twenty years ago, the Academy proposed an independent 
Kosovo as the maximal objective in the resolution of the national 
issue, including that reference to openness in both directions. 

But what has occurred to influence Albania’s attitude to the 
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objective of the Academy of Sciences? Why, twenty years after the 
liberation of Kosovo from Serbia and ten years after the declaration 
and recognition of an independent Kosovo, was Albania seeking 
unification? What has really transpired in relations between the 
two states? Is unification the common future of the two states, and 
are the two of them ready for such a thing?

At the strategic level, Albania and Kosovo perceive their 
common future as members of the European Union, and this 
is mentioned ever more frequently. During the past six or seven 
years, meanwhile, the idea of the unification of the two states - or 
of national unification - has been ever more present in political 
discourse in Albania and in a series of initiatives undertaken 
chiefly by the Albanian government.

Beginning in 2014, Albania and Kosovo organized inter-
governmental meetings, an initiative first proposed by authorities 
in Tirana.5 None of the many agreements signed in those 
meetings, including the agreement for strategic partnership, 
refers explicitly to the unification of the states. Nevertheless, the 
cumulative effect of the scenography of such meetings, colorfully 
decorated with national symbols, where political leaders speak 
in ambiguous terms of the nation, the common future and 
unification6, coupled with reports on plans for open borders 
and a common customs union7, is such that it lends strength to 
the idea that the future of the two states lies in their unification.

In parallel with the bilateral relations between Albania and 
Kosovo, there appears to be another context nourishing the 
narrative of union or national unification: Albania’s relations 
with the European Union, and in particular the sense of stasis, 
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if not indeed backwards steps in the process of the country’s 
European integration. The thesis that besides union with 
Europe, there is an alternative possibility of ‘union of Albanians 
among themselves’, seems to appear with ever greater frequency 
in the political narrative in Albania.8 When two years ago, in 
November 2018, the Albanian Prime Minister asked the Kosovo 
Prime Minister that their Foreign Ministries should begin to 
prepare a strategy for union by 2025,9 the principle argument 
for union had to do with the European Union’s unwillingness to 
move the integration process forwards with Albania and Kosovo. 
Such approaches accordingly have the air of both revenge and 
pressure, if not indeed blackmail, in response to that lack of will.

However it may be, the notion is growing in the country 
that national unification might be an alternative to Albania’s 
European integration. Should ‘Europe close her doors to 
Albania’ then the option of pan-national union would remain, 
meaning principally unification with Kosovo.

Besides this context, the idea of unification continues to be 
sustained by two related arguments. The historical argument 
suggests that the Albanian nation and lands were divided 
unjustly, and that national unification would redress an historical 
injustice and finally resolve the Albanian National Question.

The second argument has to do with the viability of the 
Albanian state. The reason why Albania historically has been and 
remains a weak state, barely viable or functional, is ‘the division of 
the nation and the fragmentation of its territories’. The unification 
of all Albanians and all Albanian lands would facilitate a functional, 
strong and competitive state, would guarantee economic progress 
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and would increase the country’s political and diplomatic might, 
and the weight of the Albanian nation.

Meanwhile, the theory of a union on the basis of religion 
continues to circulate in the international media. According to this 
thesis, the EU’s refusal to accept Albania - a country with a Muslim 
majority - will increasingly encourage it to cohere in an Islamic axis 
with other countries of the same faith, first of all Kosovo.10

Regardless of the cause, the fact remains that the issue of an 
Albania-Kosovo unification is becoming ever more prominent.

Historically, the notion of Kosovo’s union with Albania, 
represented as the resolution of the national question, has 
been exclusively the preserve of nationalist/populist circles, 
predominantly concentrated in the Albanian diaspora and 
which yielded no influence in shaping governmental policy. Yet 
over the last five to six years, the idea of unification has become 
part of the political narratives of significant political parties and 
has attracted significant media coverage. During this period, 
public support for unification has grown to a surprising - even 
spectacular - degree. Were there to have been a referendum in 
Albania in 2018 on the question of union, 74.8% would have 
voted yes to it.11 Were this referendum to have been held in 
Kosovo, proponents of unification would still have won but 
with a smaller total, 63.9%.12

Whither Albania and Kosovo?

This study offers a critical review of the issue of unification 
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between Albania and Kosovo, attempting to answer the following 
questions: Are Albania and Kosovo heading towards unification? 
Is union of the two states truly desirable? Why should they unite? 
Is union feasible? Is union an alternative to European integration? 
Are European integration and national union mutually-exclusive? 
What would be the possible implications of unification in 
Albania’s domestic environment, and for the state which would 
be its product? Finally, what would be the potential implications 
for the international relations of the new state?
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Chapter I

ALBANIA AND KOSOVO: AN 
HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

The recognition of the Albanian state by the Great Powers 
in 1913 did not conclusively or satisfactorily resolve the 
Albanian National Question. Leaving almost half of the 

territories occupied by Albanians outside the borders of the 
new state defined the national issue, which has endured to the 
present day, more than one hundred years later, namely the 
eventual reunification of all former Albanian lands.

The original objectives of the Albanian national movement 
were partially realized by gaining independence from the 
Ottoman Empire and the recognition of an Albanian state. 
The new objectives of the movement and the newly-created 
state focused on the restoration of an ethnic Albania, and 
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consequently unification of all territories occupied by ethnic 
Albanians.

Over more than a century, Albania and Kosovo have 
functioned as two divided societies, economies and markets. 
The creation by the Nazis, for a brief period during the Second 
World War, of a natural Albania approximately congruent 
with ethnic boundaries, fell well short of a functioning unitary 
state with hierarchic central and local governance and an 
integrated economy. After the Second World War Kosovo was 
included within Yugoslavia, while Albania was confined in an 
increasingly extreme isolation. During the difficult years of the 
1990s, when the communist regime fell and Yugoslavia began 
to collapse in bloody conflict, it was barely possible to establish 
communication and co-operation, let alone economic links 
and trade, between Albania and Kosovo; their shared border 
resembled that of the Cold War. Formally the boundary with 
Serbia and Montenegro, it was shattered violently after the 
onset of the war in Kosovo when at least half a million Kosovars 
crossed seeking refuge in Albania.

Kosovo and the Albanian National Question

In the context of national unification - in practice the union 
in one state of all territories occupied by Albanians - Kosovo 
had a central role in Ottoman Albania in every possible respect: 
historical, geographic, cultural and economic.13 Kosovo was 
the cradle of Albanian nationalism.14 The Albanian national 
movement for independence began in Kosovo with the League 
of Prizren.
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After the recognition of the Albanian state in 1913, there were 
two arguments that shaped and redefined the national question. 
Firstly, Albanians considered the decision by the European 
Great Powers to recognize an Albanian state whilst excluding 
half of Albanian territories to be an injustice. Recognition 
of the Albanian state was at the same time a sundering of the 
Albanian lands. Accordingly, unification with Kosovo and the 
other territories with the new state represented the resolution 
of a historical injustice. Even today, the desire to remedy such 
injustice remains the driving force behind calls for unification. 

A second and equally important argument relates to the 
viability and sustainability of the state recognized in 1913. The 
principal idea behind this argument is that a truncated Albania 
could never become a functional state.15The recognition of 
Albanian statehood was certainly a development of historical 
importance, but at the same time fatal for its functioning and 
future. On the threshold of the First World War, when the 
European Great Powers’ experiment with an Albanian royal 
principality under Prince Wied came to an end, his private 
secretary foretold precisely the impossibility of a state working 
when half of its natural territories, markets and citizens were left 
outside its borders:

‘The borders of the new kingdom did not satisfy the 
Albanians, who saw themselves cut in half and with-
out the greater port of their bigger cities. The purely 
Albanian cities, with established markets, covering 
their areas such as Gjakova, Prizren, Dibra and 
Struga were handed over to Serbia and Montenegro. 
The inhabitants of northern and eastern Albania 
were cut off from their markets and their civiliza-
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tion … This division lay the foundations for future 
problems… this interruption  laid the foundation of 
future turmoil’16

Arguments about Albania’s incapacity to be a functional 
state, because her territory, governance and its civilization were 
divided arbitrarily in 1913, have remained fundamental to the 
narrative of national unification.

Even today, more than one hundred years later, these are the 
central elements of the discourse around and motivation towards 
unification, among people and parties in Albania, Kosovo and 
the diaspora. In addition, these arguments represent a core 
element for political organizations and parties, the most of 
significant of which is Vetëvendosje in Kosovo.17

For the ‘National Qquestion’ in Albania, Kosovo and 
especially the diaspora in the west, the overarching narrative 
has historically had at its centre the argument of ‘historical 
injustice and the fragmentation of the Albanian territories’, and 
the dream of rectifying this injustice.  Nevertheless, leaders of 
Albanian nationalist groups have combined both arguments 
in their political formulations: the ‘correction of historical 
injustice’ and also the necessity of uniting Kosovo and the other 
territories with Albania as a sine qua non of a viable, strong and 
functional state.

In the first decade after the recognition of Albanian statehood, 
proponents of the national cause argued that in light of the 
territorial exclusion of lands inhabited by ethnic Albanians 
from its borders, this newly formed entity could never be a 
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sustainable and functioning state.18 However, the theme of the 
‘historical injustice’ and the necessity of resolving this injustice 
have been an ever more present and important  element of the 
narrative around unification.  This concept was accepted even 
in communist Albania during the Cold War, when national 
issues were generally suppressed.

Although at the theoretical level the full resolution of the 
Albanian National Question comprises the unification in one 
state of all lands inhabited by Albanians,19 at a more practical 
level national unification is understood to mean the unification 
of Kosovo with Albania. Besides the fact that it has historically 
been the heart of the national cause, Kosovo has also had a 
compact territory and population, and it has remained a unitary 
economic and cultural unit. Until the establishment of the 
Albanian state in 1913 Kosovo was part of a greater economic 
and cultural entity, Ottoman Albania. In September 1912 
- when, after the Albanian risings, the Turkish government 
agreed to recognize an autonomous Albanian state, something 
which in fact remained only a concept - the Vilayet of Kosovo 
was a more central component than those of Shkodra, Janina 
and Manastir.20

The identification of the national question with Kosovo 
has been apparent through all the evolutions of the Albanian 
state, regardless of the diverse regimes that have governed. In 
the political debate that accompanied the establishment of the 
Albanian state and the ‘fragmentation of Albanian lands’ and for 
at least its first decade, Kosovo was central.
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1913-1990 - In search of a Mother-Country

In 1913, when the European powers came to recognize an 
Albanian state while at the same time dividing  Albanian lands, 
the state that was created was the mother-country for Kosovo 
and the other Albanian populations, which formed compact 
communities in the Kingdom of Yugoslavia,  and the after the 
Second World War the Yugoslav Federation. The dynamic of 
relations between Albania and Kosovo from the international 
recognition of the first as a state to the declaration of the 
second as an independent state in 2008 was defined relative 
to international contexts, the role and influence of the Great 
Powers, the role and ambitions of Balkan neighbours, and 
one other crucial fact: a historically weak Albania, critically 
dependent on foreign support.

