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INTRODUCTION

loannis Armakolas, Stefan Bouzarovski, Agon Demjaha,
Arolda Elbasani, Gezim Krasniqi, Stephanie Schwandner-Sievers

ussia’s aggression against Ukraine brought war back to the European

continent for the first time since the Yugoslav wars of the 1990s. It has

also become the first war involving major countries in Europe since the
end of the Second World War. The Russian invasion is reshaping the geopolitical,
security and public policy landscape in Europe, and in an unprecendented
manner. Countries associated with international neutrality for many decades
are in the process of joining NATO. The transatlantic relationship is again
strengthening, after the negative experience of the Trump presidency. The EU
has for the first time formally extended the accession perspective to Eastern
Neighbourhood Policy countries, accepting as official candidates the embattled
Ukraine and Moldova. Europe is facing major economic and inflation pressures
and an energy crisis unseen at least since the 1970s. Domestic policy pressures
in the EU countries are multiplying.

In the context of such earth-shattering developments, policy making in the
Western Balkans has become much more complicated, especially for Kosovo,
a new country challenged domestically in its state-building process and inter-
nationally in its efforts to consolidate its statehood status. The enormous pres-
sures brought about by the war in Ukraine came to sit on top of previous crises,
from the COVID-19 pandemic, to energy trasition, the permanent crisis mode in
bilateral relations with Belgrade, the difficulties in integrating the Serb commu-
nity of Kosovo and many others. This ‘multiple crises’ landscape of policymaking
seems to be becoming a permanent state of affairs for Kosovo and deserves its
place in the title of our book.
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The edited volume is made up of five parts. All chapters are engaged with the cri-
sis-ridden reality in response to which Kosovo needs to develop its policymak-
ing. Even though the concept of crisis per se is not theoretically or conceptually
elaborated in this volume, it is clear that all chapters are analysing policy areas
that are challenged by the complex geopolitical and socio-economic setting.
Part I, entitled ‘Old and New Boundaries: Community Dynamics and Identity
Constructions’, focuses on community and societal questions. Four chapters in
this part tackle various aspects of community boundary-making; not only along
the traditional ethnic dimension and its official manifestations epitomised in
the Prishtina-Belgrade negotiations, but also in relation to how young Kosovars
negotiate their identity, their place in and relationship to Europe, how school
textbooks deal with the recent traumatic past and how feminist civic activisms
in Kosovo and Serbia rediscover cross-border solidarities.

The next two parts of the volume deal more directly with key problems in the new
crisis-ridden policy agenda. Part I, entitled ‘COVID-19 Crisis: Education and
Social Policy Response’ focuses on the current global pandemic and the policy
dilemmas and pressures it exerts on Kosovo’s limited financial and governance
resources. This part includes two chapters, which focus on gender perspec-
tives of the impact of the pandemic on business and on the challenges that the
pandemic poses for educational authorities, education practitioners, pupils and
parents respectively. Part lll, entitled ‘The Challenges of Climate Change and
Energy Transition’, tackles the policy area that has been possibly affected the
most from the Russian aggression on Ukraine. Two chapters in this part focus
on the policy landscape of energy transition in Kosovo and on energy poverty
and the dire state of many energy consumers respectively. Put together, the two
chapters illustrate the major difficulties facing Kosovo’s authorities and popu-
lation even before the dramatic changes brought about by the Russian invasion.

The final two parts of the volume deal with European integration and Kosovo’s
foreign relations respectively. Part IV, entitled ‘Revisiting European Integration in
Times of Crises’, reviews the difficult terrain of EU enlargement in the Western
Balkans, in which, arguably, Kosovo has received the rough end of the stick,
given the fact that it remains unrecognised by five of the Union’s member states.
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The two chapters included in this part focus on the issue of rule of law in the
context of the EU’s new enlargement methodology and on the place of the West-
ern Balkans in the agenda of the current Czech Presidency of the Council of the
EU respectively. The analyses demonstrate that the European perspective of the
Western Balkans, and of Kosovo in them, has not strengthened, despite the new
methodology that was introduced only a couple of years ago and despite the
calls for a ‘geopolitical enlargement’ of the EU in light of the Russian aggression
against Ukraine. In fact, the EU seems to continue its sleepwalking to geopoliti-
cal disaster in the Balkans, despite the frequent ‘wake-up calls’ in recent years.

Finally, Part V, entitled ‘Kosovo’s Foreign Relations in a Volatile International
Environment’, turns our attention to two under-studied elements of Kosovo’s
foreign relations. One is the role of Chinese diplomacy in Kosovo’s efforts to
consolidate its international status. The other is the question of Turkey’s soft
power policy in Kosovo and Romania. Relations with both of these important
countries, China a global power and a key non-recogniser and Turkey an import-
ant regional player and a significant recogniser of Kosovo’s independence, are
crucial for Prishtina’s foreign policy.

In what follows, the editors of the volume engage conceptually and critically with
the themes of the five parts of the book as well as provide brief outlines of the
different chapters.

OLD AND NEW
BOUNDARIES: COMMUNITY
DYNAMICS AND IDENTITY
CONSTRUCTIONS

What do we mean by ‘the local*? The concept of ‘the local’ has long been de-
fined in contrast to, and as mutually constitutive with, ‘the global’, marked by
the transfer of people, technologies, ideas, finances, information and more.
Anthropologist Appadurai (1995) famously suggested exploring ‘translocal’
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‘flows’ or ‘scapes’ (ethnoscapes, technoscapes, ideoscapes, financescapes,
and mediascapes) as global sites of such transfers between different local-
ities. Notable for this approach, ‘the local’ cannot be studied without ‘the
global’: community dynamics and identity constructions at local level are al-
ways related to, and interlinked with, wider, translocal or transnational, move-
ments, processes and dynamics.

By this token, the concept of ‘the local’ clearly lends itself to discussions
of how international and national policies affect the intended beneficia-
ries (‘the locals’) and how people at local levels respond to, integrate, or
transform, the intended idea-transfers. These questions have been subject
of the ‘local turn’ in peace studies (Mac Ginty & Richmond 2013). Such an
approach advocates a focus on the interrelatedness and practices of the in-
tended beneficiaries, both among each other, and within the wider networks
of international intervention scenarios. Mac Ginty (2015, 851) defines ‘the
local’ in this school of thought as “a system of beliefs and practices that
loose communities and networks may adopt”. He emphasises that ‘local
agency’ in this might be under the radar of “statist or institutional domains”
(2015, 848) which guide international intervention aims, yet such agency
in all its forms is powerful, shape and transform intended outcomes, and
it is to be taken seriously not least as a matter of epistemic justice. For
critical analysis, according to this argument, the term’s contingency from
power and interests at any level requires decoupling it from static territorial
notions and, instead, focussing on the complexity and fluidity of people’s
actions and activities, ideas and imaginations, networks and relationships,
social capital, and resources.

In contrast to these post-modernist approaches, recent sociological
expansions of the concept, inspired by human geography and phenomenology,
re-emphasise the need to recognise the distinctiveness of ‘the local’ as ‘a
place’. According to Roudometof (2019), ‘the local’ should not be understood
in relation to processes of globalisation or ‘glocalisation’ alone. He
emphasises that ‘place’ is different from the more generic concept of ‘space’,
exactly because it is imbued with meanings, experiences, and memories by
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those who inhabit and relate to it. Although epistemologically reterritorializing
the concept, this approach has in common with the above that a local ‘place’,
either way, results from the agency and imagologies of people associated
with a place. ‘The local’, in this argument, emerges from social processes of
‘place-making’, which can be simultaneously physical and symbolic.

The social constructivist and interactionist underpinnings of all of the above
approaches are reminiscent also of cultural anthropological classics such
as Barth’s (1969) seminal work on the construction of ethnic boundaries as
a social process. Here, ethnic boundaries (symbolically demarcated as well
as materalising in physical separations) result from the locals’ agency in con-
tinuously ascribing and self-ascribing criteria of cultural distinction. The ap-
proaches described above, including Roudometof’s (2019) focus on the agen-
cy of place-making, are predicated on social (sometimes political) processes
of, both, physical and symbolic boundary constructions: ‘locals’ construct
communities and identities, define inclusion and exclusion, similarity, and
difference, in relation to place and shared meaning associated with it, be this
in terms of legal entitlements or their emplaced, collective memories.

The contributions assembled in Part | explore changing boundary con-
structions at the interface of global and local, social and political agency in
‘place-making’ (ideologically or concrete) from different disciplinary angles,
united by the weighting given to taking into account local perspectives from
within Kosovo. Both, symbolic and physical, ‘place-making’ processes de-
scribed are all related to, and interlinked with, wider dynamics - national, re-
gional, international, translocal or transnational - yet they are simultaneously
anchored in, and shape, local community and identity constructions.

Rooted in IR and political studies, Ardit Orana’s chapter falls well within
the ‘local turn’ associated with peace studies. It skilfully unpacks the dis-
sonance between internationally brokered ‘place-making’ and its local re-
ception, contestations, and transformations. He exemplifies this process
through the failed implementation of the EU-facilitated First Agreement
on the Normalization between Prishtina and Belgrade, specifically those
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policy components relating to the creation (2013) and implementation
(2015) of the Association of Serb-majority Municipalities (ASM). However,
his focus is only partly on local resistance to, and local contestations of,
this agreement (as previously studied by Troncota 2018; cf. also Beysoylu
2018). The originality of Orana’s contribution lies in exploring Kosovo’s
new, local, political actor constellations as a critical juncture out of which
new opportunities might arise for reframing the ASM and possibly over-
coming the protracted deadlock of the EU-facilitated dialogue between
Kosovo and Serbia.

Intriguingly, in his problem analysis, Orana traces the deadlock to the
agreement’s linguistic elasticity which he identifies as part of a deliberate
EU strategy known in the literature as ‘constructive ambiguity’. On the
one hand, this refers to the EU’s lack of clarity regarding the scope of the
agreement, which Orana shows to effectively obstruct ownership for relevant
stakeholders, such as the Kosovo Serbs. On the other hand, it is evident in
terminological choices found in translations: what translates as ‘community’
in Serbian, translates as ‘association’ in Albanian. Such ‘elasticity of
language’ has long facilitated negotiations between international, regional,
and national stakeholders in Kosovo since the internationally facilitated
peace and disarmament agreements in 1999 (Schwandner-Sievers 2010, 163).
As Orana demonstrates for the Normalization Agreement, such linguistic
elasticity imbues the same locally situated rights with different meaning for
the two main local ethnic communities, respectively. The stalemate between
Belgrade and Prishtina appears doomed to continue unless such divergence
of meaning can be unpacked, renegotiated, and synchronised.

Jeta Abazi Gashi’s contribution shifts attention to young local Kosovars’ iden-
tity negotiations vis-a-vis the metaphorical space of hegemonic Europe. Her
study can be situated within the field of semiotic sociology (Heiskala 2021),
which is rooted in the symbolic interactionist tradition of Erving Goffman
(1959). Aware of the sensitivities involved in generating local young people’s
discourses of ‘Europe’ and ‘Self’ as well as of their perceptions of how ‘Eu-
rope’ sees them, she introduces the method of photo-elicitation, here orig-
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inally applied for the first time to the critical study of Kosovar identity con-
structions. The method has long been known to respond well to sensitive and
emotive themes, in this case arising out of a geopolitical context perpetuating
an exclusionary visa regime and local isolation. Abazi Gashi used photos se-
lected by her student research participants; a range of pre-selected photos
depicting the plurality of European religions; and, finally, the 2010 ‘Young
Europeans’ self-branding campaign video, to trigger responses and generate
discursive data.

Onthe one hand, it emerges that this young generation’s simultaneously local
and translocal forms of ‘place-making’ might have changed from the older
generations of Kosovars who tended to emphasise strongly their European
belonging through metaphors, symbols and tropes highlighting a common
Christian heritage. Abazi Gashi’s discourse analysis suggests that the older
generation’s concrete references were missing from the young people’s utter-
ances. Religion, overall, was not a theme they raised without prompting; yet,
when prompted, they still downplayed (stereotypical) Muslim identity signifi-
ers. On the other hand, establishing commonality - one strategy of affirming
collective self-worth - remained a strong antidote to experiences of, or per-
ceived, rejection, exclusion, or humiliation by ‘Europe’ and the underpinning
symbolic hierarchies long evidenced for the wider region (Spasi¢ 2017; Luci
and Schwandner-Sievers 2020). The pertinence of underpinning sensitivities
became evident in local, everyday nationalism constructions (e.g. highlighting
Kosovar sports personalities’ success) in the young people’s discourses. They
were also evident in the semiotic dichotomies distilled from the discursive
material (e.g. old/young; weak/strong; progressive/backward; safe/unsafe)
as well as in distinct emotions expressed (anger, shame etc.). For example,
the respondents asserted their place as Europeans by conveying a strong
identification with liberal values such as human rights, including specifically
LGBT+ rights, and religious pluralism. Some also highlighted their potential as
a group (theiryouth as a value of benefit and juxtaposed to ‘old Europe’). Con-
versely, ‘place-making’ was also evident in expressions of anger and shifted
preferences (the US is more important!) in one student’s reaction to the ex-
clusionary politics experienced.
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Rodoljub Jovanovi¢’s work falls again within the wider framework of peace
studies, here, specifically the fields of Transitional Justice and Dealing with
the Past. The focus of his study is on history teaching in Kosovo. Based on
existing critical analyses of Kosovo Albanian textbooks (e.g. Gashi 2012),
Jovanovi¢ explores particularly the ways in which local teachers fulfil the
Kosovo Albanian majority’s internationally required ‘special responsibility’
to “promote interethnic dialogue and tolerance at central and local level
in order to bridge divides between communities and promote reconcilia-
tion” (OSCE 2021). His original research, including in-depth interviews with
twelve local Kosovo Albanian teachers about how they teach the subject,
specifically, of the 1999 war at levels 9 and 12, benefits from strong theo-
retical guidance. His findings identify specificities of history teaching prac-
tices in Kosovo through comparison with, and learning from, studies on
such practices in other fragile (post-)conflict contexts, namely Israel and
Rwanda.

The specific Kosovar example suggests a generally weak background in local
teachers’ training of how to navigate complex and painful local and national
histories both sensitively and critically; and it stands out through a strong
and unpredictable reliance on individual teachers’ personal experiences,
initiatives, and interpretations of this history. Their practices and messages
were found to differ according to generation (only older teachers were able
to convey personal stories of pre-war, interethnic coexistence). The teach-
ers improvised and moderated learning contents according to their indi-
vidual knowledge of a given local community, its memories and perceived
social-psychological needs. The unstructured reliance on personal interpre-
tations furthermore led to unintended transformations even where multi-per-
spective contents had been introduced (albeit patchily only) via NGO-led
teacher training initiatives: rather than critically and reflectively contextual-
ising and juxtaposing different perspectives as anticipated, some individual
teachers used the introduction of multiple perspectives to validate their own
ethno-national position alone. They thereby affirmed, rather than bridged,
symbolic and political boundaries of difference.
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Jovanovié’s conclusion logically points to the need for systematic teacher
training in contemporary history education. Specifically, training is needed
to boost understanding of how to better balance ‘patriotic’ and criticality re-
quirements. However, he also highlights the importance of the local teachers’
own insights. Accordingly, promoting a better balance might remain inevitably
thwarted as long as the political situation between Belgrade and Prishtina
remains unsolved. Peace education, as made explicit in some of the local
teachers’ views, can only come after political stability (recognition) has been
achieved.

Finally, IR scholar Adelina Hasani investigates the new symbolic and social
boundaries that have emerged between local feminist activists from Kosovo
and Serbia since 2000. In the 1990s and earlier, feminists from either locality
collaborated in transnational solidarity against Milosevié’s oppressive regime,
nationalism, war, and war denial. It was the shared purpose of anti-war and
anti-Milosevi¢ activism which provided strength and the ground for feminist,
political solidarity beyond borders. Closely relying on Fridman’s (2011) obser-
vations, Hasani posits that the loss of the common enemy explains why now-
adays this solidarity seems diminished, fragmented, and less ‘organic’. She
also points to generational changes that diminished communication, such as
the disappearance of a common language (previously Serbian, or Serbo-Cro-
atian, which is not anymore part of Kosovo Albanian curricula). Clearly, the
‘place-making’ references shifted from the shared geographical space of the
formerYugoslavia to two separate spatial reference points, Serbia and Koso-
vo, respectively.

Hasani describes how nationalist discourses prevail in both countries today.
Cross-border activists risked being branded ‘traitors’ in the past just as in
the present. After 2000, as her literature review suggests, the classic feminist
slogan ‘the personal is political’, for example, in Serbia was translated into
‘the personal is national’ (Papi¢ 2002, 193). Hasani points to the existence of
a handful of cross-border feminist NGO-initiatives active still today. As one of
her contemporary research respondents, who attended an associated event,
explains: “I realised that you are either a feminist or a nationalist; you cannot
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be both”. However, Hasani argues that such views and initiatives nowadays
are isolated. Overall, nationalism has divided post-Yugoslav feminism: fem-
inist ‘place-making’ now seems mostly inward-looking and bound to either
Serbia or Kosovo alone. Hasani, however, ends on a positive note regardless,
suggesting discernible potentials for future cross-border solidarities in the
fields not just of feminism, but also of environmental or cultural activism.

As all four contributions discussed in this section demonstrate, local
‘place-making’ - physically or symbolically - must be studied both at micro,
meso, and macro levels to understand its power, impact, and potentials. On
the one hand, attention needs to be paid to local actors’ ideations and expe-
riences, practices, and agency from within, when exploring local community
dynamics and identity constructions. On the other, the ways in which these
are simultaneously contingent on, responding to, and shaping, the wider con-
texts require keeping their interrelatedness with policies and processes in
view at different scales, ranging from local, to national, regional, translocal,
or international.

COVID-19 CRISIS:
EDUCATION AND SOCIAL
POLICY RESPONSE

Frequent border changes and state transformations and (violent) dissolutions
in the past thirty years have had a profound impact on citizenship rights of
individuals, often resulting in political oppression, economic deprivation,
forced migration, and violence. While issues of conflict, state-building,
inter-ethnic relations in Kosovo have drawn extensive attention locally and
internationally, social policy areas including but not limited to welfare, work,
education and healthcare have, to a large degree, been overlooked in both
scholarship and policy analysis. In other words, there has been little attention
on the way Kosovo institutions and society responds to people’s needs for
security, education, work, health and wellbeing.
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All these important aspects form the backbone of social citizenship and the
welfare state. According to T. H. Marshall (1950), the welfare state—with social
citizenship as its hallmark—synthesises community and state. Moreover, social
citizenship is an important precondition for democratic inclusion. Social inclu-
sion and participation in democratic institutions don’t depend only on civic and
political rights, but on socio-economic rights and wellbeing, too. In the case of
Kosovo, as well as the Balkans more broadly, due to the past thirty years’ na-
tional(ist) and ethnic struggles, institutions of the educational system and social
services have been on a downward spiral, with tremendous consequences for
citizens. Therefore, the idea of social citizenship remains fundamental in recast-
ing key concepts such as democracy, human rights, and citizenship.

The role of social citizenship and social policy has been spotlighted in the
past two years as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic has had
a profound impact on societies worldwide with many social sectors facing
multiple shocks. While the long-term impacts of these shocks require time to
be accurately estimated, the short-term impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
businesses and education is particularly devastating in developing countries,
such as Kosovo. The pandemic has deepened pre-existing inequalities and
exposed vulnerabilities in social, political and economic systems.

The COVID-19 pandemic and its aftermath have posed a myriad of challenges to
businesses in Kosovo, but these challenges have been different depending on the
sectors and owners of the businesses. Hana Bacaj’s study suggests that in Koso-
vo the pandemic had a greater impact on women-led businesses, since women
are under-represented as entrepreneurs in Kosovo and so tend to operate smaller
businesses that are concentrated in sectors that were hit hardest during the pan-
demic. Based on interviews with Kosovo women entrepreneurs, the five key chal-
lenges faced during the pandemic included a fall in customer purchases, the need
to remodel the business, the threat to existence, and decreased business size.

The unprecedented impact of COVID-19 measures on businesses left many
owners struggling and without answers to pressing issues. The crisis prompt-
ed a government response - but often this was too late, inadequate or short
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sighted. Kosovo institutions adopted various policy measures in response to
COVID-19, focusing on social wellbeing, business support, and grant super-
vision but, overall, they had a limited impact. Politically unstable Kosovo was
unprepared when the pandemic struck. The government proved unable to
create a well-thought-out strategy and implementation plan that took into
consideration all the relevant factors when designing its measures. Consid-
erable shortcomings emerged due to the misreading of the situation and of
the specific problems that women-led businesses faced. Importantly, since
most institutions in Kosovo do not have gender-disaggregated data, it was
difficult for it to create policies that took the gender factor into consideration.

The COVID-19 pandemic has also highlighted structural issues and inequal-
ities in Kosovo’s education sector. In response to COVID-19 lockdown, Koso-
vo’s educational authorities made attempts to ease the process of transition-
ing to online learning by providing lessons which were broadcasted on the
national TV and created a platform (E-shkollori). They also provided one-day
trainings for the teachers to understand and be able to use this platform.
However, the hastily introduced online teaching during the pandemic found
the schools lacking the needed infrastructure for successful teaching and
learning, and most teachers unprepared in terms of using technology in learn-
ing. Successive governments in Kosovo have focused on building new school
premises rather than developing teaching capacities of the schools that al-
ready exist. In education institutions across Kosovo there is a general lack
of information and communications technology (ICT) equipment, teaching
materials, school libraries, labs and computers. The problem is particularly
acute in rural schools, which also lack reliable internet.