In such circumstances Albania was incapable of playing the 
role of mother country towards Albanians who remained as 
minorities outside her borders. The independence of Albania 
was not a singular act, but a relatively long process; the first 
decade after the declaration of independence was vital to the 
very existence of the new state. At the peace conference at the 
end of the First World War, Albanian Officials managed to stave 
off calls for the redrawing of its borders, which were agreed 
upon in 1913.21 In an unfriendly international environment 
it was utterly impossible for Albania to seek unification with 
Kosovo and other territories. The Albanian question was finally 
decided in 1921, at the Conference of Ambassadors, which 
reaffirmed the validity of the 1913 agreement, according to 
which Kosovo remained outside state borders.  
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Even with the coming to power of Zog, first as President in 
1925 and subsequently as King in 1928,  Albania remained an 
extremely weak state. With these domestic circumstances, and 
with wholly unfavorable international circumstances, it was 
difficult for Albania to devote itself to the national question. 
From its very beginning, the chronic weakness of the state made 
it very difficult, if not impossible, to seek union with Kosovo 
and other Albanian lands. During the reign of King Zog, state 
interests took precedence over national interests, and this 
could be clearly seen in the fact that Kosovo was no longer on 
the government’s agenda. King Zog even adopted a restrictive 
policy towards the political activities of Kosovar leaders and 
representatives resident in Tirana, although the reasons for 
this may also be found in the political struggle for power within 
Albania. Some of Zog’s political rivals were prominent advocates 
for Kosovo.22

In the internal political struggle between the parties following 
the Congress of Lushnje, the prominent leaders of the Committee 
of Kosovo23 were avowed opponents of Zog. In December 
1921, when Ahmet Zogu took control of the government and 
established martial law, his first step was to deprive the leaders 
of the Kosovo Committee of their parliamentary mandates,24 
with the justification that the Committee was damaging the 
normalization of relations with Yugoslavia.25

Indeed, under Ahmet Zogu Albania’s relations with Kosovo 
were substantially defined by its foreign policy towards 
Yugoslavia. And this policy was significantly influenced by the 
fact that it was with Yugoslav assistance that Zogu overthrew the 
government of Fan Noli in December 1924.
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In the Second World War, the future of Kosovo was a fun-
damental issue dividing two resistance groups, the National 
Liberation Movement, dominated by communists, and the 
Nationalist movement steered by the Balli Kombetar (‘Nation-
al Front’).26From the first days of their arrival in Albania the 
Germans made clear that they wanted the country to have its 
ethnic boundaries, and in the development of the German Al-
bania Kosovo had strategic significance. The Germans declared 
that true unification of Kosovo with Albania was only possible 
thanks to them. They suggested to the Albanian public that the 
allies had been and continued silent on the subject of Kosovo 
and its future, letting it be understood the allies wanted to hand 
Kosovo back to Yugoslavia.27. Unification with Kosovo was in-
deed an important policy objective of German forces in Alba-
nia. Although the pursuit of such policy was justified on ethnic 
grounds, for the Germans the assimilation of Albanian territo-
ries into a “Greater Albania” was also highly desirable from an 
administrative perspective. 

Meanwhile, as part of their close engagement during the war, 
the Communist Parties of Albania and Yugoslavia seemed to have 
agreed that the only correction of borders which might transpire 
related to Kosovo. With the end of the Second World War, Koso-
vo was included within the Yugoslav Federation28, in spite of Ti-
to’s promise to grant ethnic minorities a right to self-determina-
tion and the efforts of the partisan movement in Kosovo, which 
continuously supported unification with Albania.

Albania and Kosovo, the first as an independent state and 
the second as part of the Yugoslav Federation, existed for nearly 
five decades entirely isolated from one-another. This was with 
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the exception of a very brief period, at the start of the 1970s, 
of revived relations and contacts. Albania and Yugoslavia had 
another moment of rapprochement following the rift of 1948 
when they both feared the threat of the Soviet Union. On top of 
a ceasefire in the propaganda war against Belgrade, Tirana went 
as far as declaring that it would come to the aid of Yugoslavia in 
case of an attack by the Soviet Union.29 In any case, this second 
honeymoon served distinctively to invigorate relations between 
Albania and Kosovo in academia, education, culture and me-
dia. The sponsors of this co-operation were the two respective 
universities, as well as cultural centres, television broadcasters, 
publishing houses and Writers’ Associations.30

This very brief period of warming relations was interrupted 
by the return to the full isolation which otherwise characterized 
Albanian-Yugoslav relations after the Second World War, which 
in consequence created a wider gulf between Albanians living 
in Albania and those living in Kosovo, as their respective gov-
ernments adopted different models of societal development and 
state-building. Whilst communist Albania was the most extreme 
example of dictatorship in the east, Kosovo generally operated 
under a regime that was more liberal and open to the world, in 
contrast to the utter isolation across the border. Although so-
cieties in both Albania and Kosovo remained traditional, func-
tioning chiefly on the basis of the clan, they developed differ-
ent political cultures. For all the discriminatory and oppressive 
policies pursued by Belgrade, the Albanians of Kosovo enjoyed 
freedom of movement31, education, religious practice and pri-
vate property, which remained a dream in Albania until 1990. 
These very different realities fostered differences in the relation-
ship between individuals and their laws and states. The Cold 
War somehow further deepened the distinction between these 
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two Albanian societies.32 

Communication was absent throughout this period, and the 
gaps widened. The government of Albania ignored the question 
of Kosovo. From the coming to power of the communists in Al-
bania to the end of the Cold War, the Kosovo issue was more 
or less moth-balled. Domestically but also externally, Albania’s 
communist regime fostered an impression of nationalism, but in 
practice national interests were peripheral and secondary, if not 
entirely forgotten. The priority was communist international-
ism and Marxist-Leninist ideology.

Although the communist regime and its propaganda spoke 
of the fatherland, the nation, history, wars, historical injustices, 
and enemies domestic and foreign - thereby sustaining the myth 
of the indivisible nation - Kosovo and the national question were 
part neither of the self-explanatory nationalist narrative nor of 
the regime’s international policies and initiatives. It is clear that 
the survival of the regime and the preservation of authority were 
unquestionably the priorities, and the regime was ready to sac-
rifice everything else to hold on to power.

Meanwhile, throughout the Cold War communist Albania 
was too feeble a force to be able to care for Kosovo or other for-
mer lands in Yugoslavia. In circumstances when it was merely 
a client-state of Yugoslavia,33 there was no chance that Albania 
could play the role of mother country towards Kosovo, much 
less that it could seek unification. Even the break in relations 
with Yugoslavia and Albania’s rapprochement with the Soviet 
Union, one of the world’s two superpowers, brought no change 
in foreign policy in general nor relations with Kosovo in partic-



27IS UNIFICATION THE COMMON FUTURE?

ular. Yugoslavia’s rapprochement with the Soviet Union further 
exacerbated the situation, and an independent foreign policy 
became quite impossible. As would be clear in the regime’s en-
gagement and subsequent rift with China, the limit of commu-
nist Albania’s real sovereignty was the policy of total economic 
and political self isolation.

Until the fall of the communist regime, for Albanians in Al-
bania, Kosovo was a myth discussed less and less: the other half 
of the nation lived beyond the borders, but the borders were 
impassable.

The Question of Unification after the Cold War 

With the end of the Cold War, the fall of communism in Al-
bania and the beginning of the dissolution of the Yugoslav Fed-
eration, there was a resurgence of the debate about the national 
question. The idea of unification of all Albanian lands in one 
state was based once again on the notion of rectifying an his-
torical injustice, but also on the thesis of the sustainability and 
functionality of the ‘mother’ state. With the start of Yugoslavia’s 
collapse, joining Kosovo to Albania was an option that, in theo-
ry at least, could not be excluded. For some peripheral nation-
alist circles in Albania, and for the most active and prominent 
nationalist circles of the diaspora, Kosovo’s unification with 
the mother country would represent a resolution to the national 
question.34 

In the programmes of parties and patriotic associations - in-
cluding the Democratic Party, the first opposition party in 1990 
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- the ‘national question’ and Kosovo in particular occupied a 
prominent position. In 1998 the Albanian Academy of Sciences 
published its platform for the resolution of the national ques-
tion, the basis of which was the ‘unification of all lands in one 
unified Albanian state’.35 In the constitutional package of 1992 
and the preamble to the constitution of 1998, and indeed after 
the 2008 amendments, Albania recognized the legitimacy and 
the centuries-old aspiration of the Albanian people for national 
identity and unity.36 However, in spite of the constitution, the 
party programmes, the Academy Platform and the media dis-
course, successive post-communist governments formulated no 
concrete policy whatever and undertook no concrete measures.

After the fall of the communist regime, a number of factors de-
fined Albania’s orientation and policy towards Kosovo and the 
national question. Firstly, Albania emerged from communism as 
a very weak, close to failed state with a bankrupt economy; and 
for all the militarization of Albania’s economy and society there 
was no question of any significant military capacity. It was utter-
ly impossible for Albania to go to war for Kosovo in 1990, when 
it lacked the military and economic capacity for its own defence 
and security. Secondly, and not only in 1990 when it appeared 
a failed state but later - even now, decades later, when the coun-
try is a NATO member - Albania is in no condition to exercise 
independence in foreign policy, much less sovereignty. This is  
especially the case with regard to Kosovo or other former lands 
of Ottoman Albania, which from 1913 have been and remain 
within the borders of other internationally-recognized states.

Until 2008, Kosovo remained part of the national question, 
at least in theory. Through nearly three decades after the fall of 
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communism, Albania showed no  political ambition to, in one 
way or another, assimilate Kosovo as part of its territory. Despite 
the political agendas of some Albanian politicians, the commit-
ments and obligations acknowledged in the Albanian Consti-
tution, in practice the Albanian government failed to undertake 
any concrete steps to support any of the options formulated by 
the Kosovo leadership or other Albanian parties in Montenegro 
and Macedonia. With a weak state and an almost existential level 
of dependence from foreign support, Albania merely endorsed 
western policies in the Balkans, especially towards Kosovo.

During two key phases for the future of Kosovo - in 1991, 
when it became clear that Yugoslavia was on course for dis-
integration and in 1997-98, when the Kosovo war exploded, 
Albania was in the middle of the gravest crises of its modern 
existence. In 1991, when it found itself in an extremity of weak-
ness, the Albanian government envisioned that Kosovo would 
remain part of Yugoslavia and that the latter would promote the 
establishment of democratic processes37. In practice, it support-
ed none of the models proposed by Kosovo’s political leaders. 
With the eruption of civil war in 1997-1998, when de facto it 
had almost ceased to exist as a state, losing control of its terri-
tory, the Albanian government’s involvement in this matter was 
limited to calls for respecting the rights of Albanian minorities 
within Yugoslavia, implicitly treating Kosovo as a domestic issue 
for Yugoslavia. In a meeting with Miloševic at the Crete Summit 
in November 1997,38 the Albanian Prime Minister sought equal 
treatment of Albanians in Yugoslavia, as regards human rights 
and freedoms.39

Tirana’s subsequent position evolved, continuing to adapt 
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itself to the situation on the ground and certainly to the position 
of the international community, leading eventually to support 
for  Kosovo’s independence. Both Albania and Kosovo - the lat-
ter in its constitution - rejected the possibility of changes to the 
borders of the new state, and thereby the possibility of unifica-
tion.

Nevertheless, even after the declaration of independence in 
2008 and the recognition of Kosovo as an independent state,40 
unification with Albania continued to be an option. But it was 
no longer as the integration of a territory and its people, left out-
side the borders of the mother country in 1913, rather as the 
joining of two independent states.
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Chapter II

UNIFICATION OF ALBANIA 
AND KOSOVO: 

PERCEPTIONS AND REALITIES

Since Kosovo’s declaration of independence in 2008, 
the governments of Albania and Kosovo have sought to 
develop relations appropriate between two independent 

states. During this time, the idea of unification has been “under 
discussion and development” in two different if not necessarily 
mutually-exclusive spheres.  One is the sphere of imagination, 
sentiment, perceptions, symbols and theories by which history 
in general and the Albanian national cause in particular is 
interpreted. This is the mythical sphere, within which the only 
just option is unification. It is apparent that this sphere, the world 
of myth, is in no way democratic. The second sphere comprises 
of the political, trade, scientific and societal relations between 
the two states. This is the true sphere of relations between 
Albania and Kosovo. To a certain extent, the mythical sphere 
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also forms part of the real sphere of Albania-Kosovo relations. 

Unlike the mythic sphere, which is totalitarian in character, 
the sphere of reality is democratic, multi-textured, open to 
discussion and continuously changing. The mythic and real 
spheres exist and function in parallel, and they also interact 
with and influence one another. Occasionally the interaction 
between them is so considerable that the line between them 
becomes obscured. This seems to be because the personalities 
- the protagonists, the players - are the same: statesmen, 
politicians across the spectrum, populists, nationalists and 
patriots (meaning also charlatans) of all kinds.

A critical review of developments within each sphere 
and in their inter-dependence is essential to understanding 
and explaining them, and to answering the question: Is the 
unification of Albania and Kosovo desirable, necessary and 
useful? Is union possible and permissible in constitutional and 
international law, and the international conventions that Albania 
has signed or is expected to in the future? Finally, though no 
less important, in the case of an eventual unification, what 
would be the political, socio-economic, religious and security 
implications first for Albania and the state that would result, and 
second for the Balkan region?

Popular Support for Unification: 
Welcome to the World of Myth

More than one hundred years after the founding and 
recognition of Albania as an independent state, thirty years after 
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the start of the disintegration of Yugoslavia and twelve years 
after the declaration and recognition of Kosovo’s independence, 
the idea of unification of Albania and Kosovo occupies an 
important place not only in popular/nationalist discourse 
inside and outside Albania but also more widely in society. For 
many, unification would signify the resolution of the national 
question, namely that Kosovo should be unified with its mother 
country. In spite of the profound contextual changes that have 
occurred since creation of the modern Albanian state in 1912, 
which culminate with Kosovo’s declaration of independence in 
2008, in the discourse around unification Kosovo is still treated 
as a territory, and not as an independent state. 

In the eyes of Albanian society, the idea of the unification with 
Kosovo enjoys popular support. In the event of a referendum, a 
substantial majority - some 75%41 - of citizens of the Republic of 
Albania would vote for it. This amounts to a popular mandate 
for national unification, and, if we continued the excursion 
through the world of perceptions, we would discover other data 
confirming that support for unification is widespread and indeed 
increasing. Thus in 2012, support for unification was at 62%.

 In 2010, just 9% of Albanian citizens saw unification as 
something positive.42 Thus, within just less than a decade, the 
number of those in favour had increased seven-fold - reaching 
58%. In the last four or five years the majority of Albanian 
citizens - 84% - have thought that relations between Albania and 
Kosovo are good or very good. Likewise, a substantial majority 
- some 87% - believe that in the future relations will deepen and 
the countries will grow still closer.43

But those last two statistics, revealing the perceptions of 
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citizens about the state of relations between Albania and Kosovo 
and current co-operation, and their great optimism about the 
future of this collaboration, suggest that statistics alone - which 
come from the mythic sphere - are not enough to understand 
and explain the nature of Albania-Kosovo relations, the levels of 
collaboration and the prospects for the future. It is necessary to 
engage with the sphere of reality.

Poor Relations and Growing Tensions

During the last decade, the development of Kosovo-Albania 
relations has been marked by an impressive level of progress. 
The two states appear committed to increase inter-state 
cooperation. There are not - and naturally there is no need for 
- disagreements over territory, minorities or similar issues that 
are typical for neighboring states and  which can lead towards 
conflict. Progress in trade relations has not been lacking either. 
In the first five years of independence, the general volume of 
trade between Albania and Kosovo reached 160 million Euros44, 
and last year (2019) exchanges reached 306 million Euros45.

However, there exist a variety of factors which hinder the 
prospects of increased economic cooperation and the further 
development of relations between the two states. On the onset, 
it is important to note that the two countries are not trying to 
rekindle pre-existing economic or political relations with one 
another, as these simply did not exist, in light of both Albania’s 
political and economic isolation during communist rule as 
well as Kosovo’s lack of statehood before 2008. It is rather the 
case that the governments of Albania and Kosovo are trying to 
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forge a new path towards political and economic cooperation. 
Another crucial factor that serves as a hindrance to the further 
development of trade relations between the two countries is the 
influence of what Tim Judah refers to as the Yugosphere, a term 
which serves to describe the current relevance of previously 
existing trade relations and structures between former Yugoslav 
republics. For all other states in the Balkans, economic 
cooperation after the collapse of Yugoslavia was a case of “back 
to the future”. In trying to ensure future economic growth, the 
newly formed states simply relied on already existing trade 
structures. The fact that Albania was not part of the Yugoslav 
federation and that moreover its government was extremely 
hostile to the latter, coupled with the almost non-existent political 
and trade relations between Kosovo and Albania before 2008, 
puts Albania at a comparative disadvantage in its efforts to build 
trade relations with Kosovo. Secondly, the economic structures 
of Albania and Kosovo have been dominated by agriculture, and 
focused historically on sustaining the population. The level of 
industrialization in Albania and Kosovo, not dissimilar to that 
in other Balkan states, despite some advances remains low - and 
so accordingly does the level of integration with the European 
and global economies. Third, Albania’s market and economy 
are chiefly oriented towards EU Member States, particularly 
Italy and Greece.

For all the progress, and a tendency to improvement, relations 
between Albania and Kosovo remain generally weak.46 Right 
from 2008, political engagement and inter-state cooperation 
between them was more about protocol and ceremony than 
anything substantial,47 with much folklore and formality but 
little content.48
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The extent and depth of state relations between Albania and 
Kosovo may be considered normal for two neighboring states.49 
There is an absence of planning and strategic thinking,50 and 
of any common vision of harmonized strategy.51 Inexplicably, 
cooperation and exchanges between academic and research 
institutions in Albania and Kosovo are sporadic.

It is true that there is improved communication between the 
two societies, thanks to the opening up of both and improved 
road infrastructure. ‘The National Highway’, which has linked 
them for more than a decade, has invigorated communication 
and collaboration. With technological developments, the 
internet and social networks, cooperation between Albania and 
Kosovo has a growing inter-dependence. Traditional media and 
their market have nonetheless developed independently. Today 
all Albanian newspapers are available in Kosovo, and vice-
versa. Cultural programming on television is less balanced, with 
Albania’s more present in Kosovo. Although it is undoubtedly 
the case that societal relations between the two populations 
have developed and are continuing to do so, such growth has 
not been the product of a concerted effort by the governments 
in Tirana and Prishtina.52

There are a considerable number of agreements signed 
between the two states, but most seem to be protocols and 
memoranda of cooperation, by which the parties merely agree 
in principle to work together. A significant number of them have 
not been implemented, and the two governments have recently 
committed to an inter-governmental commission to discuss 
precisely this. Most of these agreements lack instruments, 
deadlines and statements of responsibility for each party, which 
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would render them practicable and useful.