Nora Nimani Musa’s study has identified numerous challenges that teachers
faced during online learning, the chief among them being lack of knowledge
in using technology, which, in turn, undermined their confidence and raised
anxiety and stress during this period of teaching. Therefore, it is unsurprising
that all the teachers who participated in this study have reported to prefer
classroom-based schooling to online teaching. Parents seem to share similar
views, too. Almost all of them stated that their children are more motivated
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during school-based learning. Data suggests that problems with internet con-
nection, inability to access online learning without direct supervision from
parents, lack of information available to them, and the inability to express
themselves clearly during online classes have all contributed to low children
satisfaction with online learning.

THE CHALLENGES OF
CLIMATE CHANGE AND
ENERGY TRANSITION

The juxtaposition of global energy and climate crises creates a unique challenge
for policy-makers and citizens in Kosovo, due to the country’s historical and geo-
economic circumstances. Kosovo is one of the world’s most coal-dependent
states - a specific infrastructural legacy that can be attributed to a series
of choices made over a prolonged period of time, partly in response to the
country’s rich endowments with the hydrocarbon resource. The predominance
of solid fuels in Kosovo’s energy mix, however, has led to a series of policy and
environmental issues as a result of interactions with broader social, economic
and spatial problems during post-communism in particular.

Throughout Central and Eastern Europe, the movement towards a mar-
ket-based economy in the early 1990s was followed by the institution of a new
energy regulation landscape, inspired by the principles of the Washington
consensus. Among other dynamics, this entailed changes in energy pricing
structures, as well as the privatization of energy companies (United Nations
Economic Commission for Europe 1991). The role of the state in the formu-
lation and delivery of energy policy was radically transformed, with private
and third sector actors increasingly taking centre stage to the detriment of
roles previously assumed by central or local government. Post-communism
also saw the dismantling of the centrally planned system of infrastructure
development, and the introduction of market-oriented frameworks of resi-
dential supply and demand (Bouzarovski 2010). In cultural terms, there was
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a backlash against the dense public transport and energy provision systems
inherited from the centrally planned economy, in favour of individualized en-
ergy provision and greater automobile use.

In the case of Kosovo, the post-communist transformation, the gaining of
independence, and the process of European Union accession have all led to
deep infrastructural and policy reforms in the energy sector. The electricity
sector has been formally unbundled and liberalized, with different legal en-
tities being charged with separate activities relating to the generation, trans-
mission, distribution and supply of electrical power. The existence of a par-
allel energy regime in the north of Kosovo has posed a series of challenges,
in addition to unresolved regulatory and ownership issues between Kosovo
and Serbia (Obradovic-Wochnik and Dodds 2015). Internal dynamics to the
energy market, including corruption, vested interests and the need for tech-
nological upgrades, have also been associated with distinct impacts, aside
from broader processes linked to the expansion of income poverty and social
inequality, and the relatively low level of networked infrastructure provision
and economic development in the country as a whole.

As a whole, Kosovo provides a unique window to study how political, ma-
terial and institutional path-dependencies can influence the operation and
evolution of large technical systems (Marvin 2012; Rutherford and Coutard
2014). Following broader scholarship in science and technology studies,
these dynamics show how infrastructural formations are capable of driving
political choices and trade-offs at multiple scales of governance, the provi-
sion of infrastructure services to various economic sectors, as well as deeper
processes of exclusion and marginalization. In contrast to approaches that
view energy poverty and environmental degradation as relatively narrow phe-
nomena linked to particular forms of energy use or air pollution, such thinking
highlights the embeddedness of health or material deprivation in the entire
system of energy policy, regulation and service delivery (Ban et al. 2021).

The two chapters in this section powerfully illustrate the systemic nature of
ongoing challenges at the climate-energy nexus in Kosovo, and their immer-
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sion in multiple crises. Blin Berdoniqi uses a multi-level governance frame-
work to explore decarbonization challenges and trajectories in Kosovo’s ener-
gy sector. Using interviews with EU and Kosovo officials, policy researchers,
academics and civil society representatives - as well as a multitude of sec-
ondary evidence - the chapter interrogates both the positions of, and interre-
lations among, different institutional actors on the path to a low-carbon fu-
ture. It provides a governance map to scrutinize the complex roles of different
stakeholders in this process, as well as the types of organizations that either
promote or hinder transformation dynamics. The chapter also traces the con-
tours of a substantial shift of power and authority from the central state onto
a wider range of local, non-governmental and trans-national structures.

Marta Szpala focuses on both the regulation and lived experience of energy use
to explain how domestic energy deprivation in Kosovo is connected to wider in-
justices of policy recognition and resource distribution. Her chapter is based on
interviews with stakeholders who represent vulnerable groups, as well as desk
research and discussions with energy policy experts. It analyses the socio-tech-
nical and regulatory contexts in which domestic energy inequalities arise, while
illuminating the multiple strategies that households use to overcome the struc-
tural vulnerabilities that they face. The chapter is permeated by insightful com-
ments on the mismatch between donor and government priorities, on the one
hand, and the actually existing patterns of inequality, on the other.

REVISITING EUROPEAN
INTEGRATION IN TIMES OF
CRISES

The processes of European Integration in the Western Balkans have long
been held as the anchor keeping the region tied to ongoing reforms as much
as the goal of regional stability and good neighborly relations. The ‘trans-
formative power’ of Europe, more recently, has been under question as the
enlargement towards the Western Balkans has stumbled and delayed. The
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promise of enlargement itself is being questioned amidst EU member states
citizens’ waning appetite for enlargement, concerns on the EU’s capacity to
absorb new members, looming international crises in the Eastern flank of
the Union, and growing evidence about the fake style of reforms across the
region.

EU members’ veto to progress of enlargement -more recently Bulgaria’s veto
to opening accession negotiations with North Macedonia, years after the
Commission’s assessment that the country had complied with the load of
required conditions - shows the EU’s difficulty to maneuver between a for-
mal commitment to enlargement, the lack of consensus on the issue and the
complicated EU decision making process. Alejandro Esteso Pérez’s and Petr
Cermék’s chapters take stock of the setbacks of Balkan enlargement and
bring in new evidence of the EU efforts to reinvigorate the process, but also
of the many factors that hinder actual progress.

Both chapters acknowledge the many struggles and dilemmas that overshad-
ow the Western Balkans’ EU accession. Cerméak, who focuses on the power
of EU presidencies to set the agenda and prioritise the enlargement issues,
suggests that even Balkan-friendly presidencies have not been able to push
forward the issue given “the long-term ambiguity of the EU approach maneu-
vering between the commitment to enlargement and the emphasis on EU’s
capacity to absorb new members”. Perez’s chapter on the rule of law as the
focus of enlargment conditionality also notes that the EU’s approach to the
issue left much to desire for: “bureaucratic reform process that did not allow
for thorough evaluation and a well-thought feedback, the mistaken imple-
mentation of a one-size-fits-all model of rule of law reform, and the lack of
reliable monitoring instruments together with a lack of political will in candi-
date countries led to an unpolished transition [and]... a wave of democratic
backsliding in the target countries soon after enlargement.”

The chapters by Cermak and Perez also pinpoint at the EU efforts to re-envi-
sion and reinvigorate its enlargement policy. Perez’s analysis shows that the
EU continuously sought innovative avenues to its rule of law policy and its
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conditionality framework in general. Accordingly, “Conditionality, as such, has
transformed in form and substance and it has introduced new aspects, broad-
ening its span while evidencing the EU’s internal concerns and balances.”
The new enlargement methodology, adopted more recently, seeks to make the
process “more predictable, more dynamic and more political.” The new meth-
odology is, thus, a potentially new stage in the process of transformation of
the EU’s rule of law and anti-corruption conditionality because of its explicit
focus on the monitoring dimension and the involvement of Member States.

Cermak analysis of the priorities of the Czech presidency (July-December
2022) notes that the new Czech government has inherited the Balkan priority
from the outgoing government. Accordingly, “the agenda-setting of the previ-
ous government, albeit a populist one, already positioned the Czech Republic
as a prospective active player in the Western Balkans during the 2022 Presi-
dency.” The region has been a permanent issue within the Czech foreign pol-
icy agenda because of both strategic and normative concerns. “Strategically,
the Czech Republic perceived the region as a latent source of instability that
could potentially spill into its own neighborhood and threaten the security of
the European space. Normatively, the special interest in Southeast Europe
was based on a combination of perception of historical ties with the South
Slavic nations and a newly formulated universal emphasis on democracy pro-
motion and development assistance.”

Last but not least, both chapters reveal the many hurdles that continue to
hamper the progress of European integration. These hurdles are even more
pertinent in the case of Kosovo. The chapter on the rule of law highlights
both the EU- and domestic-related obstacles. Accordingly, the EU’s failure
to approve the visa liberalisation for Kosovo, despite the Commission’s
affirmation of the country’s progress on required reforms, including those in
rule of law, shows that even when and where the country has delivered, the EU
has not. Still, Kosovo is also a case that shows reform implementation remains
the utmost pending subject. Under these conditions, the advancements
brought about by the new enlargement methodology will most likely put
further into question the current enlargement framework. The chapter on the
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the Chech presidency’s priorities to push forward the Western Balkans’ EU
accession, also shows that the war in Ukraine “has quickly overshadowed
the Western Balkan agenda”. The new priorities have mainly concentrated
on “issues of energy security, management of migration flows as well as
accelerated European integration of Ukraine and other post-Soviet states.”
Overall, the two chapters portray a not very optimistic picture of the Western
Balkans’ European integration, especially in light of more urgent issues
loading the European foreign policy agenda.

KOSOVO’S FOREIGN
RELATIONS IN AVOLATILE
INTERNATIONAL
ENVIRONMENT

The illegal and unprovoked aggression of Russian forces has not only violated
Ukraine’s independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity, but it has also
undermined the European and international security. It has also shown to the
entire international community how precarious and fragile is the peace in the
world when faced with aggressive acts of the rogue big powers. At the same
time, concerns were raised that Russia might also try to destabilize the West-
ern Balkan region to deflect attention from its military aggression in Ukraine.
Russia has for years strengthened its influence in the region through strong
political, military, and soft power (Pan-Slavism and Christian Orthodoxy)
connections, as well as energy dependency. Given its strong relationship with
Serbia and Republika Srpska, there are justified fears that Western Balkans
might turn into a new source of turmoil in Europe.

The European Union, NATO, the United States, United Kingdom, and other liber-
al democracies around the world have responded with unprecedented unity to
Russia’s unprovoked and unjustified military aggression on Ukraine. From the
very beginning they have consistently demanded that Russia immediately cease
its military actions and unconditionally withdraw all its forces and military equip-
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ment from Ukraine. At the same time, wide-range sanctions have been adopted
by the Western countries and institutions against Russia, including a significant
number of persons and entities. These measures aimed at weakening Russia’s
economic base by depriving it of critical technologies and markets, while also
significantly curtailing its ability to wage war. On the other hand, the West has
provided Ukraine with political, financial, military and humanitarian support.

In such a reality, Kosovo, where public sentiment is strongly pro-Western and
anti-Russian, has fully aligned its position with the EU and US, and was the
first country in the Western Balkans to adopt sanctions on Russia. Among
others, the sanctions included freezing the assets of sanctioned persons,
banning their travel and the movement of their assets outside of Kosovo.
Kosovo also condemned Russian invasion, showed support to Ukraine’s sov-
ereignty and territorial integrity, and expressed its readiness to host up to
5,000 Ukrainian refugees. However, the crisis in Ukraine has also greatly in-
creased concerns over Kosovo’s own security.

As a result, the Kosovo Assembly has asked the government to take all the
necessary measures to submit applications for membership in NATO, the
European Union, the Council of Europe and other international organiza-
tions. Consequently, the government has called for the country’s faster path
toward NATO membership and for opening of a permanent US military base
on Kosovo territory. In light of the current conflict, it has also pledged to bring
defence spending up to the NATO benchmark of 2 percent of GDP, and has
even established a “security fund” in which citizens and private companies
can contribute to the budget of armed forces.

Furthermore, following the Russia’s suspension from the Council of Europe,
Kosovo has on 9t of June 2022 applied to become a member of the organisa-
tion. Only a day later, Prime Minister Kurti announced that Kosovo will apply
for European Union candidate status by the end of this year. However, it seems
that Kosovo’s hopes for membership with accelerated procedures in NATO and
the European Union are not too realistic. According to NATO officials, Koso-
vo’s request to join NATO appears highly unlikely due to a lack of consensus
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between members, and because there are no mechanisms in place that would
speed up the process. On the other hand, a resolution adopted by the European
Parliament on 6t of July 2022 stresses that “there is no fast-track procedure for
any candidate or potential candidate country and recalls that all countries as-
piring to become Member States will be judged on their own merits in terms of
fulfilling, implementing and complying with the set of criteria and common Eu-
ropean values.” Still, the same resolution “fully supports Kosovo’s application
for membership of the Council of Europe and calls on all the EU Member States
to support its bid, as well as its bids to join other international organizations”.

Following the war in Ukraine, the Western Balkan countries had high hopes
on the EU-Western Balkans meeting that was held in Brussels on 23 of June
2022. However, the outcome of the meeting again left Balkan leaders disap-
pointed and frustrated. Albania and North Macedonia did not get a break-
through to begin accession negotiations, Kosovo was not granted visa lib-
eralization, and contrary to Ukraine and Moldova, the EU countries showed
apparent disunity on granting Bosnia and Herzegovina a candidate status.
The EU’s continuous apathy and lack of a coherent strategy towards the
Western Balkans has enabled Russia, Turkey and China to engage more ac-
tively in the region and increase their influence.

In recent years, Russia has invested heavily to stop the rapprochement be-
tween the Western Balkan states and the EU and NATO. In addition to more
traditional soft power and trade approaches, its activities have also includ-
ed widespread use of disinformation, cyberwarfare, as well as intelligence
operations. On the other hand, since adoption of its neo-Ottomanist policy,
Turkey has engaged in increasing its influence in the former Ottoman territo-
ries of the Western Balkans. It did so by fusing Ottoman culture, nationalism
and Islamic values. Islam was utilized as a key power-element of Turkish for-
eign policy, especially in countries of the region with majority or considerable
Muslim population. Finally, China has also in the past decade, increased its
presence in the Western Balkan, especially since the launch of the Belt and
Road Initiative and the 17+1 cooperation platform between China and Central
and Eastern European countries. To intensify its influence, China has tar-
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geted countries in the region with various Chinese initiatives aimed to boost
trade, investments, infrastructure projects and development cooperation.
Unless, the EU steps up its engagement in the Western Balkans and tackles
the integration of the region in a much serious manner, we might witness an
ever growing influence of the above mentioned non-European powers.

The final Part of the volume begins with Ana Krstinovska’s chapter which
aims to shed light on China’s role in the issue of Kosovo’s international rec-
ognition, by analysing China’s current position and the likelihood for China to
become more active in obstructing Kosovo’s recognition efforts. In doing so,
the paper adopts the neoclassical realist lens and examines the external and
internal factors in foreign policy making which could shape China’s future
role. The paper shows that under Xi Jinping’s leadership, China has the power
capabilities and willingness to be more engaged in global issues. Moreover, it
also has specific experience in using “transactional diplomacy” tools for the
de-recognition of Taiwan, which could be replicated to support Serbia in the
case of Kosovo. Still, although China’s domestic opinion is largely supportive
of Serbia and negative towards Kosovo, the analysis has found no hard evi-
dence that China has directly helped Serbia’s de-recognition efforts to date.
The chapter concludes that a potential increase in China’s engagement on
the Kosovo issue will depend on the global landscape and China’s relations
with the West, particularly the USA.

The chapter by Adriana Cupcea aims to analyse the role of religion in Tur-
key’s kin state policy in the case of Muslims in Kosovo and of the Turkish and
Tatar communities in the Dobruja region in Romania. The analysis draws on
Rogers Brubaker’s triangular relationship of the national minority, the nation
state in which the minority lives, and the homeland to which the ethnic group
belongs. Considering the post 9/11 context, when Turkey assumed the role of
the moderate Islamic power in the region, a fourth element of relationship to
the previous three was added: transnational Islam. The paper further exam-
ines whether Islam can be considered a main field of interaction between the
Turkish state and the Muslims in Kosovo and Romania and one of the main
sources of Turkey’s soft power. The paper shows that Turkish and Tatar com-
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munities in Romania depend on Turkey for the preservation of their Islamic
religious identity and are soft-power sources constituted through the support
mechanisms put in practice by Turkey. In Kosovo, according to the analy-
sis, the religious influence of Turkey is more extensive and its various target
groups are a basis for the continuous expansion of its religious soft-power.
The paper concludes that belonging to the Ottoman-Turkish cultural-religious
zone, practicing the Sunni Hanafi Islam that is supported by Romanian and
Kosovar authorities as moderate and adapted to local specificities, remains
a base for both Turkish-Kosovo and Turkish-Romanian relations.
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Abstract

The chapter is organized in three sections. The first section provides a back-
ground analysis of the negotiations of the ASM and the context of its signifi-
cance in relation to the progress on the dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia
and Kosovo’s internal relations with its Serb community. The second section
explores the challenges that impeded the implementation of the ASM in its
current format. Specifically, it identifies the ambiguity regarding its scope
and contested ownership as fundamental issues that have rendered the ASM
open to continued political contestation between Kosovo and Serbia. The
third section explores opportunities and constraints to reframe these two
issues through exploring narratives on ASM perpetuated by Prime Minister
Kurti, political parties as well as Kosovo Albanian and Serb experts.
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Introduction

This chapter examines the opportunities and constraints in reframing the Asso-
ciation of Serb Municipalities (hereafter ASM) as a result of the novel constella-
tion of political actors in Kosovo. With regards to theory, the chapterapplies the
concept of critical juncture to assess the conditions that account for a possible
opening in reframing the ASM. While the previous two agreements titled First
Agreement on the Normalization of Relations between Prishtina and Belgrade
(commonly referred to as the First Brussels agreement) signed in 2013 and
the General Principles/Main Elements signed in 2015, paved the way for the
creation of the ASM, they both remain unimplemented. Specifically, the EU’s
facilitation methodology, compounded by Kosovo and Serbia’s incompatible
interests on the issue, has seemingly led to a deadlock in the implementation
of ASM. The chapter identifies 1) ambiguity on the scope of ASM (encompass-
ing its means for creation and competencies) and 2) politicized ownership as
significant hindrances that enable involved parties to botch any significant im-
plementation of the agreement in its current format.

Given the single party majority in the Kosovo Assembly since the electoral
victory of Lévizja VETEVENDOSJE!" (hereafter LVV) in February 2022 and the
new political setting in general, a reframing of the ASM would carry political,
legislative, and executive weight and legitimacy internally in Kosovo. The cur-
rent Prime Minister, Kurti, himself, has spoken on numerous occasions of the
incompatibility of the current format of ASM with the constitutional order of
Kosovo, while also delineating what choices would be acceptable and legally
implementable regarding both the scope of ASM and its local ownership. The
study explores the opportunities and constraints in framing those choices in
the context of the most recent ‘critical juncture’ in Kosovo.

1 Kosovo's LVV (or Self-Determination in English) party led by current Prime Minister Albin Kurti has been in power since
March 2021. LVV was also in power in the period February to June 2020 when a no-confidence cut their mandate short
in the previous ruling coalition with the Democratic League of Kosovo (LDK). The position of LVV and Albin Kurti vis-a-vis
ASM are used interchangeably in this paper as Prime Minister Kurti communicates the official position of his party.



OUT OF THE STALEMATE: REFRAMING THE SCOPE AND OWNERSHIP OF THE ASSOCIATION OF SERB MUNICIPALITIES (ASM) 47

The paper develops its argument through three main sections. First, it provides
a background analysis of the negotiations of the ASM and the context of its
significance in relation progress on the dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia.
Second, it analyses the challenges on the implementation of ASM in its current
format due to its regression as an agreement subject to continued political con-
testation. Third, it examines the effects of the new actor constellation in Kosovo
and the openings to steer and clarify contentious points of the ASM.

This paper draws on qualitative methodology and within-case study focused on
examining the potential of the Kosovo government to reframe contentious points
of the agreement on the ASM. The study similarly utilizes discourse analysis as the
analytical approach across the two overall sections. In examining the ASM as an
arena for continued political contestation, the paper draws from a range of primary
and secondary sources. With regard to the former, it draws insights from the First
Brussels agreement (2013) and the agreement on general principles/main elements
of ASM signed by Kosovo and Serbia under the auspices of the EU. It also draws
from an extensive range of expert, civil society and academic literature developed
on the overall framework of the Kosovo-Serbia dialogue and the ASM in particular.