Over the last four or five years, the two governments have 
organized pompous joint meetings, choreographed with much 
colour and national symbology of the kind likely to excite 
nationalists and populists on both sides of the border53, but 
in practice there are significant barriers slowing economic 
cooperation and trade exchanges. Reciprocal capital investments 
are currently still insignificant, while cooperation in fields such 
as energy, banking services, and telecommunications is still 
rudimentary, despite the large advantages in these sectors.54 On 
top of the lack of improvement in relations, they are not free of 
strains and indeed recriminations.55

The grand facades, rich in colour and symbolism, can in no 
way disguise the growing tension between Albania and Kosovo. 
The sources of the strains and disagreements are various. The 
first is economic, and has to do chiefly with trade exchanges. 
Every now and then on the border, one which divides a nation, 
a little war breaks out over the trade in flour, or potatoes, or 
milk. Under the gleaming surface, it appears that the two states 
are ‘reluctant’ to avoid obstacles to trade relations, let alone to 
implement new more favourable arrangements. In both states, 
the economy is controlled by a network of oligarchs, linked to 
those in power, and they control and guide cooperation.56 In 
June 2019, the Government of Kosovo threatened to impose a 
100% tax on imports from Albania, as it had done with Serbia, 
if Tirana did not take steps to remove existing trade barriers.57

Although economic cooperation could have been more 
impressive, it would be naive to conclude that more intensive 
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economic exchanges alone would have a significant influence 
on economic growth. Regardless of the different levels of 
development, the Albanian and Kosovar economies are small 
and not modernized, have a low level of industrial production, 
underdeveloped service industry and suffer from fragile and 
even distorted trade institutions.58

Tensions arising from economic factors have a low profile 
and rarely capture the attention and engagement of Kosovo’s 
government or public institutions. The growing tensions and 
more serious disagreements between Albania and Kosovo are 
in fact political in character, and have to do with Albania’s 
relations with Serbia, which display a tendency to a persistent 
and growing Albanian paternalism towards Kosovo.59

Thus there were political tensions in 2016, attendant on 
Albania’s initiative with Serbia to lead reconciliation between 
Albanians and Serbs in the Balkans; then during 2018 
and particularly the second half of 2019 the tensions and 
disagreements recurred. In 2018 and late 2019 the cause was 
Albania and Serbia’s ‘strategic agenda’: forging peace in the 
Balkans, the issue of reconciliation between Albanians and 
Serbs, ‘the European future of the whole region’ and especially 
‘the future of Kosovo’.60

In 2018 the Albanian Prime Minister seemed actively to 
be supporting an agreement between Serbia and Kosovo61, an 
agreement predicated on territorial exchange or ‘the correction 
of borders’, according to Aleksandar Vucic. Such an accord, 
the terms of which were never made public, found no support 
among Kosovo’s political leadership, not only exacerbating the 
isolation of its one advocate there, President Thaçi, but also 
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provoking tensions with Tirana. The government and political 
parties in Prishtina appeared not to approve of the Albanian 
Prime Minister’s activism in an issue relating exclusively to 
Kosovo and its institutions.

The European powers adopted a different stance, with the 
exception of Germany which would not accept a Serbia-Kosovo 
agreement reached through territorial exchange/correction of 
borders. Meanwhile it appeared that Washington was ready to 
support the resolution of the frozen conflict even if this involved 
border corrections, provided it was accepted by both states.62 
According to National Security Advisor John Bolton, the USA 
was open to an exchange of territories between Kosovo and 
Serbia as part of an agreement to normalize relations between 
the two former enemies.63

Western supporters of a reconciliation agreement between 
Serbia and Kosovo, even through border changes,64 seemed 
over-optimistic about the role that Albania and in particular its 
Prime Minister could play in ‘convincing Kosovo’ to accept the 
agreement. But though Prishtina consistently refused to accept 
Tirana’s paternalism and activism, in this existential issue and 
in a distinctive manner relative to its relations with Serbia or 
similar matters, the Albanian Prime Minister engaged himself 
in support of a Serbia-Kosovo agreement almost to the point of 
becoming himself a protagonist, striving consistently to present 
himself as a leader with influence over all Albanians in the region. 
Two of his proposals appeared to reinforce this concept of his 
trans-national leadership role: the first came in February 2018, 
when he proposed to the Parliament of Kosovo that Albania and 
Kosovo should have a joint president as a symbol of national 
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unity; the second was his nomination of a young man from 
Kosovo to the post of Albanian Minister of Foreign Affairs.65

Political tensions rose again in the second half of 2019, 
as a result of the joint initiative by Belgrade and Tirana for a 
Balkan Schengen.66 Kosovo’s rejection of this was categorical 
and unanimous among its government, president and political 
parties, including the Vetëvendosje Movement which had 
emerged from the 6 October elections as the largest parliamentary 
party and was expected to lead a coalition government with the 
Democratic League of Kosovo (LDK).67

The political dissatisfactions and tensions had to do with 
the fact that Serbia, and paradoxically Albania, continued to 
consider Kosovo on their bilateral agenda. Kosovo did not wish 
Albania to speak in its name and did not recognize any mandate 
for Tirana to negotiate with Serbia on behalf of Kosovo. Kosovo 
likewise had no wish for Albania to act as intermediary in its 
relations with Serbia.68 Prishtina was guarded about Albania’s 
efforts to lead the process of reconciliation between Albanians 
and Serbs in the Balkans, along the lines of the Franco-German 
model.69 According to the Kosovo Government, the road to 
reconciliation of Serbs and Albanians in the region passed 
through Prishtina and not Tirana.70

This confrontation between the two states raises serious 
question marks about the validity of the perceived nature and 
extent of Albania-Kosovo relations, and indeed about the 
mythic world of perceptions, where the present is excellent 
and the future even more splendid. It would be speculation to 
conclude by analogy that the same applied to popular attitudes. 
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Nevertheless, the encounter with the real world context of 
relations at least strongly suggested the need for a critical re-
appraisal of the great public support for unification. 

When it comes to perceptions, the mythic and real worlds 
of Albania-Kosovo relations do not coincide with each other, 
yet they still have one element in common. The smaller this 
common element, the larger the gap and the difference between 
the two worlds, imaginary and real. Correspondingly, the greater 
the common element, the more closely the mythic and real 
worlds resemble each other. Meanwhile, a careful consideration 
of the common element helps to confirm fundamental issues 
such as the idea of unification and the real extent of support for 
it. Thus, although 75% of Republic of Albanian citizens would 
vote for unification in a hypothetical referendum, only 63%  find 
the idea desirable.71 Popular support for union becomes even 
smaller if another data point from the world of perceptions is 
considered: Albanian citizens are more skeptical about others’ 
votes for union, judging that the vote among family members, 
friends and acquaintances would be lower (59% in Albania and 
47% in Kosovo).72

The clash of Albanian and Kosovan citizens’ perceptions 
about unification also suggests a move away from the mythic 
sphere. Historically, the idea of national unification has been 
much stronger and more widespread in Kosovo than in Albania, 
for the simple fact that Albania is seen as the mother country; 
even though it has never played that role, Kosovo’s leaders have 
sought unification. Likewise, the perception that the idea of 
union is accepted more widely and affectionately in Kosovo has 
been dominant. (in Albania?)
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In 2010, support for national unification was spectacular in 
Kosovo, with 81% saying they would vote for it in a hypothetical 
referendum. In Albania it has always been thought that the idea 
is much more lively in Kosovo than Albania.73 It is surprising 
then to see how this balance of support has altered, and indeed 
been overturned: in Albania 75% would vote for unification, 
and in Kosovo 64%.74 The issue is yet more open when it comes 
to the two societies’ perceptions of each other. In Albania the 
idea of union is thought to be more welcome in Kosovo;75 in 
Kosovo, indeed, the perception is that the desire is one-sided 
and only coming from them, and much less from the Albanians 
across the border.76

Moving away from perceptions towards where the spheres 
overlap, it is apparent that significant popular support for 
unification is lower. It is distinctive and important that only 47% 
of young Albanians support the idea of national unification, 
and another 47% support the establishment of relations 
normal to two independent states.77 Furthermore, bearing in 
mind that only 29% of Albanian citizens are prepared to pay 
a tax to enable national unification, it is clear that these are 
real world attitudes, significantly different to the mythic where 
75% desire unification.

Following this journey from the sphere of perceptions 
through the overlap, we arrive at last in the sphere of the 
real: only 23% of Albanian citizens78 believe that the union 
of Kosovo and Albania in one state is possible. At the end 
of the day, why shouldn’t they appear ‘politically correct’ by 
voting in favour of union, when they know that the chances of 
it coming to pass are minimal?
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Unification as Dogma and Reality

Ten years ago, only 39% of Albanian citizens would have 
voted for unification in a hypothetical referendum.79 For a 
relatively long period, the issue of Kosovo and the national 
question were seen and claimed as a monopoly of parties on 
the right or centre-right - and clearly not of the left, in particular 
among the Socialist Party inheritors of the Communist Party. 
This pattern had its roots in the Second World War, where one 
of the issues most strongly dividing the nationalist forces from 
the Communists was disagreement over the future of Kosovo, 
with the former seeking immediate unification and the latter 
under Enver Hoxha insisting on postponing the question until 
after the war.80

The situation has changed. Today 75% would vote for union 
in a hypothetical referendum in Albania, and parties traditionally 
of the right or those created in the early 1990s have all but lost 
their monopoly over the national question and Kosovo. Now all 
political parties speak of the national question, of unification, 
and their perpetual political tensions and battles seek to expose 
who is betraying the national cause.

In Kosovo, under the strict, discriminatory and somewhat 
oppressive regime of Tito’s Yugoslavia, Albanians and their 
leaders on the right and especially the left utterly idealized ‘the 
mother land’ and upheld the idea of unification. But twelve 
years after independence, Kosovo’s society and leaders seem to 
be emerging from that romantic phase, seeing the idea of union 
with ever more scepticism and relations with the former mother-
country with ever more realism. The opposite is happening in 
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Albania, where the national question is being transformed from 
a myth into a sacred and unquestionable dogma.81

In the discourse around unification in Albania, its proponents 
have increasingly neglected what was before a crucial argument 
for union with Kosovo, namely that in absence of unification 
it would be impossible for Albania to be a functioning state. 
The only argument that continues to be maintained fanatically 
and indisputably within the unification narrative is that of the 
historical injustice which must be rectified. Proponents of 
unification speak of its necessity in absolute terms, refusing 
to examine new arguments as to its current desirability, yet 
failing to propose policies and instruments that might lead to 
its eventual realization. The absence of arguments as to the lack 
of functionality of the Albanian state without Kosovo may be 
interpreted as a conscious decision taken in an effort to keep the 
debate in the past, given that an analysis of the strength of such 
an argument would necessarily entail an examination of the (dis)
functionality of the Albanian state in 2019. In 1913, it could 
very well have been argued that territorial losses left Albania a 
weak state. In contrast, it would be rather difficult to argue today 
that the pandemic corruption, lack of economic growth and the 
violation of democratic norms which have left Albania as one of 
the poorest and weakest states in Europe could be attributed to 
the territorial losses that occurred more than a century ago. 

On the other hand, although the Kosovar society and its 
leaders have a more realistic attitude to the question of unification, 
the argument that it is necessary for the health,viability and 
functionality of the state is nonetheless alive, together with that 
of the need to rectify the historical injustice. For the last ten years 
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this has been an essential policy in the political programme of the 
Vetëvendosje movement led by Albin Kurti. According to him, 
Kosovo and Albania are not functioning states because they are 
separated, and only unification could lead to a sustainable and 
functional entity.82 

It appears that in Kosovo the question of unification is 
following the same arc as in Albania: from myth to dogma. 
Nevertheless, it remains to be seen if a party as important 
in Kosovo as Vetëvendosje, which in opposition declared 
unification with Albania a sine qua non for a functioning, 
democratic and developed state, will pursue an approach similar 
to that of political parties in the Republic of Albania.

At the beginning of the 1990s, there was a feverish contest 
in Albania to support and resolve the national question - 
among political parties, independent organizations, scientific 
academies, civil society, and the press. The national question 
and its resolution opened the programmes of parties and 
other political groups. In the first speech by the leader of the 
Democratic Party - the first opposition party in Albania - in 
December 1990, Kosovo and national unification took a central 
position. The leader of the opposition told all Albanians that 
‘the Democratic Party of Albania cannot accept the division of 
the Albanian nation as permanent’.83 But over three decades, 
the discourse about the national issue and in particular national 
unification  has passed through three different phases. The fall 
of communism in 1990 marked the return of the issue with 
a fundamentally nationalist tone. A more realistic approach 
distinguished the second phase, which was concurrent with 
the more difficult period of post-communist transition; in 
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discussion of Kosovo and the national issue more generally, the 
idea of unification took a lower profile.

The democratic forces who came to power in 1990 continued 
to advocate the principle of self-determination for the Albanians 
of Kosovo, and at the same time strove to reassure the West that 
Albania had no territorial pretensions and opposed any change 
of borders. Tirana tried to convince the leaders in Prishtina to 
give up their hopes for the creation of an independent state or 
for unification.84 Even, in 1997 at the Thessaloniki Summit, just 
one year before war exploded in Kosovo, the Albanian Prime 
Minister was asking Miloševic to implement the agreement 
on education that he had signed with Ibrahim Rugova.85 The 
sub-text was clear: Kosovo was a domestic issue of Serbia’s, 
and disagreements between Belgrade and Prishtina were to do 
with technical matters such as education. Once it became clear 
that Serbia and Kosovo could have no future together, Tirana 
strongly supported the option of independence.

During the past decade, representing the third phase, the 
narrative around unification has been transformed into dogma. 
For a considerable time there has been an uncritical approach 
to the idea: there has been no further consideration of whether 
Kosovo should unite with Albania, whether political leaders or 
populations wish union, whether union is possible or what its 
consequences might be. Would the new state be stronger, more 
functional and more democratic than the two current states, 
weak and occasionally close to failure?

It appears that the majority of Albanians in Albania and 
Kosovo accept unification without raising any doubt or question. 
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But citizens on both sides of the border have no clear idea about 
what kind of union they want or how it might be achieved. The 
idea of unification is in itself abstract86, increasingly becoming 
dogma and, in Kosovo, more clear and more controversial - if 
not indeed absurd. For example, if 64% of citizens in Kosovo 
would vote for union, does it imply that this majority is against 
the sovereignty and independence of Kosovo? Are they against 
the existence of an independent Kosovo, since to unite with 
Albania and to maintain the sovereignty of Kosovo is not even 
theoretically possible? Theoretically, the only way for Kosovo 
to join with Albania and preserve its sovereignty would be to 
annex the Republic of Albania87, and it is hard to believe that  
this would be acceptable to Albania’s citizens or political leaders 
- or to NATO, which Albania joined in 2009.

In Albania, the dogma of union is becoming ever more 
popular, considering that at present 75% of Albanian citizens 
would vote in favour in a referendum.

Despite this, it would be rather naive to interpret this 
support for the dogma as true support for unification. A careful 
examination of the programs of political parties - those parties, 
at least, that have had representatives in Parliament - shows that 
the national issue is discussed in very general, contradictory 
and equivocal language, expressing interest and intent for 
integration and the realization of national aspirations, but in 
none of the programmes is the idea of unification with Kosovo 
in one unitary state mentioned.88

The issue of union has not been part of the electoral 
campaigns of Albanian political parties for some time. It is hard 
to believe that an idea that technically enjoys great legitimacy 
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and popularity does not become part of election manoeuvres.  
If the issue is so important to citizens, why has none of the 
Albanian parties supported it? None of the leading parties, 
nor any influential party, does so. The only political party that 
did was the Red and Black Alliance, which declared national 
unification as a fundamental objective, but in the 2013 election 
won less than one percent of the vote.89

 
This appears to be a considerable paradox: on the one hand, 

the idea of unification appears to enjoy popular support (75%), 
while on the other it does not feature in party programmes, 
debates, or electoral campaigns, and no influential party has 
made it an objective. Last but not least, union of Kosovo with 
Albania is not among the ten most troubling issues for Albanian 
citizens.90 Yet still, a substantial majority would vote for it. The 
only opponents of unification, if they can be considered as such, 
are a group of politicians for whom it is important but will happen 
within the European Union91 - although the the European Union 
is a ‘club’ whose members, despite having handed over some of 
their sovereignty in Brussels, remain nonetheless independent. 
The unification of Albania with Kosovo as one state within the 
European Union is no more possible that a union of Germany 
with Austria.

The fact that the relations between Albania and Kosovo have 
degenerated to such an extent that they have turned into a false 
dogma about unification presents three risks:

Firstly, it obscures the poor relations and the accumulation of 
increasing tensions, which might even in the end lead to conflict, 
instead of the two states engaging seriously to improve mutual 
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cooperation in all sectors to the benefit of citizens in both. 
Secondly, the dogma nourishes the thesis that Albania seeks the 
repositioning of Balkan borders in a way that would expand itself 
and create an ethnic Albania. At the regional level this damages 
the effort to establish stability and cooperation among the states 
of the region. Besides the potential penalization of Albania 
and the loss of energy and time in refuting the allegation, this 
approach is a sure way to prevent Albania playing a lead role 
in the region - should it wish to, bearing in mind the Albanian 
element across the Balkans. Lastly, the dogma of unification 
does not help, and even hinders, the rebuilding of the two states 
and the modernization of their societies. Liberation from dogma 
is only the first step in avoiding this risk.
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Chapter III

AN EVENTUAL UNIFICATION: 
WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS?

From the moment when the Academy of Sciences of the 
Republic of Albania made public its Platform for the 
Resolution of the Albanian National Question92, none of 

the Albanian governments which have succeeded each other 
over two decades has taken any concrete step which might 
indicate that Albania really wishes unification and is working to 
that end. The concept of national unification as a mere linking 
of territories is useful in giving shape to nationalist and populist 
narratives, but certainly insufficient as a serious model of 
unification. At both theoretical and practical levels, unification 
- the most significant step in resolving the national question - 
is the fusing of two states.93 This means economic and cultural 
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unification and integration, and the integration of two societies, 
something that would require analysis beforehand and a well-
considered strategy.

However popular the idea of unification might be in Albania, 
there is no effort to prepare for it. No party in Albania or 
Kosovo has declared itself openly against unification, and they 
even speak enthusiastically if generally about this objective, but 
setting aside their rhetoric the political elite in the two countries 
would feel threatened by an eventual union, which might 
deprive them of power.94

In the discourse of political leaders in Albania, the dominant 
notion is of unification of territories, ‘of lands unjustly divided’ 
which should be joined. In Skopje in 2012, during the celebrations 
for the centenary of independence, Albanian Prime Minister Sali 
Berisha made an appeal for national unification,95 but this appeal 
- seen with much disquiet in the west and around the region 
as Albanian attempt to foster a Greater Albania96 - was in fact 
accompanied with no concrete initiative by the then-government.

Over the last five or six years, Prime Minister Edi Rama has 
adopted more or less the same populist attitude to unification, 
an attitude which once again has at its core the idea of territorial 
conjunction, without articulating any concrete idea for this 
union. With contradictory language Tirana has repeated the 
idea of unification as an alternative to integration with the EU. 
If the EU is not willing to move forwards with the integration of 
Albania and to accept its membership, then Albanians would 
join together in the Balkans97 - an approach which sounds 
more like blackmail against Brussels ( European Union) and 
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EU Member States than a new step towards unification. But 
would the citizens of Albania and Kosovo give up the European 
integration of their states in exchange for union between them, 
or for a wider union requiring territory from three other Balkan 
states? In fact, neither in Albania nor in Kosovo do citizens see 
national unification as an alternative to the European future, 
meaning EU membership. Between the two options they have 
clearly indicated their preference - 84.7% in Albania and 66.4% 
in Kosovo - for European integration over national unification.

The only superficially concrete version of union is the 
Albanian Prime Minister’s proposal, two years ago, for a common 
president.98 The idea that unification might start with the 
nomination or election of a common president shows if nothing 
else that Albania has no vision or strategy for national unification - 
and even no serious intention. The proposal did not even help to 
stimulate debate about another aspect of union where the majority 
appears to be in agreement. Is unification between Albania and 
Kosovo possible, even if it is accepted to be desirable? Are there 
obstacles, and what are they? Are there any concerns about an 
eventual unification, and what would its potential implications 
be? An assessment of these issues would make it possible to move 
beyond the myth and dogma which cloud the issue, and through 
which the discourse about union has evolved and functions.

Concerns, Restriction and Consent  
Among the Great Power

Formally, from the perspective of international law and the 
relevant international conventions, there is no obstacle to Albania 
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joining with another state - especially if it happens peacefully and 
consensually. In Albania’s foundational document, its constitution, 
there is no block to another state - for the sake of this discussion 
Kosovo - being united with Albania, or to Albania uniting with 
Kosovo. At first glance, there is even the impression that their 
unification is an obligation which flows from the constitution. 
During discussions for a potential resolution to the national 
question and in particular when speaking of Kosovo and its 
future, Albanian politicians often refer to a vague “constitutional 
obligation” to unite Albanian people. 