In the second section, the study examines the potential for reframing the ASM
through analysing the public remarks of a range of political actors in Kosovo
including, the President, the Prime Minister and political party representatives.
Additionally, it explores potential openings for reframing contentious points of
the ASM through in-depth semi-structured interviews with nine Kosovo Alba-
nian and Serb experts

The Agreements that Were Never
Implemented

The dialogue for normalization of relations between Kosovo and Serbia, as
facilitated by the EU, marked a significant breakthrough in 2013, when the
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Prime Ministers of the two countries signed the ‘First Agreement of Prin-
ciples Governing the Normalization of Relations’ (commonly referred to as
the First Brussels Agreement). The main goal of the agreement was to facil-
itate the integration of the predominantly Serb populated north of Kosovo
(Municipalities of Leposavic, North Mitrovica, Zvecan, and Zubin Potok,)
into the country’s institutional and legal framework, including their partic-
ipation in the municipal elections (ICG 2021). The first part of the 15-points
Brussels Agreement is dedicated to the establishment of an Association/
Community of Serb-majority Municipalities (A/CSM, hereafter ASM) in or-
der to strengthen the right of the Serb-majority municipalities in Kosovo
to self-government in accordance with Kosovo’s legislation. The Brussels
Agreement includes competences such as the “full overview” in areas relat-
ed to economic development, education, healthcare, urban and rural plan-
ning.? As such, the ASM consists of a power-sharing formula to facilitate
integration of the Serbian community in Kosovo’s institutions. That would
also end the so-called parallel orillegal structures in the north of Kosovo,
which challenge the authority of Kosovo laws and institutions. The Brus-
sels Agreement was ratifed in 2013 by the Kosovo Assembly with 2/3 of the
members of the Assembly voting to approve the Law on the Ratification of
the First International Agreement of Principles Governing the Normalization
of Relations between the Republic of Kosovo and the Republic of Serbia.
In 2015, Kosovo and Serbia reached another agreement with respect to the
ASM, called the agreement on the ‘Association/Community of Serb major-
ity municipalities in Kosovo - general principles/main elements’ in order
to support establishment of the ASM, and this has been seen as an imple-
menting protocol (Weber and Bajrami 2018).

However, despite the two agreements on the ASM, there is little progress with
respect to its actual establishment. The agreements themselves can be partly
blamed. Specifically, instead of clarifying the ambiguous terminology developed
in the Brussels Agreement in 2013, the 2015 agreement only exacerbated the in-

2 See the Brussels Agreement, available at: https://kryeministri.rks-gov.net/wp-conten
First_agreement_of_principles_governing_the_normalization_of_relations_April_19,_2013_Brussels_en.pdf
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herent ambiguity regarding the scope and ownership of the ASM. Additionally, an
important section of the Kosovo social and political scene featured strong resis-
tance to the establishment of the ASM. VV (in opposition until 2021) but also some
members of the civil society community in Kosovo were vocal against the estab-
lishment of the ASM, and kept drawing comparisons with the Republika Srpska,
in Bosnia and Herzegovina (ICG 2021). For much of the international community,
the expectation has been that the dialogue should continue and both sides fully
implement the obligations stemming from the Brussels Agreement (Orana and
llazi 2021; 2022). For Kosovo, this entails implementation of the ASM.

The overwhelming victory of the VV in Kosovo’s national elections in Febru-
ary of 2021, has added further uncertainty to the prospects of the establish-
ment of the ASM to the extent that they brought in power the party that had
campaigned against the establishment of the ASM in the format it had been
negotiated.® Yet, the elections also created an ‘opening’ in articulating new
options in reframing issues related to the dialogue and add clarity to some
of its ambiguous elements that inhibit implementation. As noted by a recent
ICG report “[the new government] will need to leave behind the crutches
of prior talks- [emphasis on technical issues and reliance on ambiguity]-
and be clear that the objective is to resolve the recognition* issue once
and for all” (2021, 23). While past studies have sought to conceptualize the
EU’s ‘constructive ambiguity’ as a facilitation methodology (Beysoylu 2018)
and noted the role of local resistance to the existing agreements (Troncota
2018), there has been little to no consideration of how new actor constella-
tions in Kosovo could create an opportunity to reframe the agreements and
advance their implementation.

3 Although VV had won the elections back in 2019, it did not secure the same majority it did in 2021. In 2019,
VV was required to form a coalition with the Democratic League of Kosovo (LDK) in order to form a working
majority within the Kosovo Assembly and elect a government.

4 Despite the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in 2010 ruling that Kosovo's declaration of independence
did not violate international law, there is a general consensus among states that Kosovo must successfully
conclude the dialogue with Serbia in order to consolidate its international standing and pave its way towards
the EU and other international organizations.
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Reframing the ASM: Relaxed
Structural Constraints and the
Potential of a New ‘Juncture’

Theoretical conceptualizations of ‘junctures’ define them as “situations in
which structural influences on political action are significantly relaxed for
a [certain] period” (Capoccia and Kelemen 2007, 342). As such, junctures
tend to produce two main consequences: 1) expand the “range of plausi-
ble choices open to powerful political actors”; 2) augment “the [effects] of
decisions for a [given] outcome of interest” (Capoccia and Kelemen 2007,
343). The new institutional and political scene following the 2022 election
in Kosovo has the potential to create a new juncture in reframing the debate
on ASM.

The landslide electoral victory of the VV, in February 2021, promised to be
such a watershed moment for Kosovo’s political agenda. These elections
brought to power a party which has openly contested the negotiated settle-
ment on ASM; moreover, for the first time in Kosovo’s parliamentary history,
an opposition party, which had never participated in previous ruling coali-
tions, was able to form the absolute parliamentary majority. The incoming
majority marked a move away from the complex coalition formation and
political bargaining that had characterized Kosovo for the past decade (Pula
2018). It also enabled a first of its kind, political consensus and institutional
cooperation between the new Prime Minister, the Speaker of the Assembly,
and the President - all key figures of the winning coalition. The electoral
results, furthermore, weakened potential dissent on key political issues to
the extent that they sidelined the former ruling elite and the main parties
that had ruled Kosovo since independence. The new political landscape,
featuring a new set of actors, a powerful decision-making majority, a first
ever cross-institutional collaboration and consensus, and no substantial
dissent from opposition parties has all the features of a critical juncture
with the potential of redefining Kosovo’s political agenda.
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This is especially true for the ASM, an ‘open’ issue which goes to the very core
of the progress of the dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia, and as such tops
Kosovo’s domestic and international agenda (Andric, Rakic and llazi 2021). Re-
cent pleas of the international actors for Kosovo to propose “modalities that
do not threaten [its] independence” (Borrell 2021; Escobar 2022; Lajcak 2022),
suggest that the international community also sees the ASM as an agreement
that requires necessary clarification for Kosovo in order both rule out fears for
the Kosovo side, as well as ensuring its eventual implementation. In the new
political setting, alternative proposals would carry both political, legislative, and
executive weight, thus holding the potential to unlock the stalled progress in the
implementation of the ASM and the general normalization process with Serbia.

Any such clarifications of the ASM would have to first deal with the long-run-
ning problems, but also key points of contestation that have emerged during
the implementation and have obstructed its very existence, particularly 1) the
ambiguity of ASM, and 2) its ownership. The first refers to the lack of clarity
on the scope of the agreement -its requirements, participating actors, and
competences. The second refers to the overpoliticization of the dialogue and
shift of attention away from one of the key stakeholders, the Kosovo Serbs.

Ambiguities Regarding the Scope of ASM

The EU’s facilitation of the dialogue® between Kosovo and Serbia has become
to be understood by the very notion of ‘constructive ambiguity’ (Berridge,
2008; Beysoylu 2018). Accordingly, the EU strategy, which aims at ensuring
the continuous engagement of both sides throughout dialogue, incorporates
ambiguity as a necessary format to bypass obvious points of contention and
keep the parties on the table of negotiations. As Beysoylu (2018, 211) puts
it, “constructive ambiguity has further facilitated the process by convincing
actors to sign agreements when it was difficult to come to concessions’.

5 The EU’s facilitation methodology of ‘constructive ambiguity’ includes contents of the First Brussels Agree-
ment. The substance of ASM also falls into this category. As such, both the first agreement on ASM in 2013 (in
the First Brussels Agreement) and the subsequent 2015 agreement titled ‘general principles/main elements’,
have both been subject to a significant level of ambiguity related to their implementation.
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This strategy was also supposed to help subsequent cycles of negotiations:
“ambiguous aspects of primary agreements lead to partial implementation and
when the implementation gets blocked, the parties return to the table to clarify
disagreements” (Beysoylu 2018, 212). Yet, those ambiguous aspects especially
regarding the conditions, actors, and competences of ASM have also turned
into areas of permanent contestation and disagreement among the involved
actors, thus blocking any meaningful progress towards implementation.

When the 2013 agreement first introduced the ASM, it was already marred in
ambiguous language. The foremost point of disagreement for both parties,
the extent of competencies, was made apparent through the dissimilar ter-
minology used to label the body - Association in Albanian and Community
in Serbian. According to Troncota (2018, 224), the very process “of ‘naming’ it
became a tool of political contestation and resistance”.

Among its few specifications, namely establishing a statute as a prerequisite
forits creation and singling out participating municipalities as primary stake-
holders in its formation and dissolution (EEAS 2013), the agreement pointed
at who was entitled to participate in the process. The 2015 agreement on
‘general principles/main elements’ of the ASM, however, deviated from this
point. Specifically, the second point of the 2015 agreement, asserts that the
Kosovo government would ‘adopt a decree directly applicable’ for the estab-
lishment of the ASM (EEAS 2015). While the 2013 agreement gave precedence
to participating municipalities in establishing the ASM, the 2015 agreement
also included the government of Kosovo as a stakeholder in its creation. The
discrepancy between the two agreements spilled over the public discourse
and exacerbated conceptual differences inherent in the initial conflicting ter-
minologies - Association and Community.

Given the different language used in the 2013 and 2015 agreements (See
more: Andric, Rakic and llazi 2020), the latter agreement only complicated the
conditions for the formation of the ASM by shifting responsibility away from
participating municipalities to the government of Kosovo. The 2015 agreement
is also particularly problematic and conducive to the current status-quo as
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it would require Kosovo to undertake necessary legal and constitutional
amendments that fall outside of current legal framework that regulate the
formation of Associations.® The disparity concerning the legal framework
relates to the extent of competencies awarded to the ASM. Serbia’s insistence
on ‘executive competencies’ entails that the ASM’s jurisdiction would
encompass competencies that are currently exercised exclusively by the
central or municipal institutions. This would have considerable implications
for the constitutional order of Kosovo given that the constitution clearly
distinguishes between two levels of government: central and municipal
(Constitution of the Republic of Kosovo, Article 4 and 12). A recent expert
report developing scenarios on the implementation of the ASM establishes
that should the ASM be endowed with decision-making power to directly
regulate areas of Kosovo Serb interest, it would directly encroach upon the
competencies of the central and local governments (Andric, Rakic and llazi
2020). As such, it would require necessary constitutional changes delineating
types of governance as well as additional changes in the Constitution, Law
on Local-Self Government and Law on Inter-Municipal Cooperation, thus
recognizing the ASM as an additional layer of governance (Orana and llazi
2021; Andric, Rakic and llazi 2020).

This is especially difficult to settle given the lack of clarity and competing
views on whether the ASM is a body centered on community rights protec-
tion or service delivery. The primary objective for the formation of ASM is
to integrate the remaining Serb parallel structures operating in the north of
Kosovo. Following the Brussels Agreement, judicial and police structures-un-
til then operating illegally in the north of Kosovo- were integrated into the
Kosovo system. The agreement also enabled integration of northern Serb-ma-
jority municipalities through the promotion of active participation in munici-
pal elections. While the results were hailed as an unprecedented success in
both International and Kosovo elite political discourse, the agreement failed

6 According to Law no.06/L-043 on Freedom of Association in Non-Governmental Organizations Associa-
tion(s) can only be formed as non-governmental organizations. The law does not foresee or regulate the role
of the government of Kosovo in divising the founding acts of Association, except for approving or rejecting
their registration through the relevant government authorities.



54 | ARDIT ORANA

to deal with the remaining Serb structures in the field of healthcare, educa-
tion, rural planning, and other service delivery related issues. As per the 2015
agreement’s article on objectives, Kosovo Serb integration in these areas was
conditioned on the formation of the ASM. The extent of this integration is still
subject to contending views on the competences and essence of ASM, which
remain vivid to date. For Kosovo Serbs, the ASM is viewed as a necessary
body which directly exercises “executive powers” in the forementioned areas
(Balkans Policy Research Group 2016; Nesovic and Celeghini 2015; Zeqiri et
al. 2016). Kosovo Serbs seem to believe that only through the insulation of an
‘autonomous body’ with executive competences can their living conditions
in Kosovo improve, in addition to protecting them from what they refer to as
“majorization” (Nesovic and Celeghini 2015). As such, the ASM would not only
ensure that service provision in education, healthcare and social welfare is
effectively insulated and provided for, but it would also assume an addition-
al role in community protection alongside existing constitutional and legal
mechanisms.

While competencies in service delivery are less contentious, the expectation
on additional community rights protection, and the executive autonomy it en-
tails, remains a point of debate. According to Zeqiri et. al. (2016, 15), the ASM
“cannot be vested with full and exclusive authority” to represent Kosovo Serb
interests vis-a-vis central institutions in Kosovo. The duality of expectations
regarding competencies of community rights protection and service delivery,
however, can be found throughout the 2015 agreement (Troncota 2018). As
long as it is unclear whether the ASM seeks to advance community protection
and/or service delivery, Kosovo institutions remain dubious on how it impacts
country’s constitutional division of powers (between central and municipal
levels of governance) and thus hesitant to discuss its implementation.

Contested Ownership

Another significant point of contention related to ASM is whether it effectively
addresses the needs of Kosovo Serbs. Although much of the EU-facilitated
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dialogue has centered on the level of Kosovo Serb integration into Kosovo
institutions, Kosovo Serbs have not been sufficiently included in the process
(Orana and llazi 2021). Both the process of negotiation and establishment has
seen little to no participation by them. The implementing plan for the First
Brussels Agreement foresaw the creation of a Management Team that would
be tasked with drafting the statue of the ASM (Zeqiri et. al. 2016). Originally, the
Management Team was tasked with drafting the statute in 2013, however, it did
not become fully functional due to lack of political will (Bajrami 2017). In the
2015 agreement, the team was yet again (re)introduced as a means to finalize
the drafting of the statue (Article 20, 2015). Despite the team’s re-establishment
in September 2016, it again failed to fulfil its mandate and draft a statute that
would serve as the basis for discussions on the ASM’s formation.

The composition of the team was especially problematic and served as a
point of contention between Kosovo and Serbia (Andric, Rakic and llazi 2021).
Even after its re-establishment, the composition of the team did not reflect
the needs of Kosovo Serbs across Kosovo. This to a large extent was because
the team was composed of representatives of only northern Municipalities
in Kosovo (Zeqiri et. al. 2016). These representatives were directly affiliat-
ed with Srpska Lista, a Serb-majority political party whose very existence
hinged upon the support and guidance of Serbia.” Except for the composition
of the Management Team tasked with drafting the statute of the ASM, Koso-
vo Serb participation in the process was severely limited (Andric, Rakic and
llazi 2020). Although the work of the management team was seen as the only
attempt to “institutionalize the role for Kosovo Serbs in the Brussels process”,
its functionality largely hinged on the political will of Serbia (Andric, Rakic
and llazi 2020; Zeqiri et. al. 2016).

The political contestation on the composition of the management team was
reflective of Serbia’s intentions to exercise control over the process of nego-
tiating the ASM. For Kosovo Albanians, the extent of Kosovo Serb integration
within Kosovo institutions was considered to be a domestic issue (Orana and

T Interview with Kosovo Serb Expert 1, 2022
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Ilazi 2021). According to them, the right to the creation of Associations of
municipalities had long been enshrined in Annex 3 of the Comprehensive
Proposal for the Settlement of Kosovo Issue (Ahtisaari plan). In addition, Ar-
ticle 3 on the rights of communities and their members delineates that “[com-
munities] may establish associations for culture, art, science, and education
as well as scholarly and other associations for the expression, fostering and
development of their identity”. The Ahtisaari plan, had thus established the
necessary legal instruments for associations to safeguard community iden-
tities. Given that Serbia had boycotted the signing of the Comprehensive
Proposal facilitated by the UN-Special Envoy Mati Ahtisaari in 2007, Kosovo
effectively assumed responsibility over the creation of practical, legal and
constitutional mechanisms for the protection of community rights. By signing
the First Brussels Agreement in 2013, Kosovo re-opened negotiations on the
extent of community rights and integration that had been initially regulated
through the Ahtisaari plan.t This was specifically the case with the ASM, an
issue which had a legal basis clearly established in the Ahtisaari plan, and
now, through the First Brussel’s agreement, was open to further negotiations
and adjustment.

The agreement, among others, established Serbia as a credible stakeholder in
negotiating the extent of Kosovo Serb integration within Kosovo. As noted by
Nesovic and Celeghini, while the EU pressure forced Serbia to give up admin-
istrative control over certain areas, it also gave it “the opportunity to exercise
influence through the ASM” (2015, 10). As such, contents of the First Brussels
Agreement in 2013, could only be implemented if both sides were ready to ac-
cept them (Orana and llazi 2021). In that context, the creation and scope of the
ASM would become an issue actively promoted, negotiated and challenged by
Serbia rather than the community it serves to, the Kosovo Serbs (Zeqiri et. al.
2016). This shift gave way to the politicization of the future formation of ASM,
effectively alienating Kosovo Serbs and leaving space for the manipulation
of public narratives regarding its scope and progress (Andric, Rakic and llazi
2020).

8 Interview with Kosovo Albanian Expert 2, 2022



OUT OF THE STALEMATE: REFRAMING THE SCOPE AND OWNERSHIP OF THE ASSOCIATION OF SERB MUNICIPALITIES (ASM) 57

Opportunities and Constraints to
Clarify Points of Contention

Numerous studies have recognized the role of local resistance in the non-im-
plementation of the ASM (see Troncota 2018, Beysoylu, 2018). In most ac-
counts, the role of VV. has been highlighted as one of the main drivers shap-
ing Kosovo Albanian skepticism over the implementation of the agreement.
Considering that LVV had not been part of any ruling coalition up to 2020, it
never had to consider the outcome of Kosovo’s assumed obligations stem-
ming from the Brussels Agreement. Following LVV’s reelection in March 2022,
however, Kurti would now be tasked with shaping the very outcome of Koso-
vo’s unfulfilled obligations on the ASM. Kurti signaled a new institutional
constellation and leadership in relation to their past opposition to the ASM.
Shortly after his reelection, Kurti was asked about the government’s position
regarding the obligation of establishing the ASM (DW, 2021). Taking note of
the repercussions of the lack of transparency in the swift ratification of the
2013 agreement by the former ruling coalition, Kurti argued: “the [current]
heads of institutions are individuals who in 2013 were against the agreement,
while today, those three, Vjosa Osmani, Glauk Konjufca and Albin Kurti, have
achieved a plebiscite victory on February 14" (Kurti 2021). The reaffirmation
of Kosovo’s new representatives speaks to Kurti’s challenge of the scope and
content of the First Brussel’s agreement and its subsequent ratification in
the Kosovo Assembly. Considering the unprecedented landslide victory in the
most recent elections, Kurti has portrayed this outcome as direct citizen sup-
port for the new ruling elite’s political agenda, including non-implementation
of the ASM in its current format.

Although Kurti has spoken of the infeasibility of ASM in its current format,
his public rhetoric hints at some elements that would be legally acceptable
to Kosovo, hence the ‘clarification’ of current ASM into a modality that is ac-
ceptable to the current ruling party in Kosovo. By highlighting the non-com-
patibility of ASM’s ethno-centric composition and extent of competencies
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with the constitution of Kosovo, Kurti has flagged the types of composition
and competencies that would be possible.

Kosovo Albanian citizens have certainly shown public support for Kurti’s
position. The most recent Kosovar Centre for Security Studies (KCSS) Security
Barometer has found that 53.3% of respondents believed that Kurti’s position
in the dialogue was in par with citizen expectations (KCSS 2021). Similarly,
78.4% of respondents believed that Kurti wants the dialogue to be successful
(KCSS 2021). This highlights that Kosovo Albanian citizens similarly believe
that the dialogue requires fundamental changes to advance further. Asked
about potential solutions to the normalization of relations between Kosovo
and Serbia, only 0.5% of respondents indicated that the establishment of
ASM with executive competencies would be a necessary compromise for
mutual recognition (KCSS 2021). 74% believe that mutual recognition should
be the outcome of the dialogue process. However, Kosovo Albanian citizens
are divided on optimal outcomes for the normalization of relations between
Kosovo and Serbia. They do also highlight a deep-rooted Kosovo Albanian
disenfranchisement with the potential for the implementation of the ASM
given its ambiguity and contestation. Changing the discourse is very much
dependent on Kurti and the LVV, seeing that their popular support drove the
skepticism over ASM to begin with. The findings from the public perception
measurement signal that Kurti has the necessary public support to steer the
dialogue (and the ASM component) accordingly.