However, a closer reading of the relevant paragraphs 
reveals that although there exist no barriers to unification, the 
constitution does not contain a legal obligation to unify with 
any other nation. In  the general language of its preamble there 
is simply a declaration that ‘We, the people of Albania, are 
proud of the centuries-old aspiration of the Albanian people to 
national identity and unification”99. 

Kosovo’s situation is different.100 According to its constitution, 
the Republic of Kosovo has no territorial pretensions towards any 
other state and will not seek union with any other state or part 
of state.101 In consequence, any notion of Kosovo’s unification 
with any other country, including Albania, is not possible without 
amending the constitution. However, in theory at least it is not 
impossible for Kosovo to make such an amendment, and thus for 
there to be no obstacle to union with another state.102

At any event, just as in Albania where there is currently no 
constitutional or international legal obstacle to union with 
another state, so in Kosovo where the constitution forbids 
union with another state or part-state (an obstacle that could be 
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overcome), the question of unification is very much more than 
a merely legal one.

At the practical level, besides the internal and external legal 
aspects (the constitution and international law, respectively), 
there are political, geopolitical, historical, geographical, 
economic, cultural and religious aspects which could make 
union impossible, even with popular will and no legal obstacle.

Firstly, union of Albania with Kosovo, howsoever it might 
be proposed, would not be possible without the consent of the 
Great Powers or the international community. When it comes 
to foreign affairs, political parties in Albania and Kosovo look 
to the international community and especially to those they see 
as strategic partners, chiefly the USA and the European Union. 
In almost all party political programmes in Albania and Kosovo, 
references to the national question are timid and equivocal. 
In each, political leaders are careful to address themselves to 
the international community and strategic partners for the 
promotion or resolution of national issues. 

To this extent, the thesis for the resolution of the national 
question in party political programmes is the same as the thesis 
as presented in the ‘nationalist’103 platform of the Academy 
of Sciences, which saw the only road to an outcome as 
collaboration with the international community ‘in accordance 
with universally declared principles regarding human rights 
and the right of self-determination.’104

Albania and Kosovo are both small states, and for all small 
states independence, sovereignty and the capacity to operate in 
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the international environment are generally limited. Moreover, 
Albania and Kosovo are both weak states, critically dependent on 
the international community.105 Kosovo’s independence was in 
consultation with major players such as the USA, Great Britain, 
Germany and others, in a particular period of international 
equilibrium. Any radical shift from independence towards 
unification with Albania would require the same support and 
engagement by the western powers as in 1999, when NATO 
decided to intervene militarily, or 2008, when independence 
was declared, as well as a realistic evaluation of the stance of 
other important international players who have been against 
independence.106

The union of Kosovo with Albania, in whatever form, would 
lead to a change in the political map of the Balkans. Previous 
changes, including the most recent, have been accompanied 
by bloody conflict within states and between states, and by the 
intervention of third parties - the USA, NATO, and European 
powers. However mutually-consensual an eventual unification 
of Albania and Kosovo might be, the risk of violence and conflict 
in the region could not definitely be ruled out.107 In one way or 
another, this change in the political map would require some 
kind of consent from their neighbours. It is difficult to imagine 
that some countries, and foremost Serbia, would be willing to 
give such consent.108

The creation of a new state through the unification of Albania 
- an almost ethnically homogeneous state - with Kosovo, likewise 
with a substantial ethnic Albanian majority, might nourish the 
idea of creating ethnically pure states. In the Balkans this appears 
to be a ‘mission impossible’, not forgetting that it is a philosophy 
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which the EU and USA have opposed or at least do not support.

Regardless of the ‘nationalist’ games and the occasional 
populist ‘exercises’, Tirana has been careful in its Balkan 
policy and the west has acknowledged Albania’s much-vaunted 
constructiveness, a role in practice generally supposed to 
comprise no ambition for border change towards a larger 
Albanian state, and unstinting support for western, EU and 
US  foreign policy. There is likewise an established view among 
the Albanian public that unification of Kosovo with Albania 
could only happen if it were accepted and supported by the 
international community109, seen as having the decisive role.110

All advocates of national unification, nationalist and populist, 
even those whose advocacy is in truth naive, refer to the national 
interest111 - without a critical analysis whether unification would 
truly serve the national interest, the definition of which remains 
deliberately or otherwise very vague and unclear.

If the consolidation of Kosovo’s statehood internally and 
internationally is in the interests not only of Republic of Kosovo 
but of all Albanians - that is to say, it is in the national interest - 
by the same token it is clear that unification with Albania would 
seriously damage Kosovo’s statehood and independence.112

On top of these obstacles there is hesitation and even 
apprehension in the two societies, which historically have 
functioned separately. One of the arguments against unification, 
in both countries, is a kind of fear that Albania and Kosovo 
would function better as two independent states rather than 
united in one.113
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In the discourse about unification on either side of the border, 
less and less is heard of the thesis that unification is essential for 
a successful, functional, democratic state able to guarantee for 
its citizens high economic standards, basic services, security, 
justice, education, healthcare, infrastructure and so on.114 It is 
unclear and surely uncertain how union should automatically 
deliver an increase in the quality of democracy, living standards, 
education or other basic provisions.115

It is not difficult to imagine that the unification of two small 
and weak states with poor economies such as Albania and 
Kosovo would result in a state that was larger but certainly 
weaker, if not actually failing. Unification might be feasible only 
if one of the states were strong and stable, having managed to 
secure economic and social prosperity to such a large extent that 
it would permit it to bear the great economic cost of unification. 

There is also a fear, rather less overt, that differences in culture 
and tradition between two societies that have developed apart 
for some hundred and twenty years might not assist union, but 
on the contrary become a serious obstacle leading to a freezing 
of the current relations.

In Kosovo, there is a concern that unification would ‘leave 
Kosovo in the shade’: the capital city would be Tirana, the 
President would be chosen by Albania; other state institutions 
would likewise be led by Albanians of Albania. The new state 
would be run by Albanian Albanians because ‘Albania has 
greater economic, political and academic resources’ and in the 
end Kosovans would remain in Albania’s shadow.116
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Implications in the International Sphere

An eventual unification of Kosovo with Albania supposing 
an ideal case in which there was full support from both states 
and their respective societies, would create a state whose 
functionality and even existence would face existential 
challenges both internally and internationally - environments 
that are not independent of each other. An assessment of 
the possible implications of potential unification should 
incorporate two levels: firstly, the possible implications for 
Albania and Kosovo,117 as well as for the product of their union, 
in the international arena - international law, international 
institutions and organizations, the United Nations, NATO and 
the European Union; and secondly, but no less important, the 
possible domestic implications for the new state. 

Before assessing the potential implications at these two 
levels it is important to establish the theoretical possibilities of 
union and the nature of the entity that it would create. Given the 
declaration and recognition of Kosovo as an independent state, 
its unification with Albania would happen as the unification of 
two independent states. The concept of re-union - of two entities 
which were formerly part of one, as were the two Germanies - 
does not apply, for the simple reason that Albania and Kosovo 
have never been part of a common state.118

Union could be the unification of two states and thereby 
the establishment of a new one, or the absorption of one state 
by the other - most likely of Kosovo by Albania. Although the 
absorption of Albania by Kosovo cannot in theory be ruled out, 
it would be less advocated and less justified given the incomplete 
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legitimacy which follows from Kosovo’s incomplete recognition 
by UN member states, including some permanent members of 
the Security Council and five EU members.

An alternative model would be union in a confederation, 
in which the two constituent states would maintain their 
sovereignty in domestic and international affairs, with weak 
central government. The most recent example was the Union of 
Serbia and Montenegro, formed in 2003 and dissolved in 2006.

Regardless of the specific modalities of an eventual unification, 
a final agreement between Kosovo as to Kosovo’s status would 
be a precondition to its  eventual realization. Otherwise, any 
hypothetical scenario would import a conflictual relationship 
and create a state over part of whose territory Serbia would 
continue to assert a claim. Thus, even in the case that Albania 
absorbed Kosovo it would have to compete with Serbia because 
of the latter’s claim to Kosovo.

Any initiative by Albania and Kosovo towards union, in the context 
of the frozen conflict between Serbia and Kosovo, would carry the 
possibility of a conflict between Albania and Serbia, whereas any 
agreement between Albania and Serbia to resolve this conflict would 
mean a loss of independence for Kosovo and the fragmentation of its 
territory, and its division between its two neighbours.

 
In case of an eventual union between Albania and Kosovo, 

preceded by a recognition agreement of the latter with Serbia, 
which had at its heart reciprocal recognition as independent 
states, what would be the implications in the international arena 
for Albania, Kosovo and the product of their union?
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The first fundamental question relates to international 
recognition, regardless of the form of union. Whether a new state 
is formed from the two or whether Kosovo joins Albania, the 
basic question is if formal international recognition for the new 
state should be necessary and, if so, what form it should take. 
What would this mean for the recognition process? An analysis 
of the possible developments and implications if international 
recognition were necessary is naturally hypothetical, but 
nonetheless required. After recognition by neighbouring states 
and the great powers, the process of international recognition 
would be very difficult, prolonged and in no circumstances 
guaranteed. This would affect the internal functioning of the 
state and might call into question its existence. In both cases - the 
creation of a new state and the absorption by one state of the other 
- there is a series of questions which cast a significant shadow over 
the prospects for union, and raise a number of critical concerns.

Would the international agreements that each state had 
signed with others remain valid? Would the new state inherit 
memberships of international organizations and institutions? 
Would the new state automatically be a member of NATO, 
given that one of its precursor states already is? Would NATO 
be willing to recognize the new state’s membership?

The example of reunited Germany’s continued membership 
of NATO demonstrates the need not only for the approval of 
member states - which arises from the Treaty of the Alliance 
and its procedures for new members - but also a consent 
reaching beyond the alliance, involving in particular the great 
powers. Following the reunification of Germany, the USA 
was very engaged and supported the continuation of NATO 
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membership for the reunified state, while the Soviet Union was 
weakened and on the brink of disintegration.119 In this way, and 
in different circumstances and noting that both Albania and 
Kosovo are small states, it is clear that their union and certainly 
their membership in the Alliance would require the consent of 
third parties and above all of the big players, whether or not 
these are NATO members.