Additionally, opposition parties in parliament have not mounted any signif-
icant obstruction to Kurti’s approach to the dialogue. While Kurti’s LVV has
sought to undervalue the first Brussel’s agreement and other outcomes of
the dialogue in the past, the current opposition, led by the Democratic Party
of Kosovo (PDK) and the Democratic League of Kosovo (LDK), has effectively
given Kurti leeway to frame the dialogue accordingly (Orana and llazi 2022).
Following a meeting between the leader of LDK, Lumir Abdixhiku and Kurti in
2021, the former pointed out: “any agreement that ends with mutual recogni-
tion, recognition from members of the EU and membership into NATO, is ac-
ceptable to us” (Abdixhiku 2021). This general view focusing on the outcome
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of the dialogue process reflects the flexibility Kurti has in setting Kosovo’s
negotiating position. A similar claim was made public by the leader of PDK,
Memli Krasniqi. Asked about PDK’s position vis-a-vis the dialogue, Krasniqi
argued that: “Kurti has a better position than any prime minister has had
in the past. He has strong parliamentary power and has an opposition with
state-building [experience] that understands the relevance of this process”
(Krasniqi 2022). Both cases are indicative of low levels of parliamentary dis-
sent, effectively allowing Kurti to decide Kosovo’s negotiating position with-
out any substantial domestic constraints.

The flexibility to reframe issues was evident in the last high-level meeting be-
tween leaders of Kosovo and Serbia. In July 2021, delegations headed by Kurti
and Vucic were convened in Brussels for a second time® with the facilitation of
the EU Special Representative, Miroslav Lajcak. The meeting, among others,
aimed to identify the agenda of the dialogue process in addition to defining
the scope of issues to be included for deliberation (Lajcak 2021). Following the
meeting, Kurti publicly announced that the Kosovar delegation had submitted
a proposal with four points to be considered by the Serbian side. One of the
four points covered the issue of community rights framework, whereby, Kosovo
suggested that a reciprocity of rights be established between Kosovo and Ser-
bia (Kurti 2021). This reciprocity would entail that Kosovo would reproduce the
same community rights mechanisms (for Kosovo Serbs) evident in the Serbian
legal framework for its Albanian minority (Kurti 2021). While this proposal was
swiftly rebuked by the Serbian side, it is important for two reasons.

First, through the proposal, Kurti recognized that the status of the Kosovo
Serb community was an open issue to be still discussed and determined in
the framework of the EU facilitated dialogue. Second, it highlights Kurti’s
willingness to negotiate alternative solutions to Kosovo Serb integration.
The First Brussels Agreement set the precedent: the extent and modalities
of Kosovo Serb integration was to be mediated through the high-level dia-

9 The first meeting was held in June 2021 and marked the transfer to the high-level dialogue as heads of
state from both Kosovo and Serbia met. The first meeting was largely uneventful as it featured the first in-
troduction between the leaders and was an attempt to re-establish high-level commitment for the dialogue.
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logue. The ASM became an extension of this as it covered community rights
through integration in remaining areas. Despite Kurti’s open dismissal of the
ASM in its currently ambiguous and contested format, the proposal on the
‘reciprocity of minority rights’ indicates that there is a willingness to discuss
the form and modalities of Kosovo’s overall community protection framework
and Kosovo Serb integration. Hence, there is an attempt to reframe the ASM
by providing concrete alternatives along the issues identified: the ambiguity
on the scope of the agreement and its ownership.

Reframing the Ambiguity on the Scope of ASM

Following the political uncertainty that surfaced after the signature of the
2015 agreement on the ‘general principles/main elements’ of the ASM by then
Kosovo Prime Minister, Isa Mustafa, and President AleksandarVucic of Serbia,
a constitutional review of the document was mandated by then President of
Kosovo, Atifete Jahjaga. The constitutional judgment, among others, noted that
the basis of the 2015 document was not in full harmony with the constitution of
Kosovo (Constitutional Court 2015; Andric, Rakic and llazi 2021; Weber 2018).
Most notably, the judgment called for clarity on the relationship between the
ASM and central authorities as well as the respect for ethnic diversity as a
cornerstone component of Kosovo’s constitutional order (Constitutional Court
2015; Weber 2018). As such, the constitutional court established that any future
draft statute of the ASM must be in harmony with a set of eighteen articles of
the constitution and must be reviewed by the Constitutional Court (Constitu-
tional Court 2015; Andric, Rakic and llazi 2020). Despite having found the 2015
agreement incompatible with numerous articles in the constitution, the court
also emphasized that having ratified the First Brussels Agreement in its nation-
al Assembly, Kosovo made the ASM a part of the ‘internal legal system’, hence,
a ‘part of the constitutional order’ (Constitutional Court 2015; Weber 2018).

In his public statements, Kurti has consistently recalled those ‘constitutional in-
compatibilities’ to indicate his reservations vis-a-vis the ASM. Asked about its pro-
spective implementation during a press conference held in 2021, Kurti suggested:
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“The constitutional court judgment suggests that none of the 7 articles of the
ASM are in full harmony with the Constitution of Kosovo. Additionally, the
agreement isn’t in harmony with 24 articles of the Constitution of Kosovo. As
a result, it has not passed the test of the constitutional court” (Kurti 2021).

Vjosa Osmani, the President of the Republic of Kosovo, has also prioritized
this narrative of the ASM being incompatible with Kosovo’s legal frame-
work. When asked about the issue in a televised debate, Osmani noted
that “as to whether there may be another model, the model is already pro-
vided in the law on local self-government” (Osmani 2022). Osmani further
extended her explanation by arguing that the ASM can only be viewed as
an NGO, effectively narrowing down its scope to the principles of freedom
of association. For both Kurti and Osmani, as well as the country’s highest
court, a key indicator on any further discussion on the implementation of
the ASM must be its harmony with Kosovo’s existing constitutional and
legal framework.

For Kosovo Serbs, the existing framework of freedom of association would
provide no tangible incentives for further integration. Accordingly, there
would be no legal precedent to ensure that their needs in key areas are
coordinated effectively (Orana and llazi 2021). Experts, however, believe that
a middle ground is possible within the law on local self-government. A recent
expert report on the topic finds that the ASM is more consistent with inter-
municipal cooperation in accordance with articles 28 and 29 of the law on
self-government than the article(s) on association (Andric, Rakic and llazi,
2020). In line with Kosovo Serb needs, the current law on inter-municipal
cooperation prescribes a range of joint municipal entities that may be
formed to support the pooling of enhanced competencies in areas such as
education, health, culture, social protection, and service delivery (Law on
Inter-Municipal Cooperation 2011).

As a Kosovo Serb expert from a northern Municipality elaborated: “Both
agreements (the First Brussels Agreement signed in 2013 and the 2015
agreement on general principles/main elements of ASM) point to the existing
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legal framework of Kosovo”.'® Following the safeguards provided by the
constitutional judgment, the Kosovo government is in an optimal position to
propose alternatives on the formation of the ASM in accordance with the Law
on Inter-Municipal Cooperation and the Law on Local Self-Government. As
noted by a Kosovo Serb CSO activist: “We have not seen any discussion of
ASM as a technical body. Dialogue on ASM needs to be process oriented
rather than product oriented”." In support of the need for technical
deliberation on the formation of ASM, the activist also suggested:

“It is interesting that the Serb List [Srpska Lista] has never launched [the
technical discussion] to see how the Kosovo government would react. | as-
sume they never did this for two reasons: 1) [The technical] proposals could
get accepted by the Kosovo government and that is not in line with what the
Serb List wants and 2) [the Serb List] would sideline Serbia and they would
effectively sever ties and negatively impact the parallel structures.”™

In this view, the perception that that ASM can only be formed within
the framework of the existing constitutional principles and law on
freedom of association, is rather limiting. In line with the framework of
inter-municipal cooperation and local self-government, the Ministry of
Local Governance Affairs (MLGA) has the mandated legal authority to
determine the extent of the ASM and the relevant acts that regulate it."
Opting to emphasize these alternatives on the process of the technical
formation of the ASM, would provide necessary clarity and rule out
perceived threats.

The extent of competencies of the ASM has also been a major point of
contention in Kurti’s position. He has contested particularly the ethnic
character of the ASM’s mandate. Asked about the scope of competencies
of the ASM, Kurti insisted that “an association on ethnic grounds” isn’t

10 Interview with Kosovo Serb Expert, 2022

1 Interview with Kosovo Serb CSO Activist, 2022
12 Interview with Kosovo Serb Expert 3, 2022

13 Interview with Kosovo Serb Expert 3, 2022
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possible within Kosovo’s constitutional and legal framework. His rhetoric
on the ethnic character of the ASM highlights that incompatibility of the
body centered exclusively on safeguarding the position of Kosovo Serbs
in Kosovo. Kurti’s objection of ASM’s ethnic elements is in par with the in-
consistencies noted in terms of the ASM as a community rights protection
mechanism. Interviewed experts agree that Kurti’s objection is valid as
the body requires necessary clarification in order to ensure it addresses
the genuine needs of Kosovo Serbs. To some, the genuine interests do not
correspond with claims that the ASM is vital for ensuring the protection
of Kosovo Serbs as a non-majority community. As noted by a Kosovo Serb
CSO representative:

“| agree that [the ASM] should not be another community rights protection
mechanism. There is virtually no need for it. Currently, there is nothing that
could be of greater interest to [Kosovo Serbs] than the [minority veto in the
Kosovo Assembly].”*

While Kurti is hesitant to commit to community rights protection competen-
cies of the ASM, he offers plenty of insights on what forms of ASM would be
acceptable. Kurti’s view on the range of possibilities that the ASM can take
provides significant space to clarify its competencies along coordinating and
improving the efficiency of service-delivery. In the same press conference
discussing the scope of the ASM, Kurti noted that:

“There may be an association of municipalities on a developmental basis,
there may be one on a geographical basis. But an association based on
ethnicity cannot pass the constitutional filter.” (Kurti, 2021)

Kurti’s view on the range of competencies that associations can have pro-
vides nuance on the possible direction of reframing ASM away from its cur-
rent format. Kurti’s remarks suggest that a body centered on service-delivery
would be possible. The body, however, would need to ensure that services are

14 Interview with Kosovo Serb CSO Representative, 2022
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equally prioritized for all other non-majority communities in these municipali-
ties as to not violate the constitutional principle of diversity. Experts are simi-
larly in favor of a reframing the agreement by focusing on the service-delivery
aspect, as long as it is elaborated along a process of technical rather than
political deliberation. In support of this shift, a Kosovo Serb expert noted:

“| see [ASM] as a coordinating body of local government. In these ten
Municipalities it should be tasked with coordinating education, healthcare
and other service-related tasks. As any other body of local government, all
their decisions must be sent to the legal office of the MLGA”.'

A technical-level discussion of the extent of competencies of the ASM
is therefore crucial, but it has never been really considered or elaborated.
According to an expert, “the range of resource sharing, coordination and joint
implementation of municipal services has never been really considered in
public discourse”.’At the same time, concerns that the ASM would assume
competencies that are constitutionally delegated to Municipalities would be
directly avoided by the applicability of Article 40 of the Law on Local Self-
Government which limits delegation of competencies by municipalities along
several areas' (Law on Local Self-Government, 2008).

Reframing the Ownership of the ASM

Another point of contention that inhibits the implementation of the ASM has
been the ownership of the process (Orana and llazi 2021; Zeqiri et. al. 2016).
The general perception has been that the ASM is a structure actively promot-
ed by Serbia and not Kosovo Serbs (Zeqiri et. al. 2016). Kosovar Albanians
particularly tend to believe that Kosovo Serbs are instrumentalized by Bel-
grade, and the agreement caters to Belgrade’s needs more than the practical

15 Interview with Kosovo Serb CSO Representative, 2022
16 Interview with Kosovo Serb Expert 1, 2022
17 Interview with Former Kosovo Albanian Government Official, 2022
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needs of citizens in the north of Kosovo (Orana and llazi 2021)."® This argu-
ment has been consistently picked up by Kurti to highlight the discrepancy
between Belgrade’s intentions in relation to the ASM and the actual needs of
Kosovo Serbs. During a recent press conference, for examble, Kurti stated:

“This has never been a request by Kosovo Serbs, they want justice and em-
ployment. We need to distinguish between requests that come from below
and have a democratic character and requests that come from above and are
of an undemocratic hegemonic character.” (Kurti 2021)

Kurti further elaborated on the disparity between Kosovo Serbs needs and
the political intentions of Serbia, when explaining:

“I believe that even Serbs in Kosovo, [as all other communities in Kosovo] are
in need of justice and employment, and not for Associations that raise ten-
sions, undermine our relationships, and make someone in Belgrade happy.”
(Kurti 2021)

Expert interviews, however, note that addressing the problem of ownership
in the negotiation one the ASM would be a major challenge given the com-
plex scene of Kosovo Serbs’ representation. Srpska Lista’s monopolization
of political representation of the Kosovo Serb electorate ensures that citizen
perspectives are effectively filtered by this particular structure prior to their
official communication with public institutions in Kosovo (Orana and llazi
2021; Radosavljevic and Nicic 2021). As one Kosovo Serb Expert explained:
“The only way to ensure that Kosovo Serbs are heard is that Belgrade sings off
and supports Srpska Lista to discuss with the Kosovo government.”*®

Although Kurti has rightfully stated that the ASM is not a direct request or
desire of Kosovo Serbs, the reasons for their animosity towards any forms
of association have been somehow mis-interpreted by him. According to a

18 Interview with Kosovo Serb Civil Society Representative, 2022
19 Interview with Kosovo Serb Expert 3, 2022
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Kosovo Serb activist from the north: “When it comes to ASM, the Koso-
vo Serbs would be much more radical than Belgrade. They simply do not
want any integration [into Kosovo]”.? For Kosovo Serbs, the ASM entails
their inherent integration within Kosovo institutions, effectively severing
the existing ties and support they receive from Serb parallel institutions
operating in the north. Any attempt to reframe the integration of Kosovo
Serbs through the ASM must address those factors that strengthen their
socio-economic dependence on existing parallel structures (Orana and
Ilazi 2021). As stated by a Kosovo Albanian CSO representative, “Public
institutions in Kosovo must garner trust among Kosovo Serbs that they
will be able to fill the gap in addressing their practical needs once parallel
structures are abolished” .%

Irrespective of the scope of competencies and ownership, ASM will have fun-
damental consequences for the form and administration of the Kosovo state.
Integration of parallel structures, especially in education and healthcare, en-
tails a complete overhaul of how these systems have functioned and how they
offered services to Kosovo Serbs in the north of the country for more than
two decades. An estimated 12,000 individuals are employed by these struc-
tures and will require integration within the Kosovo system.? In 2019, Serbia’s
draft law on the budget expected an estimated 89 million euro investment in
Kosovo (Kossev 2020). Exact figures on the extent of Serb financing of par-
allel structures in Kosovo remain unclear, but they are substantial.2 Should
education and healthcare systems be integrated within the Kosovo system,
Kosovo budgetary sources and quotas will most likely lead to significant job
loss for the Kosovo Serb population (Balkans Policy Research Group 2017;
Nesovic and Celeghini 2015). In the context of the high-level dialogue, neither
Serbia, nor Kosovo, have initiated any substantial debate on how the issue of
“redundant” employees resulting from the abolishment of parallel structures
will be addressed (Nesovic and Celeghini 2015). Kosovo’s state budget on the

20 Interview with Kosovo Serb Activist, 2022

21 Interview with Kosovo Albanian CSO Representative, 2022
22 Interview with Kosovo Serb 2, 2022

23 Interview with Kosovo Serb Expert 2, 2022



OUT OF THE STALEMATE: REFRAMING THE SCOPE AND OWNERSHIP OF THE ASSOCIATION OF SERB MUNICIPALITIES (ASM) 67

other hand, clearly cannot allocate the necessary financial support to cover
the job loss from the integration of the structures.?* (Balkans Policy Research
Group 2017).

At the same time, Kosovo Serbs continue to rely on parallel structures for
their basic welfare (Orana and llazi 2021). The chances that Kosovo Serbs will
voice their needs and requests to the Kosovo government are highly unlikely
given the current reliance on the parallel structures. As such, ownership over
the ASM can be reframed in relation to minimizing existing fears among Koso-
vo Serbs on the effects of integration for their basic livelihoods. As has been
the case with the integration of police and judiciary structures, any shift of
ownership necessitates a change of narrative and building trust that Kosovo
public institutions can effectively regulate sectors and deliver services that
were originally offered by parallel institutions.

Conclusions

The paper has examined the potential for reframing ASM as an opportunity
forthe Kosovo government to usher in progress on the EU-facilitated dialogue
with Serbia. It has established that that the implementation of the ASM in its
current format is problematic due to the ambiguous regulation on its scope
and the lack of inclusion of Kosovo Serbs in the process. Contending views
between Kosovo and Serbia on these issues, in addition to the EU’s facilita-
tion methodology of ‘constructive ambiguity’, has made convergence of ex-
pectations in their current form implausible. Furthermore, its implementation
in the current form is even more problematic given the election of LVV headed
by Kurti, a former opposition political party known for garnering citizen sup-
port driving skepticism over the ASM.

24 Interview with Kosovo Albanian Expert 1
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Moreover, theoretical considerations on critical junctures have served to
provide nuance on the significance on the contingency and the possibility for
change. The empirical evidence suggests that the landslide victory of the new
Kurti LVV-led government fulfills the widely deliberated norms of junctures.
First, the new government’s inexperience in ruling coalitions gives it the
necessary space and unpredictability in framing policy issues. With a clear
parliamentary majority and institutional cohesion, Kurti is in an optimal position
to embark upon a possible change on the discourse and trajectory of the
ASM. Both international and domestic actors, have given the new government
considerable leeway in proposing modalities to the ASM in accordance with
Kosovo’s constitutional and legal framework. Second, any potential change
proposed by the government has both citizen and institutional legitimacy
among Kosovo Albanians. The clear Kosovo Albanian support for Kurti’s
position in the dialogue with Serbia suggests that a choice to reframe the ASM
can have considerable weight in Kosovo. While the study does suggest that the
current trajectory is a juncture per se, it does recognize that its elements are
apparent. After all, the criticalness of the juncture can only be evaluated in the
future, and this indicates an opportunity for further research.

Although a potential proposal’s success hinges on acceptance by Serbia, the
new government is still in an optimal position to develop relevant modalities
that do not hinder Kosovo’s legal and constitutional framework and suggest a
readiness to engage on the issue of the ASM. While Kurti has dismissed the
implementation of the ASM in its current form, his public discourse suggests
that there is possibility for a fundamental redesign and clarification of the
ASM. This clarification would entail the addressal of two major points of con-
tention according to Kurti’s remarks: ASM’s compatibility with the Constitu-
tion of Kosovo and the ownership of Kosovo Serbs. Additionally, his discussion
on potential forms of Associations (i.e., developmental basis, or geographical)
demonstrate a willingness to rework modalities related to a potential ASM.

Kosovo Albanian and Serb expert consultations highlight that reframing the
scope and ownership is preferred and possible in orderto overcome the current
status-quo in the dialogue. Well-established public and political perceptions
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that the ASM can only be accommodated through the constitutional and
legal provisions on freedom of association are indeed limited. Considering
the centrality of service-delivery related competencies envisioned in the
ASM by Kosovo Serbs, there are ample opportunities to frame the body in
full accordance with Kosovo’s Law on Inter-Municipal Cooperation. The
issue of securing the ownership of Kosovo Serbs, however, provides for a
more contentious point. While Kurti is right to stress that the ASM is not a
request by Kosovo Serbs, experts suggest that addressing genuine requests is
implausible due to Kosovo Serb economic reliance on Srpska Lista. The most
tangible change that the ASM will have on the lives of Kosovo Serbs relates
to the transfer of administrative positions from the parallel system to Kosovo
institutions. Experts and media reports have highlighted that the budgetary
burden to accommodate this would be far too great for Kosovo and would
potentially alienate Kosovo Serbs who would be risk-averse to the potential
loss of basic welfare. First and foremost, any reframing of the ASM would
entail the development of an elaborated plan for the institutional support
that Kosovo will provide in lieu of parallel administrative structures. Only
once this is addressed, a trust-building initiative can be launched in order
to ensure Kosovo Serbs that a legally and constitutionally compatible ASM
would provide for better safety nets than current parallel structures. Whatever
the case may be, the reframing of the ASM hinges on the willingness of the
current government clarify and rule out perceived threats through modalities
that move away from the current ambiguity.
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Introduction

Ample research has been dedicated to the question of how people in ‘Europe’
construct otherness. The focus is usually on exclusionary, right-wing discourses
and narratives in the prosperous Global North (or ‘West’) vis-a-vis the Global
South (or ‘East’) (Wodak 2015). It includes, for example, how images in the
media narrow their readers’ understanding of historical events (Corrigall-Brown
2012); or how security threats are constructed under religious labels (Neumann
2016). The Balkans, in particular, within geographical Europe have served to
construct a dark ‘other’, internally (Todorova 2009), with stereotypical images of
Albanians from the wider region, specifically, epitomising the underpinning fears
(Schwandner-Sievers 2008). However, very few scholars (e.g. (Bracewell 2009)
have looked at how people in the region construct ‘Europe’, the term commonly
found to epitomise the prosperous ‘West’. With exceptions (Hammond 2016, 116),
Albanian images of ‘Europe’ — both as a metaphorical and a real place evoking
ambiguous attitudes and emotions, including dreams and fears —remains still
under-researched.

This chapter aims to contribute to the literature decentring research on the
construction of ‘otherness’. It explores the perspective of those whose gaze is
usually excluded from most analyses of persisting political fears and insecurities
in ‘the West’, even though they are, more often than not, the object exactly of
such fears. The case of young Albanians in Kosovo is particularly interesting, as
the country still faces both internal and external state-building challenges, which
cannot be understood without taking the EU’s (i.e. ‘Europe’s) power, influence,
and guidance into account (Armakolas and et al 2019). The perspective of young
Kosovars, born after the 1999 war, has been mostly ignored in the scholarly
literature. Do these young Kosovars still feel that they exemplify an ‘other’ in
European identity formation, and do they aim to become part of, or identify
with, Europe? If there still is, how do young Kosovars negotiate any concrete
experiences of rejection or misrepresentation by this Europe, which they desire
to be part of? Specifically, how do they view and negotiate their country’s



78 | JETAABAZI GASHI

religious, majority Muslim, heritage vis-a-vis Western Europe’s majority Christian
heritage, given the Islamophobic geopolitical and symbolic fault lines of recent
decades and the ways in which such difference has been downplayed, internally
(specifically by the older generations), and been exaggerated, externally?

Kosovo nominally has a 95 percent Muslim majority population, 2.2 percent Cath-
olics and 1.5 percent Christian Orthodox, according to the last census, which was
boycotted by a part of the population (Kosovo Agency of Statistics 2011).' These
groups are subdivided into Sunni Muslims, represented by the Islamic Commu-
nity of Kosovo (ICK) and the Sufi mystical orders including the Union of Kosovo
Tarikats? (UKT) and the Bektashi®; the Serbian Orthodox Church (SOC); and the
Catholic Church (CC). There are also the Jewish Faith Community (JFC), and the
Evangelical Church of Kosovo (ECK). Given much larger portions of non-Muslim
Albanians beyond Kosovo and across the wider region, including in Albania, eth-
no-Albanian national ideology has long strived to demonstrate that Albanians form
a nation independent of religion (Duijzings 2000); hence, any of their nationalisms
has been of a seculartype (Clayer 2009, 640). At the same time, Albanian national
historiographies across the region have always emphasised links to Christianity (in
reference to medieval figures, such as Skanderbeg; or the Catholic nun and saint
of Albanian ethnic background, MotherTeresa), thereby downplaying more ambig-
uous identifications and histories Albanian identities. (Misha 2002, 33).

As the vast majority of Kosovars is ethnically Albanian and of Muslim heritage,
also Kosovo is characterised by a normatively strict secular, political system
(Abazi Gashi forthcoming). Kosovo’s established, contemporary public intellec-
tuals, in an effort to emphasise a European identity, tend to denounce Islam as
a remnant of the Ottoman Empire and emphasise ‘secular fundamentalism’ to
an extent that it can even mean disrespecting the rights of religious communi-

1 Statistics on religious representation remain a sensitive topic. Roma and Serb communities boycotted the
national census in 2011

2 A special Sufi mystical order.

3 The draft law on amending the Law on “Freedom of Religion” passed the second reading in the Assembly in
2020. Bektashi are not recognized officially by the state, but they reject being subsumed under the umbrella
of ICK. Bektashi are a Shia Alevi mystical order in Kosovo, Albania, North Macedonia, Belgium, and the United
States. They place ‘Atédheu’ (Fatherland) before religion.
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ties (Musliu 2021). The Serbs’ nationalist imaginary, routinely equating Kosovo
Albanians with ‘the Turks’, a synonym for ‘Muslims’, repeatedly in history served
to deny the Albanians’ any rights to their land in Kosovo (Malcolm 1999, 322),
including during the 1999 war which forms part of the lived experience of the
ruling classes in Kosovo still today. Finally, in recent decades, international
concerns over ‘religious extremism’ and increasing ‘Islamophobia’ worldwide,
further exacerbated and polarised the debate in Kosovo (Merdjanova 2013, 70).

This study explores how Kosovo’s younger generation, born after the 1999 war, con-
structs Kosovo's identity vis-a-vis Europe through the prism of religious identifi-
cation. Does this generation hold a different attitude towards Kosovo’s identity in
contrast to the political establishment and their parental generation? The chapter
uses an innovative methodology, photo elicitation (PE), to capture such attitudes,
symbolic constructions, and related emotions in an appropriately sensitive manner.
The overarching aim is to generate a deeper understanding of how young Kosovars
understand Self through the prism of their imagination of Europe and of Europe’s
construction of Kosovo, thereby contributing to ‘decentring’ the study of European
imagologies. The study was, thus, guided by the following objectives:
1) Exploring how young Kosovars imagine Europe and how they think
Europe regards them, specifically through the prism of religion.
2) Tracing any potential change between the older (as described above)
and younger Kosovar generations’ imagery of Self and European ‘other’.
3) Probing an innovative and sensitive methodology regarding its useful-
ness to generate meaningful findings in a study dedicated to exploring
often highly emotional reactions related to the construction of Self and
Other.

For theoretical guidance, the analysis relies on (Goffman 1956) social
interactionist approach to presentations of Self and Other. Its epistemological
approach is social constructivism, according to which identity is seen as the
result of a discursive and affective, collective construction process, rather than
a primordial given (e.g. (Wodak 2009). It further owns its focus to the affective
and cultural turns in nationalism studies including Michael (Billig 2010), who
shifted attention to the study of everyday, ‘banal nationalism’. Finally, the study
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employs Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) to trace the ways in which the young
Kosovars produced and reproduced, transformed and dismantled, national
identities of Self and Other, discursively (Wodak 2009, 4). Data (discursive
utterances) were generated through visual prompts, probing photo-elicitation
as the method of choice to meet the study’s objectives.

Method & Research Design

The method of photo-elicitation (PE) lends itself well to in-depth discussions
of personal and sensitive topics without doing harm, and is likely to appeal,
specifically, to the visual literacy of a generation used to communicate and
present itself on social media, such as Instagram. Visual methods also
resonate with the specific topic, given Europe’s symbolic representation in
Kosovo through strong visual means; for example, the Kosovar flag uses EU
symbolism, even though Kosovo remains the only country in the region where
visa-free travel in the Schengen area is not possible. Mindful of the sensitivity
of the topic of this research project, PE was posing relatively little risk of
causing any unintended harm, as with this method, research respondents,
while commenting on photos and videos, always retain control of what they
wish to divulge about their personal feelings and attitudes.

PE, as a research method, has existed for several decades. American
anthropologist and photographer, John Collier (1957), is usually credited
with its inception. The method is simple: inserting a photography into a
research interview as a tool to expand on questions and simultaneously
gather answers by the informants (Clark-lbafiez 2004; Harper 2002). PE
allows for the expression of emotions and memory. The method encourages
people to express themselves much easier when compared with structured
interviews, as PE “has a physical basis: the parts of the brain that process
visual information are evolutionarily older than the parts that process verbal
information” (Harper 2002, 23-24). Moreover, compared to exclusively verbal
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interview methods, it triggers a different part of human consciousness (Harper
2002, 23-24) and allows for non-verbal communication and expression. PE has
been used across broad disciplines, including for mental health research (Glaw
et al. 2017); men’s health and/or iliness experiences (Oliffe and Bottorff 2007);
perceptions of differences between educational environments (Gold 2004); and
adaptation processes of migrant communities (Shaw 2013). It has also already
been applied in the study of religion (Williams and Whitehouse 2015). There have
been ethnographic studies using PE that have shed light on Buddhist monks’
perceptions (Samuels 2004). Pictures of churches, mosques and various social
situations featuring religion were used with young Christians, Muslims and non-
religious people to elicit knowledge about different religious life-worlds and
bridging different social and cultural worlds in Grgnland area in inner-city Oslo,
Norway (Vassenden and Andersson 2010). PE has also been used to explore the
Scottish national identity among fashion and style influencers on Instagram
(Madeleine Marcella-Hood 2021), where pre-existing data (pictures) were used
to see how Scottish influencers understood and constructed their national
identity online (Marcella-Hood 2021, 885).

This study’s focus on national constructions of self and other among Kosovo
youth, although inspired by some of those assembled above, also differs.
Rather than being a study of religion, it explores religion as a relevant trope of
identity constructions for the case study of young Kosovars.

Beginning from the study’s third objective (probing an innovative methodol-
ogy), PE was used to generate verbal discussion about perceptions of Other;
Self; and of Other regarding Self, with young Kosovars of age 18 and above.
The method was conceptualised to evolve along three steps: firstly, student
participants - recruited via the university’s social networks online - were asked
to bring photos along to the individual one-on-one meetings that, for them,
responded to the overarching question, “What does Europe mean to you?”. The
purpose of this invitation was to generate data from the young people’s com-
mentaries during the interview with as little researcher’s bias as possible. No
other questions were asked. Secondly and subsequently, during the interview
purposefully selected photos were offered which aimed at generating respons-
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es in a more structured format relating to the project’s first objective, such as
evoking discussions around symbolic hierarchies (typical for everyday nation-
alism in the wider region; Spasi¢ 2017; Luci and Schwandner-Sievers 2020) and
their impact, on the one hand; and religious identities and identifications, on
the other. The pre-selected photographs offered for commentary encompassed
images which, firstly, illustrated Europe’s power and importance; and, second-
ly, portrayed visible symbols associated with religious pluralism in Europe. This
sequence did not preclude further responses to the initial question, yet it also
added an additional question: “How does Europe see us?”.

In a third and final step, Kosovo’s 2010 nation-branding campaign video, orig-
inally launched as part of “Kosovo-The Young Europeans” national campaign”
(Saatchi & Saatchi 2010), was shown to all respondents. At the time, this vid-
eo aimed to promote the newly independent, secular state, two years after
declaring its independence from Serbia. However, the video has long since
disappeared from public view or attention. In fact, it emerged that it was not
known to any of the research respondents, who all had been young children
at the time of its original launch. The video’s visual content portrays young
people only, probably aiming to highlight Kosovo’s young demographic aver-
age age (with over 65% of the population under 30 years old, then and now).
The purpose for showing the campaign footage as part of PE was to elicit
comments in response to the second objective; specifically, on how this new
young generation regards this national presentation of Self from more than
a decade earlier. The question asked here was, whether they felt that the na-
tional campaign represented them or not. Respondents were not told that this
campaign was rejected by nearly a generation of adolescents before them. At
the time, this was for two reasons: it represented only ‘modern youth’ without
including local customs, and Kosovo was the most isolated place in Europe
contrary to the image conveyed. In protest against the campaign, some politi-
cal activists stamped the billboards in Prishtina with the inscription ‘isolated’,
aiming to raise awareness of the ghettoization of Kosovo (Krasniqi 2016, 158).

In all, eight in-depth, one-on-one PE interviews with young Kosovars age 18 or
just above were conducted. Although there are limits to any representativity
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of such a small sample, it was hoped that ensuring relatively representative
demographic variety would help identify potential indicators suggesting
correlations and differences that could be followed up in future research
projects. The participants selected included: four young people from rural,
and four from urban areas, covering all seven existing districts of Kosovo
(Prishtina, Mitrovica, Peja, Prizren, Gjilan and Gjakova); two female and
six male students; and a mix of social and religious background, including
one Bektashi, five Sunni Muslims, one declared agnostic and one Catholic.
Thirteen potential interviewees originally self-recruited in responding to a
call for student volunteers published on the University of Prishtina’s social
web site, yet some withdrew for reasons they did not need to provide. The
call offered participant information in line with the university’s ethics
guidelines, which included guaranteed anonymity, informed consent signed
off in a consent form, the right to withdraw at any time, and confirmation
that a decision for or against research participation would not cause any
specific benefit nor disadvantage. Furthermore, Kosovo’s Law on Protection
of Personal Data, No.03/L - 172 was followed by safely storing the interviews
and deleting all original records within one month after the interviews were
transcribed. Data were anonymised at source through using only demographic
codes, such as “UFM1” (Urban, female, Muslim 1; see relevant table providing
all codes used). Participants self-recruited from different subject areas of
studies, including economics and business, engineering and architecture,
journalism, history, sociology and political science. The interviews were
conducted in an office at the Journalism Department of University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”, where the author works.

Using PE was welcomed by all respondents as an innovative method.
However, some unexpected limitations led to adaptations including that,
firstly, the subjects preferred bringing their pictures on their mobile phone
rather than in print; and one even preferred to draw a sketch instead of
bringing a picture. Secondly, interviews lasted much shorter than expected,
based on the methodological literature. After around 30 minutes respondents
ceased engaging, probably because they had to fit the interview session into
their busy study schedules. Thirdly, the author’s ‘European’ background from
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previous work and studies might potentially have caused some bias. It is
possible that some respondents performed towards what they assumed to be
researcher’s expectations of young Kosovars’ European identifications. Such
limitation, possibly arising from power dynamics within the university setting,
could not be fully eradicated. However, some mitigation was attempted
through creating a friendly and egalitarian atmosphere (offering cookies
and coffee), as well as only including participants who were not previously
personally known to, or a student of, the researcher. Finally, the small number
of interviews conducted restricts the possibility of any generalisations. As
with all small-scale qualitative research (Denscombe 2010), the findings
might thus be only indicative of trends, but they revealed some unexpected
attitudes and deeper meanings that could serve as a basis for formulating
adjusted, meaningful question for larger-scale, future projects, which could
confirm and elaborate the findings on a more representative scale.

What Does Europe Mean to Young
Kosovars?

When asked “What does Europe mean to you?”, none of the respondents
brought along any image, or raised any questions, regarding religion.
Through their chosen images they described Europe in relation to topics
such as human rights, culture, job opportunities, migration, visa liberali-
sation, and free elections. These choices correspond with Europe’s sec-
ular values. As Roy (2019, 5) highlighted, European identity constructions
occasionally, but never exclusively, reference a Christian identity; rather,
they rely on a liberal orientation arising from the Enlightenment period and
subsequent secularization processes, emphasising freedom of conscience
and criticism, sexual freedom, human rights and, more recently, gay rights.

On March 16, 2022, Kosovo’s National Parliament voted against amending
the Civil Code for allowing same sex relationships (28 pro and 29 against,
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4 abstentions). This was an important topic for the media in Kosovo, and it
clearly also affected the opinions of the research respondents, who were all
interviewed in late March and April 2022. An 18-year, female Kosovar student
identifying as Muslim, considered that the importance of Europe is related
to “European values”. In her perspective, these relate to human rights with a
focus on LGBT+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and intersex com-
munity). She added that “the sexual orientation should be respected because
people should be free and decide for their feelings, if it is a European value,
it is also a value to Kosovo”.* On her mobile phone, she showed a picture of
a gay parade, from an unknown place, to visualise such liberal values (figure
1). Discursively, her focus was on global values rather than highlighting the
nation-state, national identifiers, or national or local values in Kosovo. Kosovo
was constructed as European by sharing European liberal values.

Figure 1: RMF1 holds her smartphone showing a gay parade;
“What does Europe mean to you”. Picture taken by the author.

4 RMFY1, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 23, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
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Commonality with Europe was also important to a male Kosovar student of
rural Muslim background, studying engineering and architecture. His image
of Europe related to infrastructure and culture. He chose to bring a picture
depicting the new museum at Kosovo’s arguably most famous war memorial:
that of the Jashari family in Prekaz, a village in Skénderaj/Srbica, central
Kosovo (figure 2).

Figure 2: RMM2 showing a picture of the Jashari museum, Prekaz, on his mobile phone. “What
does Europe mean to you". Picture taken by the author.

Adem Jashari was among the founders of the Kosovo Liberation Army. In
March 1998 he was killed by Serbian police alongside more than fifty family
members in a local massacre. Celebrated as ‘sublime sacrifice’ — for the family
fought back, rather than just surrendering — their story has since provided a
proud master narrative for Kosovo’s post-war, national identity; meanwhile,
the underpinning militant ideology was perceived as controversial by many
European commentators (Di Lellio Anna and Schwandner-Sievers 2006,
518). To this student, the pyramidal architecture and glass windows of the
local museum’s architecture situated on the site, however, compares well to
European museum buildings: “To me this is like the Museum of Louvre...it has a
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lot of history”.® ‘Past’ and ‘future’ are intermingled in his identity construction
vis-a-vis Europe, in which the Kosovars are establishing themselves within
the cultural canon of Europe through equivalent, modern architecture that
is dedicated to important national and, simultaneously local, history and
memory, including painful collective memories of resistance and loss.

Other students associated opportunities with Europe, either emanating from,
or pulling them towards, Europe. For example, a rural, male, Muslim student of
economics constructed Europe as a place of opportunities, because “Europe is
investing more and more in Kosovo, there are scholarships, job opportunities
for ouryouth”.® He did not feel excluded from Europe, but rather expressed hope
and optimism. Figure 3 shows a big green sign “Opportunity, Just Ahead”, which
he presented in response to the question “What does Europe mean to you?”. A
rural, male Muslim student of history however, shifted the focus onto Kosovo’s
youth for its agency and potential, which made these opportunities possible.”

Figure 3: RMM3 showing a picture with the text “Opportunity, just ahead” on his mobile phone.
“What does Europe mean to you". Picture taken by the author.

5 RMM2, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 25, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.

6 RMM3, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 28, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.

7 UAMS, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 29, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
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Such discourse relates to the question of young people’s migration desires.
In 2018, the European Union estimated that 11.2 per cent out of 310,000
citizens given residence permits in European states were from Kosovo
(Office of the European Union 2020). The German Embassy in Kosovo alone
received over 56 thousand visa applications in 2021 (Shabani 06.01.2021).
An urban female, identifying as agnostic and studying history however,
explicitly distanced herself from any migration plans. She presented a
similar image as RMM3’s, reading “Job Opportunity. Employment” on her
laptop. She commented that, while she was not planning to leave Kosovo for
work abroad, the reality for other young people was reflected in the “highest
[number of] visa job application[s], this is not Europe for me, but this is how
the youth sees Europe. They think it is better there than here”.® Arguably, by
distancing herself simultaneously from others’ migration desires and many
young Kosovars’ idealisation of Europe, she established a sense of dignity
and autonomy for herself.

Others achieved this through a measure of anger directed at the exclusionary
politics of Europe as well as turning around the question of desirability, for
example, by highlighting young Kosovars’ potentials. Here, the imagination
of Europe by Self interacts with the imagined gaze of Europe on Self. The
following examples respond to both questions, simultaneously, conveying
the participants’ sense of Self vis-a-vis how they imagine Europe’s attitudes
towards them. For example, a young urban male student of political sciences,
identifying as Bektashi, mentioned ‘opportunities’ for Kosovo’s young
people as blocked by the EU: its exclusionary and unfair visa regime stands
in contrast to visa liberalisation experienced by other Southeast European
countries and their young people. Following this description of Europe, the
gaze turns on Self as a message for Europe: “a young nation like us, | think
that we have many good things to offer to Europe™.®

8 UAFT, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 31, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
9 UBMGS, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 30, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
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While such utterance may be understood as a plea to Europe for recognising
the benefits of opening up its borders to young Kosovars, for a female student
of rural and Catholic background, studying journalism, the Europe’s positive
regard of Kosovo’s younger generation can be assumed: “finally, Europe has
started to see us differently, they are interested about our youth, many organi-
sations are willing to find young volunteers™ - a point she supported through
a picture of young people attending a workshop (figure 4).

Figure 4: RCF8 shared a photo on her mobile phone of a group of Kosovar youngsters (unknown
place and date). “How does Europe see us”. Photo taken by RCF8.

Sometimes, however, the blame is not directed at Europe for failing to
recognise the value of Kosovo’s youth, but on those at home, who represent
Kosovo to Europe abroad and not always do this well. As the political science
student suggested: “there have been politicians who have not presented

10 RCFS, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, April 12, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
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Kosovo in the best way, | am aware...”."" It is for this reason that he decided
to bring a picture of the former president of Kosovo, Ibrahim Rugova (1943-
2006). Rugova strongly identified with Europe, cultivating an image both as
a writer and intellectual who had studied in Paris. Scholarly debates about
his pacifism during the cruel 1990s, his emphasis on all Kosovar’s original
Christian religion as a hallmark of “European identity” (Merdjanova 2013, 45),
and his downplaying of any Muslim identity, led to both praise and critique at
home as well as in international scholarship (Krasniqgi 2011, 204). This student
thus used the symbolic power of the previous president and his European
identification to emphasise all Kosovar politicians’ role and responsibility in
national image management of which, according to him, the politicians after
Rugova fell short. Here, the interactionist discourse about images of Self and
Other supports a political preference.

For the same student, the parliamentary election of February 2021 in Koso-
vo marked a turning point when the previous opposition political party,
Vetévendosje (‘Self-Determination’) won by a landslide. These elections were
assessed as fair and well-organised (European Union Election Observation
Mission 2021, 6). For UBM4, as he elaborated based on a hand-drawing (see
figure 5), this event allowed for collective identification (evident in the use of
first-person plural, “we”) as being worthy of European recognition and as a
testimony to Kosovo’s character as more European than the Europeans, given
the following imagological indicators:

Europe means free elections and fair voting and Kosovo is one of the
only countries in the Balkans that is conducting good and fair elec-
tions, when it comes to our elections... we have shown how we should
vote, and during the day of election results in Kosovo it is a celebra-
tion. We are the best example on how one should vote."?

11 UBMS, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 30, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
12 UBM4, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 29, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
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Figure 5: UMM4 presents his drawings: a ball, a gavel, an election box, a first prize medal, to
illustrate political responsibilities. “What does Europe mean to you". Photo by taken by the author.