Meanwhile, however hypothetical the discussion, it would in 
any case appear difficult for Alliance members to accept NATO 
membership for a state emerging from a union of Albania and 
Kosovo when a number of them have yet to recognize Kosovo. 
Likewise, it would be doubtful whether North Macedonia 
and Montenegro - two Balkan members of the Alliance and 
neighbours of Albania - would accept the continuation of 
NATO membership for the new state, for two reasons. A larger 
state encompassing the population and territory of the former 
Ottoman Albania might serve as a model and inspiration for the 
Albanian minorities in their countries to consider uniting with 
the ‘motherland’. Secondly, an expanded Albania in the Alliance 
would force an adjustment of the power balance and overshadow 
these two states, irrespective of their own membership. 

An Albania that is united with Kosovo and a NATO member 
would have a stronger military, human, economic capacity, and 
this would immediately shift the balance of power in relation 
to Serbia.  balance relative to Serbia.120 The border of Kosovo 
with Serbia would become the border of NATO with Serbia, 
which continues to have not particularly friendly relations with 
the Alliance while maintaining a preferential relationship with 
Russia. In this way, an inheritance of NATO membership by 
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the new state would contribute substantially to geopolitical 
rivalries, which are already pronounced enough in the Balkans.

All of the above arguments lead to the conclusion that a 
union of Albania with Kosovo would seriously jeopardize 
Albania’s membership of the Alliance. Any analogy with the 
case of Germany seems irrelevant for a number of reasons, 
but fundamentally the point is that in the case of Germany the 
question was not whether West Germany’s NATO membership 
might be an obstacle to union - as is the case with a potential 
Albania-Kosovo state - but whether reunited Germany 
should inherit West Germany’s membership from before 
reunification.121

The same dilemmas apply when it comes to the Albania’s 
status as a candidate country for the EU. Would it be possible 
for the new state to inherit candidate status, given that Albania 
as one of the precursor states enjoys such status? Would the EU 
be willing to continue negotiations for Albanian membership122 
if Albania were negotiating union with Kosovo? Similarly, would 
the new state remain a member of INTERPOL when one of its 
precursor states, Kosovo, has not been? Thus, would Albania 
lose its membership of NATO, the UN, OSCE, the Council of 
Europe and other international organizations?

Security Dilemma at the Local Level

In any kind of unification, the fundamental issue remains that 
of functionality. The success of an Albania-Kosovo union in its 
three possible forms, which could in no way be a mechanical 
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process, would be determined by the degree of the new state’s 
functionality. From two states currently weak and low in 
functionality, what would be the chances of securing through 
union a strong and functional state?123

Albania and Kosovo have never functioned as a single, unitary 
state. The Ottomans operated in the region though a system 
of Vilayets (independent federal entities), without a shared 
hierarchical state structure. For a very brief period during the 
Second World War, Albania and Kosovo were unified, but this 
union was far from being the functioning hierarchical structure 
seen in modern states. After the Second World War, the two 
countries and societies existed separately and in extreme 
isolation from one another, not only during the Cold War but 
for almost the first two decades after the fall of communism.

The state-building process has been a relatively new 
phenomenon in both Albania and Kosovo. Furthermore, 
during such process the two countries have adopted different 
economic and political models. After the end of World War Two, 
Albania was a command economy, whereas Kosovo – as part of 
Yugoslavia – adopted quasi-capitalist economic policies and was 
subjected to a political system that functioned on the basis of the 
rule of law. Whilst it is true that Albanian and Kosovar societies 
share a few similarities in their political cultures, where political 
organization is largely based on clans and blood relations, it is 
submitted that these similarities not only fail to ease the process 
of integration, but would on the contrary serve to undermine 
such a process. Meanwhile it is certain that the dissimilarities 
are a further guarantee that a joint state would remain weak, if 
not failing, despite its greater population and territory.



69IS UNIFICATION THE COMMON FUTURE?

When it comes to the question of the functionality of the 
Albanian state, we appear to be confronted with a paradox. More 
than 100 years ago, when the Albanian state was established and 
began to be recognized, the argument for Kosovo and the other 
areas of Ottoman Albania becoming part of this state was bound 
up precisely with the issue of its stability and functionality. 
Without Kosovo and other territories inhabited by Albanias, 
the Albanian state could not be sustainable. More than twenty 
years later, there is concern that out of a union an even weaker 
and less functional state might arise. 

The case of the reunification of the two Germanies is of little 
help in analyzing the potential implications of the case of Albania 
and Kosovo, for at least two reasons. Firstly, the case of the two 
Germanies was a reunification of a divided state, which is not 
true of Albania and Kosovo. Secondly, German reunification 
was led by West Germany, a state based around a political 
culture and organizational ideology governed by the rule of law 
and the competitive capitalist economy, something which is not 
nearly true in Albania or Kosovo. And despite West Germany’s 
great strengths, aspects of integration and functionality might 
still be questioned. In this particular case, neither Albania nor 
Kosovo have managed to establish a strong and viable state, 
with sufficient economic strength and political vision needed 
to shoulder the economic and social burdens of unification.124

Even if one were to cast away doubts as to the viability and 
functionality of the new unified state, it would be extremely 
difficult to imagine that a potential union would be free of internal 
discord. This was precisely the case during the second world 
war, when for a brief period and under German occupation 



ALBANIA AND KOSOVA70

Kosovo and Albania were unified in one state.  During this 
time, it became clear that the integration of different religious 
communities was no easy task, as evidenced by frequent clashes 
between the Islamic communities in Kosovo and Albania as 
well as between religious communities and state institutions. 
Similarly, the efforts of Xhaver Deva, then acting in his capacity 
as Minister of Internal Affairs, to establish order in Albania with 
the help of functionaries brought in from Kosovo were met with 
grave reservations in Tirana. 

In light of the fact that Albania and Kosovo have never 
been an integrated state, and given the prolonged absence 
of communication between the two, both at a societal and 
governmental level, would the union of Albania and Kosovo result 
in a state that is free of political conflict and massive corruption, 
which are two defining characteristics of both states today? 

The legitimacy, functionality and capacity of the state in 
Albania and Kosovo are today substantially eroded by, among 
other factors, deep political disagreements between parties 
and between leaderships - thanks to the zero sum game logic 
applied in the competition for power - as well as difficulties 
in reaching consensus and in collaborating to advance the 
process of state-building. Right from the fall of communism in 
Albania, and from Kosovo’s independence, the two countries 
have been caught in a cycle of crisis, in Albania crises as deep 
as that of 1997, the resolution of which required international 
intervention. Even for basic processes such as the holding of 
elections, the acceptance of results and the installation of new 
administrations, international mediation has been and is still 
sought.125 There is no reason to assume that, after unification, 
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the deep political conflicts in Tirana and Prishtina would 
be overcome. Indeed, it is not impossible that the political 
divisions within each element should be exacerbated by a new 
conflict between Tirana and Prishtina.

The issue is not merely potential political conflicts that 
might assume new dimensions in the event of union. Religious, 
cultural and economic clashes cannot be excluded either.

From a theoretical perspective, the union of Albania and 
Kosovo in one unitary state would create the conditions for 
what Barry Posen has defined as an emerging anarchy126, arising 
not from the fall of an imperial order as was the case with the 
collapse of the Soviet Union or the Yugoslav Federation, but 
from the breakdown of state order in the two countries as part of 
the transition. Just as ethnic groups of different nations who once 
had a peaceful existence under imperial order are confronted 
with security dilemmas when that order breaks down, so 
communities created by different political, religious, economic, 
cultural, urban or geographic identities might likewise face 
a security dilemma and might even end up using conflict or 
violence to maintain or improve their situation in the new state. 
An eventual union has the potential negatively to affect three 
equilibria that took a century to establish, half of it under brutal 
oppression: the north-south balance in favour of the former, 
the current religious balance (between muslims, orthodox 
christians, catholics and bektashi) in favour of muslims, and the 
balance between urban and rural districts.127 The upsetting of 
these geographic, faith and urban/rural balances would provoke 
security dilemmas for the communities in question, and in 
consequence potential conflict.
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Chapter IV  

CONCLUSIONS

Albania and Kosovo are today developing relations 
appropriate to two independent states. During the 
course of their historical journey from the withdrawal 

of the Ottoman Empire and the establishment of independent 
states, Albania and Kosovo have functioned as two divided 
societies, economies and markets with an almost total absence 
of cooperation and interdependence.

From a strategic perspective, Albania and Kosovo perceive 
their common future as members of the European Union. 
Nonetheless, over the last five or six years the notion of unification 
has seemed ever more acceptable. Regardless of the motives, 
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clarity or real support attached to the idea, the hypothesis has 
rekindled debates about the Albanian national question and its 
full resolution through national unification.

Kosovo is central to the notion of national unification, for 
political, historical, geographical, cultural and economic reasons. 
Kosovo was the cradle of Albanian nationalism. The Albanian 
National Movement for independence began in Kosovo with the 
League of Prizren. The identification of the national question 
principally with Kosovo is apparent throughout the historical 
trajectory of the Albanian state, irrespective of the diverse 
regimes that have governed it during the last one hundred and 
twenty years and more.

The necessity for national unification, the chief component 
of which is the unification of Kosovo with Albania, has been 
and is still supported by two arguments: firstly, the historical 
argument, by which national unification is the resolution of 
an historical injustice, given that Albanians view as unfair the 
decision by the Powers of Europe to recognize a state that left 
out half of their territories and populations ; secondly, national 
unification is a fundamental condition (a sine qua non) for a 
functional, viable  and sustainable state.

A new argument for the necessity of national unification has 
recently been heard. According to this, in the case that Europe 
‘shuts its doors on Albania and Kosovo’ then the solution would 
remain a pan-national union, meaning first of all the joining of 
Kosovo with Albania.

At a theoretical level, the union is justified as the reconnection 
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of a part of the nation with its mother country, where Kosovo is 
the part and Albania is the mother country. Along a trajectory 
that began with the foundation and recognition of an Albanian 
state (Albania) and continued to the declaration and recognition 
of Kosovo as an independent state in 2008, Albania has never 
fulfilled the role of mother country.

At the peace conference after the First World War, Albania 
avoided successive attempts at division of the territory 
designated back in 1913. In such circumstances, it was quite 
impossible for Albania to undertake any step towards seeking 
the absorption of Kosovo or other territories.