As mentioned above, and contrary to original assumptions, religion did not fea-
ture in these students’ imagination of Europe or of how Europe sees Kosovo.
Europe was associated with aspirational values, whether directly (e.g. relating
to educational or employment opportunities) or indirectly (such as when Koso-
vo was described as more European than the Europeans; or anger directed at
Europe’s exclusionary policies towards Kosovo). The trope of Europe embodied
liberal values such as human rights for LGBTQ+ people or modern museum archi-
tecture, even for young Kosovars whom stereotyping outsiders might not imme-
diately associate with these, exactly because of their religion (Islam) or political
conviction (nationalism). These young local respondents had in common a desire
to align with the liberal, international values associated with Europe. Their local
value orientations cannot be understood without recognising their globalised
embeddedness and reference (Mac Ginty and Richmond 2013, 765). Meanwhile,
the interactionist analysis of the imagological discourses revealed highly emo-
tional connotations. There was some anger and blame directed against Europe
for its unfair visa regime in Kosovo. Respondents asserted their dignity through
insisting that, as Kosovars oryoung people, collectively, they had much to offerto
Europe, thereby intermingling emotions such as hope, pride, and shame.
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How Does Europe See Young
Kosovars?

Responses to this question revealed several evocative, dichotomous con-
structions of ‘other’ and ‘Self’. For UMMA4, a student of political sciences
the juxtaposition of safe/unsafe determines Europe’s discriminatory atti-
tude towards Kosovo. He suggested that Europe considers Kosovo not a
safe country and, hence, views it negatively. In his construction, the Europe-
an view of Kosovo arises from recent historical events such as demonstra-
tions, the war, and the unsolved relations between Kosovo and Serbia. Also
for UAMD, studying history, “Europeans, they still see us as a country that
is not over with the war completely”.”® He brought an old photograph which
showed people protesting in the streets in the 1990s. The hetero-image of
Kosovo and Kosovars, in these cases, is identified as based on historical
events, which circumvents questions of contemporary responsibilities, yet
also conveys a sense of unfairness.

The question of religion was brought up by only one female student (UAF7),
identifying as agnostic with a Muslim background and suggesting feminist
convictions. She used the dichotomy of ‘backward’/progressive to juxtapose
Kosovo and Europe. In her view, Europe was a liberal, progressive society,
which rightly took issue with gendered, cultural backwardness in Kosovo, the
latter signified through Islam. Notably, she distanced herself from her original
Muslim background through the prism of ‘how Europe sees us’ in ways, which
to her, reflect social realities. She believed that Europe sees Kosovars as a
closed Islamic society, synonymous with a country where girls’ and women’s
rights are regularly violated. To her,

13 UAMB, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 29, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
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Kosovar society is seen with many taboos, a society that is based on
Islamisation, that is not open to changes in the society, it is closed...
we have seen even the recent Civic Code [same sex unions] was not
voted for; girls and women are oppressed... men continue with a pa-
triarchal spirit... yes, there is some improvement but not up to the
European standards, not what it really should be."

Figure 6: UAFT7 presents an illustration (unknown artist) of “How does Europe sees us” on her
computer screen. Photo taken by the author.

This understanding she explained based on an unknown artists’ picture (fig-
ure 6), which portrays the heads of two men with their mouths zipped, looking
away from the face of an attractive women on a laptop screen between them.
However, to this student, Europe is not the saviour. As the discussion went
on, she pointed to the US’s influence in Kosovo, critically arguing that:

Europe wants to consider herself as powerful...Who cares what
Europe thinks, we no longer care what Europe is thinking, it has not

14 UAF7, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 31, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
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helped us during the war, we care more what United States think... |
know this looks like a conversation in a cafeteria, but we always do
what the US demands us to do, and Europe is threatening us, one day
you are going to be a member another day changing her mind, that
position has lost the effect, the EU uses double standards, like with
Ukraine, for a long time they [Ukrainians] had asked for help from the
EU, and the EU has not taken them seriously.”

UMM4, as student of political sciences responded to ‘how Europe sees us’
by constructing a parent/child dichotomy. Accordingly, Europe infantilises
Kosovo, just as a controlling parent or big brother might do to a child. While
sketching by hand (figure 7), he explained:

You see here, this is a child, and someone bigger than him is holding
his hand. Europeans, they think that that we are born thanks to the
Americans and the hand that is holding us illustrates that we could not
build our state by ourselves, but we are depending on someone else.!®

Figure 7: UMM4 sketches “How does Europe sees us”. Photo taken by the author.

15 Ibid.

16 UBM4, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 29, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
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Pointing to a square he had drawn (figure 7), this student further elaborated,
“you see here, this is a small window, actually it is partly opened, because we
only breathe a little bit of air from Europe, we are not able to open the whole
window, we are not...”."” According to him, Europe just ticks boxes, observing
whether Kosovo is fulfilling the European standards and requirements, just
as “Big Brother is watching you”.

The parent/child dichotomy corresponded with big/small, observer/
observed, or active (control)/passive (evaluated). Signifying disempowerment,
the situation thus described was frowned upon and evoked anger over a
structural injustice for this respondent. Dichotomous imageries, however,
can convey also more optimistic valuations. In the following discursive
constructions. Here, it was Europe which was valued, to its own peril, as old
or frail, in contrast to a young and dynamic Kosovo, because of its youth.

Firstly, for UBMB6, student of political sciences, Europe appreciates Kosovo’s
youth for its national successes in sport. This participant brought a picture
from the internet of a Kosovar judoka, Distria Krasniqi, who won a gold medal
at the Summer Olympics in Tokyo 2020 (figure 8). This student assumed that
“Europe knows that we are good at sport, we have good football players, we
have shown good behaviour, we have shown that we can be very successful,
we have good youth”.”® Such expression of pride through identification with
a successful international young athlete from Kosovo is indicative of benign
everyday nationalism (documented as widely spread among young Kosovars
before, see Luci and Schwandner-Sievers 2020).

17 Ibid.
18 UBMS, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 30, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
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Figure 8. UBM6 shows an online picture of Kosovar judoka Distria Krasnigi.
“How does Europe sees us”. https://www.ijf.org/judoka/7829

Secondly, in a more ambiguous statement, RMF1 suggests that “Europe
knows now that we are a very young nation, very optimistic, given that we live
in a country that is not well-developed, there are no good opportunities, but
Europeans think that we don’t work that much, and that’s why they consider
that we spend a lot of time in cafés”.”® Based on a picture demonstrating
Kosovar café house culture (figure 9), the attractiveness of youthfulness and
café-house culture was juxtaposed to an assumed, erraneous heteroimage
of Kosovar laziness which obscures young Kosovars’ real predicament: lack
of opportunities.

19 RMFT, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 23, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
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Figure 9. A district of cafés with young people in “Carshia e Vjetér”, Gjakova.
“How does Europe sees us”. Photo by RMF1.

Overall, it emerged that the young people interviewed considered their
image in Europe had improved from that associated with Kosovars who had
previously migrated to Europe in the 1990s. They emphasised commonalities,
while recognising the perpetuation of a negative national heteroimage, seen
as impacting on young people and their constrained opportunities today.
For this, Europe was seen as only partly to blame. Also, the older generation
and past events were assigned responsibility for a negative image of Kosovo
and Kosovars in Europe. The question of religion was mentioned only once in
connection with women’s rights. In distancing herself from her own Muslim
heritage, this respondent’s perspective echoed the Islamophobic ‘politics of
fear’ propagated by extreme right- and left-wing political parties in Europe
(Wodak 2015). On the one hand, she also formulated an important feminist
critique to societal conservatism in line with liberal European values. Finally,
this section revealed how the discursive interaction between ‘us’ and ‘them’
is reflected in symbolic dichotomies such as safe/unsafe; progressive/
backward; old/young; and weak/strong. These discursive couplets indicate
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the speakers’ intentions to either up-play, or downplay, Kosovo’s image in
Europe’s eyes and underpin strong emotions such as anger, blame, or hope.

Europe and Religion

During the second stage of the interview, five photos with religious elements
(a Catholic Church, an Orthodox Church, an Evangelical Lutheran Church, a
Jewish kippa, an Islamic headscarf) were shown to the respondents. Every
single respondent explained that Europe is not Christian but, to them, citi-
zens in Europe are of majority Christian religious identification. Notably, the
picture of Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome was recognised easily by all respon-
dent: “It looks like this is the Vatican, and | am seeing religious elements, the
cross above.... this is Europe”.? Yet, Europe to them was not about religions,
but about respecting religious pluralism and protecting cultural heritage. The
students were evidently aware of Roman Catholicism; to a lesser degree of
Protestantism; and least aware of Christian Orthodoxy, even though this is
the majority faith with which the Serb population identifies. They did not nec-
essarily recognise all of the particular national sites of worship shown, but
conveyed strong European value identifications as follows.

As one student emphasised, “... Europe has never been orthodoxly religious,
Europe has always been secular”.? To her, Europe is equal for all faiths and
European Union neutral to all religions. Beyond secularism, the value of
pluralism was shared as evident in statements such as the following: shown
an Evangelical Church in Germany, although the protestant architecture
was not recognised, a student made the following associations: “I think
this is Germany, yes, the country were Protestantism was born along with

20 RMM2, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 25, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
21 UAF7, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 31, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
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Martin Luther, for me this is Europe, because Europe has many religions
and these religions are respected equally, it has more Christians but it is
not Christian”.22 Similarly, responding to the picture of the Metropolitan
Orthodox Cathedral in Athens, which barely any student recognised as
Greek, a student suggested: “Europe in my eyes does not respect only one
religion, of course this is Europe”?; similar to another, according to whom
“Europe does not privilege any particular religion”?; and a final student
suggest that, in Europe, “religions and culture are respected, for all citizens
regardless of their religious orientation”.?® Given that Christian Orthodoxy is
usually identified in Kosovo with being Serb, these statements, in particular,
suggest a strong identification with the European value of religious
tolerance. This value becomes further expanded to respect for cultural
heritage, as evident also in the following observations.

One student commented on the picture of the Metropolitan Orthodox
Cathedral in Athens (which he was not able to identify) suggesting that,
indicative for being European, “they have taken care of their religious heritage,
regardless of what religion it is”.% Similarly, here for a picture of the German
Evangelical Church, the architecture student noticed:

I have never been in Germany, but this architecture style looks like
German style, and Germany is one of the most important European
countries... yes it is a religious building, but for me this is Europe be-
cause an old building has been saved and managed, and it makes me
think it is in Europe.”

22 UBMS, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 30, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.

23 UAMS, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 29, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.

24 UBM4, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 29, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.

25 UBMS, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 30, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.

26 RCF8, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, April 12, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.

27 Ibid.
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Notably, the identification with religious values such as pluralism, tolerance
and cultural heritage protection were more ambiguous when confronted with
an image pertaining to Islam in Europe, showing a veiled woman. Reactions
here, stood in strong contrast to those relating to the picture of a gay parade.
All students claimed that they are in favour of respecting LGBT+ rights and
gay parades, identified with being European and sometimes juxtaposed to
more conservative attitudes still found in Kosovo. For example, the student of
political sciences emphasised for LGBT+ rights that “these people have feel-
ings, it is very natural, | don’t understand how someone can consider that they
face mental disorders, that is love, not a disorder...”.2 Regarding the veil, on
the one hand, five respondents similarly suggested that it indicated Europe’s
respect for human rights. In these cases, respect of human rights was seen as
more important than projecting secularism through one’s choice of clothes.
For example, RCF8 (using the term ‘head cover’), a Catholic by background,
avoided any judgement in the name of tolerance:

The cover characterizes one part of the population, that of Muslim
faith, and as a Catholic | have been told that it is important for their
religion to wear that cover. For me that is not a problem, a girl should
be allowed to wear whatever she wants, this is Europe, because it is
about the diversity in Europe.?®

When asked about the gay parade, the same student remained consistent in
her attitude: “LGBT rights should be strengthened and we should try and help
this community even more, we should not have prejudices towards and we
should not see it as a separate community”. On the other hand, several other
students who considered that deciding freely ‘who to love’ is a human right
and gay rights indicative of Europeanness, opposed the right of ‘deciding
what to wear’ if this indicated an Islamic background. Three of the students
openly suggested that they do not see the veil as ‘European’ (a Bektashi, a

28 RMFT, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 23, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
29 RCFS8, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, April 12, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
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Muslim, and an agnostic student). One of these students, who constructed
the veil as a sign of otherness, denounced Islamization as externally intro-
duced in Kosovo. She used Huntington’s phrase of a ‘clash of civilisation’ to
explain any rejections of the veil experienced in Europe, anticipating that “...
the Islamic wave is dominating and is producing its effects”. Another stu-
dent of Muslim background considered that the veil should not be allowed in
schools: “For me this is not Europe, because | am seeing a covered person,
despite that | am Muslim myself, for me this is unacceptable, someone to be
covered and go and learn in schools”

The students appeared least aware of Jewish history, presence, and
representation in Europe. Half of the respondents recognized the Jewish
kippah, and for the other half it was an unknown image. “...I know it looks like
a religious person, but the sign is not clear to me ... | can say it is someone like
an imam for Muslims... can you tell me, please ...”. After having told him, he
recalled that the current Ukrainian Prime Minister, Vladimir Zelensky, identifies
as Jewish. However, overall, little allowance was made for the presence of this
faith in Europe and its heritage: “Europe is not Jewish, it has had strong Jewish
influences...but Jews had not intention to use religion for political reasons
in Europe ... my mother has told me that in our roots, from her side we had
Jewish roots”.2° Overall, even among the students who recognised the kippah,
there appeared to be little knowledge about European history and, specifically
national German, responsibilities pertaining to the Holocaust, as evident in
sweeping statements such as: “Europe had before problems with the Jews”.®
Where there was any recognition of this dark part of the European past, this
was uttered in line with a wide-spread, national saviour myth which has
been shown to facilitate avoidance of more complicated questions regarding
Albanian Second World War history (Skendaj 2009): “Albanians saved the Jews
during the World War 117,32

30 UAF7, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 31, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
31 UBMGS, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 30, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
32 UMMS, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 28, 2022, Department of Journalism, Univeristy of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
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In summary, for most of the respondents, religion was not a main subject when
thinking about Europe or Self. Inspired by the sociology of religion (Roy 2019),
the few questions posed alongside related pictures, probed what some of the
main religions of Europe meant for the interviewees, who mostly came from
a Muslim background. There responses revealed that, to most of them, there
existed not one single European identity which could be framed as singularly
‘Christian’. They regard Europe as secular, yet including a majority of Christian
denominations, including mostly Catholics, Protestants and Evangelicals, and
less Orthodox. Very few recognised Europe’s Jewish heritage. The discourses
revealed an emphasis on secularvalues such as human rights, cultural diversity,
religious pluralism, tolerance, and cultural heritage, not least because “Europe
has protected religious buildings”. This was expressed strongly through the pos-
itive regard held for LGBT+ parades and gay rights. Notably, this emphasis stood
in stark contrast to the ambivalence suggested by the respondents in regard to
the Islamic veil as a potential signifier of otherness, with attitudes differing from
whether this could be included as ‘European’, or not. Overall, within this dis-
cursive field, downplaying Islam to emphasise Europeanness and identification
with ‘European values’, e.g. through identifying with Christian figures, did not
emerge as a discursive necessity. The attitudes and perspectives documented
oppose any stereotypical assumptions present in European right-wing, populist
parties about Muslim Europeans at the continent’s margins (Roy 2019, 4).

The Kosovo Young Europeans’
Campaign

In the final stage of each interview, the above-mentioned “Kosovo Young
Europeans’ national campaign”, launched in 2010, was shown. An internationally
award-winning nation-branding campaign video portrays the spirit of youth
through its underlying soundtrack: “I am feeling the life that | wanted to come
into me, | am feeling the love that | want you to see” (Saatchi & Saatchi 2010). The
footage shows young men and women collecting, colouring, and transporting
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large yellow puzzle-pieces, then constructing the shape of Kosovo out of these
and, finally, placing the completed shape in the world map. The campaign alludes
to the classic narration of the concept of a nation-state, including territory,
recognition, and desire for self-determination (Smith 2010, 5), yet promotes a
national and a European identity simultaneously. It aimed to promote the newly
independent, secular state, two years after the declaration of independence.
However, regardless of its international success at the time, locally, this campaign
engendered little enthusiasm and soon became forgotten.

Also in 2022, reactions by the respondents, who all saw the video of the first
time, remained mixed: “In this video everyone seems so happy, so involved, so
hopeful”3, yet “it does not portray our challenges™*. According to UBM4, rep-
resenting an optimistic view, “| see in this video young people trying to do so
something beautiful, and they achieve that, and this is an element that char-
acterise us, we love our country and we finish our tasks, we all work together
for the best of our state”.® In contrast, UBM6 assigned blame to Europe and
expressed shame for the older generation of Kosovar emigrants, yet felt pride
in the younger generation, triggered by the viewing:

This is the first time that | am watching this video, | see a lot of zeal
of Kosovars for Europe, Kosovars have done so much for Europe, and
Europe has not given anything in return, it has not liberalised visas,
of course we cannot say that Kosovar emigrants, say in Germany, for
example, they have worked hard, they are loving and nice people, they
have worked as builders and hard jobs...they are the ones who had
no education, no prosperity, but now there is the other generation, their
children who are more educated, they have good professions, better jobs,
and they are representing us better, and | am so happy about them.*

33 RCF8, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, April 12, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
34 UAFT, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 31, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
35 UBM4, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 29, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
36 UBMS, interview by Jeta Abazi Gashi, March 30, 2022, Department of Journalism, University of Prishtina
“Hasan Prishtina”.
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Most respondents felt that the video campaign failed to portray the isolation of
youth in Kosovo. Some of them discussed this in terms of Kosovo’s ‘real youth’,
although always with some rhetorical distance as if to indicate that potential
migration desires would not apply to them, themselves. Notably, as with the
campaign video and its secular undertones, most of the research respondents
were also not preoccupied with religious symbolism or identifications
in discussing the video. Most of them appeared to have internalised the
traditional, secular everyday Albanian nationalism to such an extent that even
its potential function to counteract the ‘politics of fear’ of politically extreme
and exclusionary discourses in Europe, were neither noticed nor strategically
used, unless deliberately prompted. Arguably, this generation of contemporary
young people in Kosovo identifies as European in emphasising contemporary
secular and liberal values shared with Europe. Unless prompted, these are
not refracted through religious tropes; e.g. there was no indication of making
reference to Christian saints or heritage so typical for the older generations.
The self-evidence with which this generation identifies as secular European
makes the experience of geo-political exclusion all the more painful.

Conclusion

Following Goffman (1956), the presentation of Self is always a performance
vis-a-vis an assumed heteroimage in social and symbolic interactions. It might
thus be that commonalities or postulate ideal features, which unite performer
and audience, might be overplayed. However, the PE method chosen generated
qualitative findings which suggest a strong identification of the young Kosovar
respondents with secularand liberal European values, including human rights,
specifically women’s and LGBT+ rights. Critique voiced was never directed
against these values, but against the physical and political exclusion from
Europe, given the commonalities affirmed. Notably, in contrast to preceding
generations and external, right-wing and Islamophobic stereotypes, religion
did barely play any role in constructing a sense of Self vis-a-vis Europe, nor
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in discussing Europe’s view of Self. There was no mentioning of mythological
figures evidencing Kosovo Albanian Occidental belonging, such as Mother
Teresa or Skanderbeg, which has long pre-occupied the establishment’s
public discourse in Kosovo. Rather than dichotomies of Occidentalism and
Orientalism, juxtapositions such as safe/unsafe, progressive/backward, old/
young, and weak/strong prevailed in the young people’s discourse. While
Europe was constructed as the land of opportunities, both Europe and
the older generation were blamed for problems in accessing these, where
these arose. Only once prompted to speak about religion, the respondents
downplayed Islam in ways that suggest both an internalisation of the older
generation’s ideology and a response to Islamophobic views known from wider
Europe (and social media debates which this generation can share in, across
physical borders).

PE as a method furthermore allowed generating data which convey strong
emotions corresponding with the respondents’ positionality within the sym-
bolic geo-political hierarchies that structure everyday nationalism in the
wider region. In decentring the view from Europe to those scrambling for
acknowledgement and integration at its margins, the relevance of affirming
dignity and pride was apparent. A proud or angry Self counteracted a hurt or
ashamed Self. This was evident in suggestions such as that Europe is ‘getting
old’ and needs the young Kosovars; or in diverting and differentiating gen-
eralised national blame to specific population groups and events (the old-
er generations; demonstrations; the war; past politicians); or in dismissing
the relevance of Europe as compared to the US altogether. Future research
could explore further the reasons for this generation’s attitudes, which may
be sought in political, cultural (e.g. generation social networks), social and
wider global factors.
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Interviewee codes

Description Interview conducted

on
RMF1 Rural, Muslim, Female 23.03.2022
RMM2 Rural, Muslim, Male 25.03.2022
RMM3 Rural, Muslim, Male 28.03.2022
UMM4 Urban, Muslim, Male 29.03.2022
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Abstract

In the last couple of decades, peacebuilding literature shifted the focus
to reconciliation. Going beyond conflict resolution, which can lead to cold
peace, reconciliation is understood as involving sociopsychological process-
es. Many authors consider reconciling different versions of the past, often
existing in past opponent groups, as one of the keys to successfully reaching
peace. Because of this, history education, as a place where young genera-
tions are presented with the official version of the past, is deemed invaluable
for peacebuilding processes in societies with a recent history of violence.
However, this does not come without certain challenges. Research on history
education in post-conflict societies most often deals with educational media
such as textbooks, while exploring how teachers approach these topics is
rare. This chapter focuses on the experiences of history teachers working
within education in Albanian language in Kosovo in relation to teaching about
Kosovo War. Findings show that throughout initial teacher training (ITT) and
state organized in-service trainings, history teachers working within educa-
tion in Albanian language in Kosovo do not get many opportunities to obtain
specific skills needed for dealing with difficult topics such as the Kosovo
War. Trainings that do provide these skills are organized by non-state actors,
sporadic, and include a small number of teachers. In addition, the concepts
and teaching methods provided within these seems sometimes to be mis-
interpreted and erroneously applied in the classroom. More often than not
teachers use their personal experiences to complement the lessons about
Kosovo War and this practice seems to be leading to a great variety in the type
of story students will be presented depending on teachers’ age and personal
beliefs. Taken together, the findings show that history education, in its current
form, can hardly fulfill the goals set in various educational documents.
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Introduction

Building a culture of peace in post-conflict societies is a long and uncertain
road. Many contextual factors can influence the specific post-conflict reality
such as the nature, scope, length, recency and outcome of the conflict, the
transitional justice strategies chosen in a society to deal with the past, the
overall political system, the degree of foreign involvement in the conflict
and conflict settlement, and the strength of civil society (Bentrovato 2017,
62). Nevertheless, education seems to be one of the most important tools
that can serve to overcome but also perpetuate the challenges posed by the
recent violent past. The importance of educational processes stems from
two arguments. One is that educational media are considered an epistemic
authority, meaning that their contents are based in scientific discovery and
thus highly reliable. The other is that education reaches almost all young
people in a society (Bar-Tal 2013)

History education is crucial when it comes to transmitting the stories about the
past to future generations in a society. Researchers take different approaches in
an effort to understand the role of history education in post-conflict societies.
Significant part of research looks into curricula, educational media such as
textbooks, and reforms of these. Nevertheless, the research on teachers is
often overlooked even though teachers are said to be “far more important to the
success or failure of a reform initiative than is generally understood” (Worden
2014, 2) and research focusing on history teachers in post-conflict societies
can shed light on how they teach these topics and what actually happens in
the classroom (Goldberg 2017; Kello and Wagner 2017; Kitson and McCully
2005). Research on history education in the post-Yugoslav countries focused
mostly on history textbooks (Bentrovato et. al. 2016; Koren and Baranovi¢ 2009;
Ognjenovié and Jozelié 2020; Pavasovié Trost 2018; Stojanovié 2009; Svigir
2018; Tomljenovi¢ 2012) while the research on history teachers is rare (Jovanovic¢
and Mari¢ 2020) and more in-depth, qualitative perspective is still missing.
Existing research shows history teachers in Kosovo consider “the middle ages”
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as the most difficult topic to teach (Jovanovi¢ and Mari¢ 2020) signaling they
don’t really have many difficulties teaching about the recent violent past. This
data, however, does not provide deeper understanding of how they approach
sensitive topics such as Kosovo War 1998/99.

This chapter offers a qualitative exploration of the ways history teachers
working under the program in Albanian language in Kosovo approach the
topic of Kosovo War (1998/99). The exploratory qualitative investigation pre-
sented in this chapter is guided by the understanding that history teachers
in, often fragile, post-conflict contexts have to navigate complex societal
influences and frequently censor what they are able to share with their
students about the recent violent conflict. In addition, many teachers in
post-conflict societies are simultaneously witnesses or even perpetrators of
the violence in addition to being teachers. Balancing between their own ex-
periences, memories, and emotions regarding the violence and a scientific
approach to history and history teaching sometimes proves to be a difficult
task. | will first introduce the educational context of Kosovo, the theoretical
connections between history education and peacebuilding and the role of
history education in post-conflict societies. After that, | will present previ-
ous research on Albanian history textbooks in Kosovo and the findings from
the current study.

Kosovo Educational Context

Kosovo is a small landlocked country situated in Southeast Europe with
the 2022 population estimate of 1,952,701 (World Factbook n.d.). Out of this
numberthe majority are Albanians, while ethnic Serbs are the second largest
ethnic group making around 5-6% of population (Municipal Profiles 2019).
Educational system currently de facto consists of two separate educational
systems. One under the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology of
the Republic of Kosovo (hereafter MEST), provides education in Albanian,
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Bosnian and Turkish languages. Another, under Ministry of Education,
Science and Technological Development of Serbia, provides education in
Serbian language (Community Rights Assessment Report 2021). As of 2018
there are 131 pre-university schools operating under Serbian curriculum in 24
municipalities (Communities Access to Pre-University Education In Kosovo
2018). Since this chapter focuses on history education under MEST conducted
in Albanian language (sometimes referred to as Albanian curriculum), all the
information in the following sections is referring to this part of the educational
system if not otherwise specified.

Pre-university education in Albanian language in Kosovo consists of four
stages: pre-school education (age 1-5 years), primary education (age 6-10
years; grades 1-5), lower secondary education (age 11-14; grades 6-9), and
upper secondary education (age 15-18; grades 10-12) (Pupovci 2016). This
research focuses on the last two, lower and upper secondary education level
since within these, history is taught as a separate subject. Since history
education is chronological, Kosovo War and the recent history are taught in
the last grade of lower secondary education level (grade 9) and last grade of
the upper secondary education level (grade 12).

According to the latest issue of the Educational Statistics in Kosovo, in
2020/21 there were 892 primary and lower secondary public educational in-
stitutions with 17,353 teachers and 223,908 pupils, and 122 upper secondary
public educational institutions with 5,232 teachers and 70,742 pupils in Koso-
vo (Education Statistics in Kosovo 2020/21 2021).! In addition, there are 5,769
pupils enrolled in primary and lower secondary and 3,645 pupils enrolled
in upper secondary private educational institutions (Education Statistics in
Kosovo 2020/21 2021). While there is no official source on the number of his-
tory teachers according to some assessments there are around 500-600 his-
tory teachers on both levels of education.

1 This publication does not provide data on Serbian community except for the municipality of Kamenicé/
Kamenica (Education Statistics in Kosovo 2020/21 2021, 3)
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Developments in the educational system in Kosovo before the War played
an important role in what was to come. After Kosovo autonomy was abol-
ished in 1989 “Serbia adopted a series of laws that annulled Kosovo’s edu-
cational autonomy” (Kostovicova 2005, 77). This led to the organization of
the parallel educational system that ran from January 1992 and within which
the “changes in the Albanian curricula for primary and secondary schools
allowed an unrestrained expression of Albanian nationhood” (Kostovicova
2005, 130). The parallel system was attended by an estimated 300,000 to
450,000 students (Salihu et. al. 2019). After the War, a kind of a reversal
happened where “Serbs were left to devise alternative spatial strategies to
continue to provide education in Serbian to the remaining Serbs in Kosovo”
(Kostovicova 2005, 211).

Education in Albanian language in Kosovo after 1999 is marked by two
major reform drives, one immediately after the war in 2001 and another in
2011. The 2001 reform produced the General Curriculum Framework with
eight different curricular areas and was guided by the idea of replacing
the existing excessively encyclopedic knowledge. This framework though
was never approved (Pupovci 2016). The second educational reform
introduced competence-based Kosovo Curriculum Framework in 2011 with
seven learning areas: Languages and communication, Arts, Mathematics,
Natural sciences, Society and environment, Health and well-being,
and Life and work (Curriculum Framework 2011; Pupovci 2016). History,
together with some other subjects is part of the learning area society
and environment. The way Kosovo Curriculum Framework introduces key
competencies as defined by EU recommendations has been described as
“loud borrowing . . . education policy-making process in which national
authorities deliberately pursue and welcome external policies for both
educational and political ends” (Tahirsylaj 2021, 125). The same author
concludes, among other things, that “Kosovo’s civic competences . ..
avoid local ethnic-related controversial issues, and push for a European
identity that builds on internationally-promoted democratic citizenship
and civic competences” (Tahirsylaj 2021, 126).
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History curricula for 9t and 12t grade that roughly covers history of the
twentieth century do not go into too much detail on the topic of Kosovo
War. History curricula for grade nine covers the War in Kosovo as one of the
outcomes (“Explains the causes of the beginning of the Kosovo Liberation
War and records its main stages and battles”) within the theme “The
Albanian Movement for Equality and Freedom - the Birth of a New European
State - Kosovo” (Kurrikulat Léndore - Klasa e nénté 2020). History curricula
for grade 12 also covers it as one of the outcomes (defined in the same way
as in the grade nine curricula) within the theme “Kosovo within the Federal
Yugoslavia, independence efforts - the birth of a new European state”
(Kurrikulat Léndore - Klasa e dymbédhjeté 2019). In both cases the theme
contains other outcomes related to the position of Albanians in Yugoslavia,
peaceful resistance and international factors that contributed to resolving
the Kosovo issue.

History Education and
Peacebuilding

During the last decades it became evident, and Kosovo is an excellent
example of this, that formal peace agreements are unstable, easily collapse,
and can lead to cold peace (Bar-Tal 2013). This started moving the attention
of peacebuilding scholars away from conflict resolution to include the
challenges societies face beyond signing peace treaties that end direct
violence. The shift influenced the change in terminology used in the
peacebuilding literature. While conflict resolution is an indispensable step
in creating conditions for moving forward, more and more authors talk about
conflict transformation. The fact that the world saw much more conflicts
“between ethnic or other identity groups within a single political unit” in
the post-Cold War era (Kelman 2008, 15) produced significant interest in
the concept of reconciliation. It is generally agreed that reconciliation is
“formation or restoration of a genuine peaceful relationship between societies
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that have been involved in an intractable conflict” (Bar-Tal and Bennink 2004,
14). In addition, it is characterized as a voluntary, deliberate, reciprocal, non-
linear, long, and gradual process (Bar-Tal 2013).

Quite a few authors see truth and truth-telling as the center of their
understanding of reconciliation or one of the integral parts (Asmal et. al. 1996;
Kelman 2008; Lederach 1997; Long and Brecke 2003). Teaching students
about all relevant events in the past is obviously the task history education
has and should have. Furthermore, if history is to work towards reconciliation,
it cannot conceal certain uncomfortable truths. According to Kelman (2008),
one of the conditions for reconciliation refers to “confronting history” which
means coming to terms with the truth, re-examination of historical narratives
and re-evaluation of national myths. Developing various critical thinking skills
through history education helps them evaluate myths, including national ones.
Further definitions of reconciliation deal more specifically with the fact that
there are different, often competing interpretations of the same events after
the conflict. Asmal defines reconciliation as “facing of unwelcome truths
in order to harmonize incommensurable world views so that inevitable and
continuing conflicts and differences stand at least within a single universe of
comprehensibility” (1996, 46), and Kelman calls for “admitting the other’s truth
into one’s own narrative” (2008, 29). Some understandings of reconciliation
openly call for history and its ethical dimension. Reconciliation is said to
require “inter-subjective agreements on historical truths and addressing the
issue of historical responsibilities for the mass violations of human rights
that have occurred in whatever forms” (Rouhana, 2008). However, many
post-conflict societies suffer from being frozen in the conflict narratives and
overcoming this includes assuming responsibility for past misdeeds and
changing the way past rival groups are seen (Bar-Tal 2013)

Methods of reconciliation include, among others, writing a common or joint
history that could serve as a “basis for rewriting history textbooks, which can
affect the beliefs and attitudes of new generations” (Bar-Tal and Bennink
2004, 31). Thus, although differently understood, reconciliation almost
always includes specific elements that could be aided in a significant way
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by history education. However, implementing these ideas proves to be a
complex task since there are different ways for history education to realize
its role in post-conflict societies.

History Education in
Post-conflict Societies

History education is an essential element of the reconciliation process. Cole
claims that “understandings of history are crucial to a society’s ability to reck-
on with the past for the sake of a more peaceful future.” (2007, 13). However,
translating the theoretical concepts related to reconciliation to the practice of
history teaching and determining the place history education should have in
these processes is not an easy task. Cole points out several problems of history
education in the context of reconciliation (2007). One is the tension between
two competing goals of history education: supporting patriotism and promot-
ing critical thinking. Supporting patriotism has been a primary goal of history
education since its early days. This practice started slowly changing only in
the second part of the twentieth century to focus more on developing critical
thinking (Bermudez and Carretero 2012; Carretero 2011). This tension is pro-
foundly amplified in post-conflict societies since the critical examination of the
recent violent past often stands in direct contradiction to building a positive
image of one’s group. Related to it is a problem of “clash between the needs of
post-conflict or transitional societies and the accurate depiction of a negative
past” (Cole 2007, 19). Due to the immense material and human cost of the con-
flict, societies are in a very fragile state immediately after conflict resolution.
Furthermore, depending on various contextual characteristics of the conflict,
the initial peace is frequently utterly fragile. For these reasons, there might be
a need to balance other psychosocial needs of society with the need for an
accurate depiction of the past. The final problem is that history education is
only one element in this process, and it can be supported or hindered by many
other sites of history learning such as family, museums, the media, etc. (Cole
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2007). History education does indeed represent only one of the sources for
young people in society to learn about the past, but this in itself does not need
to represent a significant obstacle. The problem in post-conflict societies aris-
es when the different versions of the past available outside history classrooms
stand in stark opposition to what history as an academic discipline is providing
to students through history education.

Following what Barton and Levstik (2004) propose, it is not enough to explore
curricular objectives and course requirements, but we need to look into what
textbooks say contain and how teachers go about teaching. We know about
textbook representations of the past in various societies mainly from the crit-
ical tradition of international textbook research, which includes various con-
tributions of independent researchers that focus on certain specific aspects
of the textbooks they analyse (Foster 2011). At the heart of critical research is
the understanding that textbooks are selectively presenting accounts of the
past and textbook authors decide what to include or exclude from the text-
books. As a result, “textbooks have long been a major site for the construction
and contestation of national, regional, and international identities and are,
understandably, the constant subject of critical study by international schol-
ars” (Foster 2011, 13).

History Textbooks
in Kosovo

History textbooks in Kosovo have also been the object of such work. The most
comprehensive content analysis of Kosovo history textbook lessons about
the Kosovo War was conducted within Gashi’s comparative work on history
textbooks in several Western Balkan countries. Across several studies Gashi
compared history textbooks in Kosovo and Serbia (Gashi 2020), history text-
books in Albania, Kosovo, and Serbia (Gashi 2012), and the representations
of Kosovo history in history textbooks in Kosovo, Albania, Serbia, Montenegro
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and Macedonia (Gashi 2016). In addition to comparing the historical narra-
tives to each other, the author contrasts them with acclaimed authors writing
about Kosovo War as well as reports of various local and international NGO’s
(Gashi 2012). This kind of analysis revealed several important characteristics,
or groups of differences as the author calls them, of the historical narrative in
Kosovo history textbooks lessons about the Kosovo War 1998/99. These are:
a) Possession of territory, b) The crimes committed by the other side, ¢) Silent
collaboration, d) Distortion of aims, and e) Merging of different strands of
thought (Gashi 2020, 80). Since most teachers use these textbooks to teach
about the War in Kosovo, | will present this analysis in more detail. Out of the
five characteristics Possession of territory is derived from the analysis of his-
torical narratives about the period before the war so it will not be presented
here.

The first characteristic - The crimes committed by the other side, is noted
in textbook analysis across the post-Yugoslav space (Jovanovié 2020; Simié¢
2020; Svigir 2018; Tomljenovié¢ 2012). It shows how textbook narratives are
exclusively focusing on and exaggerating the crimes committed by the other
group while missing out on the opportunity to talk about crimes committed
by the own ethnic group and representing “us” as the victim. In the case of
Kosovo history textbook lessons about the Kosovo War “there is mention of
not a single Serb killed by the KLA and NATO forces during and after the
armed conflict” (Gashi 2012, 39). In addition to this, the number of ingroup
victims is exaggerated and the author concludes that “the number of those
killed [Kosovo Albanians] is thus doubled in the Kosovan textbooks” (Gashi
2012, 40). In addition to this, Gashi points to the fact that Kosovo history
textbooks label the crimes committed by Serbian forces as genocide without
engaging in the explanation of what this means and ignoring the Kosovo Su-
preme Court decision that says otherwise (2012, 41).

Another important characteristic is what Gashi calls Silent collaboration
(2012, 51). This category refers to the fact that in Kosovo, textbook narra-
tives are obscuring any instances of collaboration and agreements between
Serbian and Kosovo Albanian political and military representatives such as
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for example the agreement on the return of Albanian pupils and students
to school and university premises from 1996. The following characteristic is
the Distortion of aims and it refers to Kosovo history textbooks “exaggerate
the aims of Albanian political and military organizations” (Gashi 2012, 52).
From the examples the author provides to depict this category it seems that in
the current textbook narratives striving for independence is retroactively but
falsely ascribed to various organizations that existed in Kosovo. This includes
the fact that the textbook is “not mentioning the signing up by Kosovo Liber-
ation Army (KLA) representatives to substantive autonomy for Kosova [within
the sovereignty and territorial integrity of the FRY]” (Gashi 2020, 76) which
diverges from the depiction of KLA in the textbooks, whereas “for the Kosovan
textbooks the political platform of the KLA’s war was Kosova’s freedom and
independence” (Gashi 2012, 43).

Merging of different strands of thought is the final characteristic of the Koso-
vo history textbook narratives according to this analysis (Gashi 2020). This
feature represents the tendency of textbook narratives to overlook the dis-
agreements within Kosovo Albanian political and military structures includ-
ing the division between the passive and active resistance, division between
peaceful and military arms of Kosovo politics, and “three conceptualizations
of military policy regarding war in Kosova: FARK, LKCK and KLA” (Gashi 2020,
83). Based on this short overview of the textbook analysis it is easy to agree
with the author’s conclusion that “the countries are not sowing in the next
generation the seeds of reconciliation” (Gashi 2012, 53).

However, most contemporary research considers the textbooks to be only
one part of the “complex medial space” (Lassig 2013). Textbooks and other
educational resources could be employed in many different ways by teach-
ers. What teachers actually do in the classroom needs to be considered to
understand the ways history education influences young peoples’ under-
standing of history. This is exactly the question the current study is aiming
to answer.
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History Teachers in
Post-Conflict Soceities

Authors mainly agree that the way history is taught is as important as the
content of history. According to Kello and Wegner, “the style of teaching not
only conveys a message about epistemology . .. but also constitutes the history
narrative in terms of its content” (2017, 205), and according to Goldberg, how
teachers help students engage with the information is as important as the
information itself (2017). The role of history teachers in teaching about recent
violence in post-conflict societies is of great importance. History teachers,
especially when it comes to controversial issues, “are positioned as mediators
between different fields or perspectives [ . .. ] or between different group-
bound social memories” (Kello and Wagner 2017, 203). Teachers action space
is affected by the social and political context, education structures, and past-
related scholarship, whereas “teachers’ positions towards the different kinds
of contexts include their own positions on the social, mnemonic and political
landscape, as well as their conceptions of those fields’ influences on their
students and classrooms” (2017, 204). Many factors influence the way teachers
approach controversial topics. Some of them are common to teaching any
other topic, such as their knowledge of the topic, pedagogical skills, curricular
expectations, etc. However, others stem from specific challenges such as their
own position and experiences during the conflict, support from the community,
the political climate in society vis-a-vis the recent conflict, etc.

Focusing specifically on history teachers in conflict and post-conflict
societies, some authors focus more on the emotions and the effect they have
in the classroom when teaching sensitive topics. One recent contribution to
this strand of literature deals with teaching about the genocide in Rwanda.
The authors investigated teachers’ “personal experiences and practices in
navigating the emotionally charged nature of delivering the teaching about the
genocide” (Bentrovato and Buhigiro 2021, 125) and found that in the everyday
discourses and practices of Rwandan teachers’ emotions are very salient
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and they are often determining factor shaping the experiences of teaching
and learning (Bentrovato and Buhigiro, 2021). Most importantly, teachers’
pedagogical decisions and choices were shown to be affected by the emotions
through the work of emotion management. The findings show several routes
teachers take within the “strategy of deliberate selectiveness and limited
disclosure” (Bentrovato and Buhigiro 2021, 130).

Other ways to understand how teachers approach controversial topics in
post-conflict societies are predominantly cognitive and value oriented. Kello
and Wagner suggest that styles of history teaching can be conceptualized
as communication styles of the Social Representations Theory: diffusion,
propagation, and propaganda (Moscovici 2008). Traditional history teaching
where teachers “represent the past in a way that is determined by some kind of
ideology” is understood as propaganda. In contrast, critical history teaching
that provides “complementary historical interpretations, weighing their
evidence and accepting them as possible alternatives” is seen as diffusion
(Kello and Wagner 2017, 206). However, the three communication/teaching
styles are seen slightly differently than those in Moscovici’s theory. The
authors see diffusion (critical history teaching) and propaganda (traditional
history teaching) as two ends of the continuum with propagating style covers
the space in between and is represented by various teaching approaches.
This distinction “focuses on the teachers’ intentions, motivations and the
limits set by their action space” ( Kello and Wagner 2017, 207).