During the rule of King Zog, for the first time a new factor 
of influence became apparent in relations between Albania and 
Kosovo: Albania’s relations with Yugoslavia and, after the latter’s 
disintegration, with Serbia. This factor would subsequently be 
transformed into an almost permanent feature of Albanian foreign 
policy, as was demonstrated during the Albania-Yugoslavia 
honeymoon after the Second World War, during the Cold War and 
at the start of the collapse of Yugoslavia in the nineties.

During the Cold War, communist Albania was too weak 
to give serious attention to Kosovo or other former lands of 
Ottoman Albania. In a situation where it was merely a client 
state of Yugoslavia, there was no chance that Albania could 
seek the ‘return’ of Kosovo. Even the breach in relations with 
Yugoslavia and Albania’s rapprochement with the Soviet Union, 
one of the world’s two superpowers, brought no change in 
Albania’s foreign policy in general and its relations with Kosovo 
in particular.
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Albania emerged from communism a very weak - if not 
indeed failed - state with a bankrupt economy, and with no 
military capability to speak of despite the militarization of the 
economy and society. It was quite impossible for Albania to go 
to war for Kosovo in 1990, when it lacked the human, military 
or economic capacity even for its own defence. 

For almost three decades, from the fall of communism, the 
Albanian government has not shown any political ambition to 
assimilate Kosovo as part of its territory. Even not as a NATO 
member and EU candidate country, Albania is in no condition 
to exercise independence in foreign affairs and much less 
sovereignty, especially when it comes to relations with Kosovo 
or other former  of Ottoman Albania, which since 1913 have 
been and remain parts of the territories of other internationally-
recognized states such as North Macedonia, Montenegro and, 
since 2008, the Republic of Kosovo.

During two key moments for the future of Kosovo, in 1991 
when it was apparent that Yugoslavia was heading towards 
collapse and in 1997-1998 when war broke out in Kosovo, 
Albania was undergoing the gravest crises of its modern 
history. In 1991, when it was at the limits of survival, Albania 
saw Kosovo’s future within the creation of democratic spaces in 
Yugoslavia, without supporting any of the options outlined by 
Kosovo’s political leaders. Then in 1997-1998, when de facto 
it had almost ceased to exist as a state, even losing control of its 
own territory and borders, Albania advocated respect for the 
rights of Albanian minorities in Yugoslavaia, thereby accepting 
the position that Kosovo was merely a domestic issue for Serbia.
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Three decades after the fall of communism in Albania and 
a decade after Kosovo’s independence, the ideas of union 
between Albania and Kosovo and of national unification have 
been revived. They are apparent in the populist/nationalist 
narrative discourse of political elites in both countries, and also 
seem popular in public attitudes in both. Today 74% of Albanian 
citizens would vote for unification of Kosovo and Albania  in the 
event of a referendum.

It would be naive, however, to draw conclusions based on the 
figure of 74% of Albanians supporting unification. If the notion 
of unification were really so popular and so important, how 
could its absence from the political programmes and electoral 
campaigns of Albanian political parties be explained? Relations 
with Kosovo do not feature among the ten issues Albanian 
citizens believe are important and have on their minds, and so 
much less does the issue of unification.

Albanians today on both sides of the border lack any clear 
notion of what kind of union they would like and how it might 
be achieved. Should Kosovo be joined to Albania, Albania 
annexing Kosovo with the latter’s consent and becoming an 
enlarged Albania with the addition of Kosovo’s territory and 
population? Would the 64% of Kosovo citizens who currently 
support unification accept the loss of their independence and 
sovereignty? Should the two countries come together as one 
and create a confederation, or a unitary state? The final option, 
albeit even less feasible, would be for Albania to join Kosovo, 
the latter thereby annexing the territory and population of the 
former and becoming an enlarged Kosovo. Would the 75% of 
Albanians who currently support union accept this?
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More than a century ago, unification was justified on the 
grounds of righting an historical wrong done to the Albanian 
nation by the Great Powers when they divided its lands, but also 
of the functionality and  viability and sustainability of the state - 
the idea that Albania could not be a functional and sustainable, 
viable  state without Kosovo and the other territories. But in 
today’s circumstances it is unconvincing to argue that Albania 
is a weak, if not indeed failing, state because national unification 
has not been completed, that the Albanians lands are divided 
and Kosovo is not united with Albania.

Some political leaders in Albania make propaganda of the 
idea of national as an alternative to integration with the European 
Union. But a considerable majority - 84.7% of Republic of 
Albania citizens and indeed 66.4% in the Republic of Kosovo 
- would choose the European integration of their state over 
national unification.

It is very possible that, rather than being an alternative to 
Albania’s European integration, the thesis of unification  with 
Kosovo - that is to say, the nationalist card - is used by the 
Albanian Government to apply pressure on Brussels, blackmail 
even, to stimulate the very slow process of  EU integration.

Since 2008, although they have been improving, relations 
between the two countries have remained generally feeble. 
More important is the fact that Albania-Kosovo relations are 
not free from tension, accompanied intermittently by harsh 
rhetoric. Increasing tensions and serious disagreements spring 
from Tirana’s paternalist attitude towards Kosovo - and, related 
to this, from Albania’s relations with Serbia, and the inclusion 



of Kosovo and her affairs in those relations.

While mentioning unification ever more frequently, Albania 
adopts a paternalist stance towards Kosovo, so that sometimes 
it even appears as though Albania considers Kosovo an 
autonomous region of her own. This attitude, forgetting that 
Kosovo is an independent state, impairs the normal business 
of political cooperation, economic coordination, trading 
exchanges, cultural, scientific and academic collaboration, 
and so on. The establishment of a strategic agenda between 
Albania and Kosovo demands first of all that Albania give up 
the paternalist approach and the use of Kosovo as a proxy for 
short-term political interests.

The political dissatisfactions and tensions relate substantially 
to the fact that not only Serbia but paradoxically also Albania 
continue to consider Kosovo as being a domestic issue on their 
bilateral agenda. Kosovo does not wish for Albania to speak in 
its name and does not acknowledge any mandate for Tirana to 
negotiate with Serbia on Kosovo’s behalf. Accordingly, in its 
relations with Serbia, Kosovo does not wish for the Albanian 
Government to act as an intermediary.  Albania to have a role 
as intermediary. The government of the Republic of Kosovo 
appears to view the Albanian Government’s attempts to lead 
the process or reconciliation between Albanians and Serbs 
in the Balkans according to the Franco-German model with 
great skepticism. For the Kosovo Government, the road to 
reconciliation between Kosovo and Serbia goes through Pristina, 
not Tirana, and it is only in this scenario, which is similar to the 
one in the Franco-German model, that peace could be achieved. 
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For a section of Tirana’s and Prishtina’s political elites, 
and more precisely for the benefit of their short-term political 
interests, it is not unification per-se but rather the idea of 
unification that is rather helpful, an idea which has been 
transformed into a dogma which no one may question or doubt. 

Although there are no legal obstacles to the union, neither in 
the Albanian constitution nor international law, such a unification 
would not be possible without the consent of the international 
community and the great powers. Albania and Kosovo are weak 
as well as small states, critically dependent upon the international 
community. As with many small and especially weak states 
operating in the international environment, their independence, 
sovereignty and capacity are limited. From this perspective too, 
union would not be possible without international community 
approval.

Unification of Albania and Kosovo in whatever form would 
change the political map of the Balkans. Previous changes to 
this map, including the most recent, have been accompanied 
by bloody conflict within states and between them, and by the 
intervention of third parties - USA . NATO,European powers.

In any of the theoretical scenarios, unification would create 
an ethnically almost pure state and might encourage the creation 
of ethnically pure states elsewhere in the region - apparently a 
‘mission impossible’ in the Balkans - and conflict and violence 
would be guaranteed.

In all possible scenarios, whether Kosovo is joined onto 
Albania (or vice-versa) or whether they unite in a confederation, 
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the new entity would in any case require international 
recognition. Without the approval  of at least a section of the 
international community – and especially of the great powers -- 
for unification, the process of international recognition would be 
very difficult, long and in no way certain. This would complicate 
the internal functionality of the new state and perhaps even call 
into question its very existence.

It would be very doubtful, if not utterly impossible, for the 
new state to inherit the agreements and memberships that its 
two progenitors currently enjoy in international organizations 
and institutions. It is entirely clear that a new country or a 
confederation could not inherit Albania’s NATO membership, 
or its candidate country status with the EU. It is likewise hard to 
believe that, should Kosovo be absorbed into Albania, the latter 
would maintain its NATO or EU status. In the event that Albania 
was ready to give up its independence and sovereignty in a 
union with Kosovo, i.e. in favour of an enlarged Kosovo, matters 
would be still more complicated, given that Kosovo currently 
lacks full international recognition, is not recognized by some 
members of the UN Security Council, is not a UN member, is 
not recognized by five EU members, and is not a member of a 
series of other international organizations and institutions. In 
an eventual union, of whatever form, Albania would be calling 
into doubt its membership of the UN, the OSCE, the Council of 
Europe and other international institutions and organizations.

In as much as one of the two founding and historical 
arguments for the necessity of uniting Albania and Kosovo is 
the issue of state functionality, it is possible that the union of 
these two, one of whose fundamental characteristics is non-
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functionality, might produce an even weaker state, with an even 
lower level of functionality, and even lead to a failed state.

Is it not impossible for the unification of Albania with 
Kosovo, in any of its possible forms, to lead to a state free and 
immune from political, socio-economic, urban-rural, religious, 
cultural and developmental tension? From the theoretical 
perspective, union into one state could create the conditions 
for what Barry Posen defines as emerging anarchy, arising not 
from the collapse of an imperial order, as was the case with the 
collapse of the Soviet Union or of the Yugoslav Federation, but 
from the collapse of state order in the two countries as part of the 
transition towards a new country emerging from unification. As 
ethnic groups representing diverse nationalities and having lived 
in peace under an imperial order confront security dilemmas 
when that order falls away, so in this case groups defined by 
different ideologies, different religious policies or doctrines, 
or different economic, cultural, demographic or geographic 
factors might likewise be faced with a security dilemma and find 
themselves fighting for their status within the new conditions of 
a unified Albanian-Kosovan state.
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