The effects of curricular changes are emphasized by Goldberg (2017), who
proposes three teaching styles based on what he refers to as the curricular
pendulum in Israel. According to this typology, the official approach is
focused on “a single clear narrative, with a conventional textbook-oriented
teaching, and a stress on in-group (Israeli) righteousness”; the empathetic
dual-narrative approach focuses on “perspective-taking and nonjudgmental
acknowledgment of both sides’ narratives”; and the educational reform for
higher-order thinking approach focuses on “critical disciplinary thinking
and engagement in historical controversy evaluating and synthesizing
conflicting historical accounts of both sides” (2017, 280). The author
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concludes that the official approach could be harmful to intergroup
relations while the other two approaches seem promising in this regard.

Based on these theoretical considerations the current exploratory study is
based on the following question: in which ways history teachers teaching
within Albanian system in Kosovo approach teaching about Kosovo War?

Methodology

Overall, twelve history teachers participated in the in-depth interviews
conducted for the purposes of this research. The sampling strategy was
purposeful, and the main criteria was that participants are working as
history teachers within the Albanian educational system in Kosovo. All
teachers were contacted through the Kosovo History Teacher Association
(Shogata e Mésimdhénésve té Historisé sé Kosovés).? Once this criterion
was fulfilled, | tried to also include teachers who live and work outside the
Kosovo capital, Prishtina, teachers of various age, and teachers teaching
at different educational levels (lower secondary and upper secondary). The
participation was voluntary, anonymous, and participants consented to the
interview. This sampling strategy resulted in a following sample structure. All
identify as Albanian, participants’ age ranges from 28-59 years, around one
half teaches history in Prishtina, four teachers identify as female, the rest as
male. Two thirds of participants currently teach history in elementary school
however, a few have experience teaching in both during their career or are
currently teaching in both, in order to fulfill the norm.

All interviews lasted from one to one and a half hour and were conducted by

the author with the help of the translator during fieldwork visit to Kosovo in
March 2022. The interview protocol was based on several themes. Initially,

2 More info at https://euroclio.eu/member/history-teachers-association-of-kosovo/
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participants were asked about some demographic data (age, city they live in,
type of school they teach in, etc.). The first theme was related to participants’
wartime experiences. The second theme was the initial teachertraining, or the
university education participants received. Within this topic, special focus
was put on the quantity and quality of the training in didactics and teaching
methods as opposed to the content. The second theme was in-service teacher
training. The discussion included the quantity, quality, and the thematic
focus of the in-service teacher trainings as well as the differences in these
depending on the training provider (government or non-government entities).
Within this theme, the focus was put on the trainings dealing with teaching
difficult and sensitive topics such as the Kosovo War. The following, central
theme was the way participants approach teaching the Kosovo War in their
everyday practice. This theme included various questions and subthemes
such as the perception of the curriculum and the textbook lessons about the
Kosovo War, what previous knowledge students bring into the classroom, how
much of their own wartime experience teachers share with their students, etc.

Some themes emerged from the interviews and were not planned by the
author but were embraced as welcomed since teachers seem to ascribe a
lot of importance to them. All interviews were transcribed word-for-word
and thematic analysis was conducted to identify the dominant recurring
themes. The analysis conducted represents the combination of inductive
and deductive thematic analysis. It was simultaneously driven by previously
discussed theoretical contributions based on research on history teachers
in other contexts and the data itself - specific ways participants approach
their teaching in Kosovo. This analytical strategy resulted in several
recurring themes that will be presented and discussed in the light of these
theoretical considerations.
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Findings

Training

Initial Teacher Training (hereafter ITT) was one of the first themes discussed
with all the teachers and within this theme the focus was on the amount of
didactics, teaching methods or possibly psychology and pedagogy courses
did their university education involve. The findings confirm what was shown
in previous studies (Jovanovi¢ and Mari¢ 2020) which is that university
education at the BA level for most of the history teachers consisted of just one
or maybe two courses dealing with these topics. This course usually includes
giving one or sometimes several practice lessons. Some of the participants
also have obtained or are in the process of obtaining MA degree within which
they spent more time dealing with teaching methods. But MA studies are not
obligatory for history teachers. While most teachers agree these courses were
useful and prepared them sufficiently for their teaching career, some disagree
and state these courses didn’t help as much. Whether they assess their ITT as
useful for their teaching or had to “learn on the job”, they all stated it did not
include any special focus on dealing with difficult or sensitive topics such as
violent conflict.

On the other hand, the in-service trainings did include content related to
how to teach sensitive history. Here, the difference between state organized
training and non-state organized training is pronounced. It seems that state
organized in-service trainings are also not dealing with the topic of war or
any topics specifically aimed at history teachers. They appear to be dealing
with teaching in a more general way and helping teachers prepare for the
implementation of the Curriculum Framework for Pre-university Education.
This is not the case with numerous trainings organized by non-governmental
organizations. These do offer content particularly tailored for history teachers,
and some focus specifically on how to teach difficult or controversial topics
such as Kosovo War in order to improve the relationship between different
ethnic groups within Kosovo.
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One such training, mentioned by many participants during the interviews,
is the training organized by New Perspektiva.® The training and the webpage
developed within the same project named Multi-Perspektiva* are based on
the need for multiperspectivity in history teaching. The project webpage states
two main reasons for this kind of training in Kosovo. One is that “Kosovo is a
multi-ethnic society and yet the teaching of history in its schools is based on
a single national-centered approach” (Multi-Perspektiva n.d.). This, according
to the authors, does not foster the mutual understanding in a multi-ethnic
society. The second reason is that “the multi-perspective methodology of
teaching history enables students to question and analyse history from a
wider perspective” (Multi-Perspektiva, n.d.). This methodology is to help them
distinguish between facts and interpretations.

Multiperspectivity in history teaching usually refers to the possibility of devel-
oping students’ understanding that history is not a copy of reality but rather
someone’s interpretation and that learning history necessitates understand-
ing different interpretations and constructions of the story based on the same
event or period. Multi-perspektiva webpage offers three versions (Albanian,
Serbian, and international/other) of 25 historical events (or periods) relevant
for the history of Kosovo ranging from “Origins of Albanians” to “The Interna-
tional Court of Justice decision on Kosovo, 2010” (Multi-Perspektiva, n.d.). All
participants who took part in this training assessed this experience as very
positive, and especially interesting since it allowed them to meet Kosovo Serb
colleagues and cooperate with them in this workshop.

However, several teachers seem to misinterpret the basic concept of this ap-
proach. One of them, after describing one of the workshop exercises, con-
cludes “but I’'m not the one who does not accept the truth ... I’'m not the one
who says the truth is not like this” (Musli)®. Another teacher explained how
he uses this material in his class, but students assigned with presenting the

3 More on New Perspektiva at https://www.new-perspektiva.com

4 Available at https://multi-perspektiva.com/en/home2-
5 Pseudonyms are used throughout the chapter


https://www.new-perspektiva.com
https://multi-perspektiva.com/en/home2-0/
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Serbian perspective try to distance themselves from it as much as they can. In
addition, the same teacher, answering the question about the results of such
an exercise on the topic of the Battle of Kosovo says:

“In this topic, they have seen two different perspectives, the Ser-
bian perspective and our perspective or Albanian perspective and
they start to understand that they (Serbian perspective) are trying
to manipulate what happened in order to legitimate what they were,
what they are trying to do. A lot of people who took part in the bat-
tle, they deform their names and showcase them as Serbs.” (Faton)

It appears some participants use several versions of one event or period to
“prove” that there is one true version, and it is the version of their ethnic
group. In the following quote the teacher explains the way he is using the
multiperspective material:

“To be honest, | teach, | teach it to the students, the Serbian
perspective about the war, about the KLA . .. but all the time |
tried to convince them that our own perspective is more correct”
(Ardian)

It seems that while participants do embrace multiperspective approach to
history teaching, implement the exercises, and use the materials they were
provided with in the training, they miss the opportunity to bring home the
crucial point which is

“understanding that we too have a perspective which has been
filtered through our own cultural context, reflects our own stand-
point and interpretation of what has happened and why, our own
view of what is and is not relevant, and may also reflect other
prejudices and biases” (Stradling, 2003, 13).
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Teacher as a Primary Source

One important theme was the way teachers perceive the textbook lessons
about the war in Kosovo currently in use. As compared to most post-Yugoslav
contexts where there are several publishers and teachers have the freedom to
choose the textbook they want to use, there is only one state approved textbook
in Albanian language educational system in Kosovo. The majority of participants
reported on using the textbook lessons as the base for the classes about the
war and sometimes complementing it with additional material where they see
necessary. Most participants agreed the lessons about the war in Kosovo are few,
short and relatively superficial, some pointed out the lack of additional sources
and the need for more detailed representation of some events. However, none
commented on any of the characteristics of the textbooks found in the previously
presented textbook analysis (Gashi, 2012, 2016, 2020).

One of the sources almost all participants reported on using to complement
the textbook lessons on the war in Kosovo were their personal wartime ex-
periences. In the words of one of the participants: “Now, | am the primary
source” (Musli). All reported remembering certain personal experiences from
the war and these obviously varied depending on the age of participants (the
youngest 28 and the oldest 59 years old). When doing so, almost without
exception, participants stated they edit their personal experience stories in
order not to cause emotional harm to their students. They tend to take out the
scenes of extreme violence they witnessed and adjust the story depending
on the age of their students:

“[it is] because of the age of the students, | don’t tell them the
same [way] | would tell a friend” (Mirlind)

“ ..butwhen I tell it to the students, | try to remember something
that was good from that time, for example, | tell them how | cel-
ebrated this one birthday, when | was a refugee. Stuff that | can
find ... the good in that time period” (Faton)
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“Sometimes | talk about my own experiences as well and | try to
make it seem less harsh” (Xhevabhire)

“Yes, for example, because | also have like . .. members of my
family were killed and for example, there are also missing and
things like that, but these kinds of things | don’t talk with the
children and during my lesson in the class” (Agim)

“My own personal experience and my family’s experience even
though it was not very good, we didn’t lose anyone from our
families. | try to transmit my whole experience to the students.”
(Kreshnik)

Furthermore, teachers also censor and edit what they discuss in class regard-
ing the Kosovo War depending on the knowledge they have about the com-
munity in which they teach or the information they gather from the students
before starting this lesson:

“I know who students are by the last name and then | can tell if
they are from a family that suffered a lot” (Hetem)

“...they say that we know it this way, this different way; we know it
in this way; this is how my grandparents told me ... when we start,
| ask a measuring question; when | start a lesson, | ask a question
that measures. In order to see how much info they have. So, | know
where to go” (Xhevahire)

“For example, when we mentioned the massacres. There may be
someone whose family member or someone who is near relative was
in a massacre or came from the massacre and survived it. | ask them
beforehand” (Minire)

What teachers share and the way they share it also depends on what students
come with to the class. Based on participants’ experiences, the interest of



REACHING PEACE BY TEACHING THE WAR: HOW HISTORY TEACHERS IN KOSOVO TEACH ABOUT THE KOSOVO WAR? 133

new generations in these topics is in constant decrease. Participants with
more experience, when asked if students are interest in the topics of Kosovo
War, confirmed that a sort of a generational change is happening:

“Rrahman: It has changed and it’s continuously changing.
Interviewer: Can you tell me which way? How?

Rrahman: It’s a new generation that doesn’t show a lot of interest
about the past”

“In 2002 when they would come to class, they were part of the
war and now the younger generations or generations that were
born in 2005, 2006. For them the war is ... an example starting
from my own experience . . . for them it is what watching the Ot-
pisani was for me®” (Musli)

“. .. the generation after the war, they did know more, but right
now, these generations that are coming, they know just a little bit
and maybe | can say not so much” (Agim)

However, students are still interested to understand certain aspects of the re-
cent history. Most participants reported students are curious about the way
their teachers personally saw the war asking questions such as: “have you had
direct contact with Serbian forces?” (Mirlind), “how did you experience the war,
how did you experience leaving your home” (Rrahman), “How did you learn?
Were you afraid? How did you organise?” (Agim). These quotes testify to the
interest of students in the everyday aspects of the war.

There is an additional teaching practice that involves all teachers, not only
history teachers, sharing their interpretation of these historical events. Many
participants, when asked about possible extracurricular activities related to
teaching the Kosovo war, talked about the special classes, organized sev-

6 Otpisaniis a famous Serbian TV show about the group of freedom fighters in Belgrade during the WW?2 that
originally aired in 1974
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eral times a year, on the days commemorating important events. There are
three such days: Independence Day (February 17t), Flag Day (November 28t),
and March 5t*-7t" commemoration of the Jashari massacre.” On each of these
days, first class is dedicated to talking about these events and this involves
all (not only history) teachers. However, there is no training or written text
they are supposed to use but rather each teacher prepares something or talks
about what they know. Many participants concluded that “everyone knows”
about these events and there is no need to give them any special instructions.

Here we see the different sources teachers use in their classes and the ways
they understand their quality. Textbook, with all its flaws, is still the main mate-
rial used in the history lessons of most interviewed teachers. While teachers are
critical of the certain aspects of the textbook in use (length of lessons, depth,
number of sections dedicated to the Kosovo war), they fail to recognize and com-
ment on some of the narrative practices and even inaccuracies (such as the
number of victims) identified in textbook analysis (Gashi, 2012, 2016, 2020).

Another important source they use to complement the textbook are teach-
ers’ own experiences. Participants report on editing and censoring these
depending on what they understand to be appropriate for the certain age
group and the knowledge they have about the experiences of students’
families. This points to the additional effort history teachers need to invest
in understanding their students in order to navigate emotionally sensitive
content. Still, they have complete freedom to choose what additional con-
tent will find its place in the history lesson about the Kosovo war. In a sim-
ilar manner, other subject teachers have the opportunity couple of times a
year to share their knowledge and experiences related to this period. These
kinds of practices, given they fall outside of the prescribed curriculum,
leave a significant amount of space for potentially problematic interpreta-
tions of the recent violent past.

7 More on the importance of Jashari massacre in (Lellio & Schwandner-Sievers, 2006)
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History Education and Peacebuilding

Finally, all participants were asked to share their attitude on the role history
education has in building peace, especially (re)building and normalizing rela-
tionships between different ethnic groups in Kosovo. Most agree history edu-
cation is important however, according to them history education should not
be political and history education can’t go beyond politics. This relationship
between what many participants referto as “politics” and history education is
clearin Ardian’s words: “The history education can contribute to peace.... but
the main change should come from politics”. Once the relationships between
different ethnic groups were mentioned, most participants commented that
this topic enters the realm of politics they would like to keep away from. In
these cases, | probed further on the relationship between politics and history
education and from these discussions an interesting finding emerged. Ardian
continues to explain what exactly needs to happen in the realm of politics for
history education to move forward:

“At first, change, | think, should come from the politics . . .
because every day in ourTV, there are news that Serbia does not
have a good approach towards Kosovo [. . .] | would like to have
a long term stability [. . . ] The solution would be if the Serbs that
live Kosovo, would recognise Kosovo .. . and Serbia as a country
recognized Kosovo as well . . . And if this happens, | think that
we would have a long term piece and not just in the aspect of
society, but as well history.” (Ardian)

Finally, an interesting finding emerged from the discussions connecting
participants using their personal experience as a resource for teaching and
the potential of history education to foster peacebuilding. Most of the older
teachers said that, when they discuss Kosovo war, they try to include some
“positive” experiences they had with the members of the Serbian community
before the war - memories of peaceful coexistence in the local community,
street, village, workplace. This is how one participant explains why he thinks
it is important to talk about these experiences:
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“Rrahman: | think that we shouldn’t talk only about the
war topic, but also about topics which showcase the good
relationship that we had. | remember, from my own experience
as a kid in the 70es. It’s important.

Interviewer: So, you tell students about your experiences of
living together. With Serbs, Montenegrins?

Rrahman: Yes!”

Another participant shares what she tells her students in order to show-
case the hardship of war for all sides involved and how ordinary people
suffer on all sides:

“In this case | mention personal experience. ... that there’s been
a lot of Albanians and Serbs that did not did not want the war.
For example, | live in a building and there | had a lot of Serbian
neighbours ... and during the war we asked them to protect us,
as Albanians. .. and after the war, the ones that were left there
have asked us the same thing, us to protect them . .. and | tell
students that it was not easy for them to stay here ...” (Hysnie)

These examples shed additional light on what personal experiences teachers
could potentially include in their lessons however, these types of stories are
only available to older generations of teachers. None of the younger partici-
pants reported on sharing any such stories with their students.

Discussion

Findings presented provide a more detailed look at how history teachers work-
ing under Albanian curriculum teach about the Kosovo war and together with the
textbook analysis start to reveal the bigger picture of the Albanian language
history education in Kosovo. In this section | will draw connections between
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the findings and the literature on the history education’s role in reconciliation
in post-conflict societies.

What participants reported on doing in the classroom bears resemblance
to what Goldberg calls the official approach to history education - “a single
clear narrative, with a conventional textbook-oriented teaching, and a stress
on in-group righteousness” (2017, 280). This is mostly evident from the fact
that most participants reported on using the textbook as the base for their
lessons. While they did talk about various shortcomings of the textbook such
as superficiality or amount of space dedicated to lessons about the war in
Kosovo, none of them seem to have a problem with any of the characteristics
of these lessons found in the textbook analysis (Gashi, 2012, 2016, 2020).
Maybe most surprisingly is the fact that, although many participants pleaded
for fact-based teaching and the role of truth, none of the interviewees
mentioned that “the number of those [Kosovo Albanians] killed is thus
doubled in the Kosovan textbooks” (Gashi, 2012, 40) or that Kosovo history
textbooks label the crimes committed by Serbian forces as genocide ignoring
the Kosovo Supreme Court decision that says otherwise (2012, 41).

It is possible to simultaneously identify some elements of what Goldberg calls
educational reform for higher-order thinking approach: “critical disciplinary
thinking and engagement in historical controversy evaluating and synthesizing
conflicting historical accounts of both sides” (2017, 280). But these seem to
be restricted by several factors. On one hand, there is a limited number of
trainings on dealing with controversial topics. These types of training for
history teachers are non-existent within the initial teacher training while within
in-service training they are also not to be found among the state-organized
trainings. The opportunities for teachers to learn how to deal with sensitive
histories such as Kosovo war are sporadic, project-driven NGO organized
trainings with a limited reach. On the other hand, as we saw this in the example
of applying multiperspective approach to history teaching, it seems quite a
few teachers misinterpret the key ideas these trainings are based on. These
findings underscore the need for more trainings focused on development of
critical disciplinary thinking and engagement in historical controversy.
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Strikingly, all participants reported on using their personal wartime experi-
ences in teaching about the Kosovo War. Most participants engage in this
practice to complement the information they see missing from the textbook
and to respond to the curiosity of their students. And while we know from the
literature that “teachers’ positions towards the different kinds of contexts
include their own positions on the social, mnemonic and political landscape,
as well as their conceptions of those fields’ influences on their students and
classrooms” (Kello & Wagner, 2017, 204) it seems that the studied participants
use their personal experiences to a great extent. This situation could lead to
a great variety in the type of story students will be presented as part of their
compulsory history lessons about Kosovo war.

Based on the findings we can see that teachers often navigate a complicated
network of personal experiences, family and community histories, and
possible emotional “landmines” while discussing the Kosovo war with their
students. Almost without exception, participants reported on editing and
censoring their lessons in order not to stir up students’ emotions based on
their knowledge of the specific community experiences, their knowledge
of family experiences of their students, their understanding of what could
by psychologically harmful for students of certain age, and their own
understanding of what the role of history education should be. As shown
in the case of Rwanda, Kosovo Albanian teachers’ pedagogical decisions
and choices also seem to be affected by the emotions through the work of
emotion management (Bentrovato and Buhigiro 2021, 130).

As showed in the findings, some teachers use the examples of peaceful co-
existence and wartime solidarity to demonstrate to their students that “not
everyone is the same” and that “the war hurts people on all sides”. How-
ever, this kind of approach is only available to older teachers who actually
lived these kinds of experiences. Once again, it seems that providing more
training opportunities for teachers with a specific focus on how to navigate
and balance between their own experiences and the curricular requirements
would allow for history education that has better chance at working towards
reconciliation.
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Taken together, these findings allow for some conclusions about Albanian
language history education in Kosovo. We could use the three challenges
history education faces in post-conflict societies proposed by Cole (2007)
to better describe Albanian language history education in Kosovo. The first
challenge, the tension between supporting patriotism and promoting critical
thinking, seems pronounced due to the specific nature of the post-conflict
context of Kosovo where the post-conflict transition led to the creation of the
new state. Thus, it is understandable that promoting critical thinking and bal-
ancing these two needs within history education is maybe more difficult than
in some other contexts. The second challenge, the clash between the needs
of post-conflict or transitional societies and the accurate depiction of a neg-
ative past, is clearly prominent. What Albanian history teachers in Kosovo
include in the lessons about the Kosovo war is to a large extent determined by
their eagerness to protect their students from intense emotional reactions or
secondary traumatization. Additionally, we see some teachers balancing be-
tween these two groups of needs through the way they understand the role of
history education in peacebuilding and its relationship with what they refer to
as politics. What they see the need of their country is, at least for some teach-
ers, determines the way they engage with teaching recent violent history.

Finally, the third challenge history education faces in post-conflict societies hap-
pens when the different versions of the past available outside history classrooms
stand in stark opposition to what history as an academic discipline is providing to
students through history education (Cole, 2007). Findings in Kosovo paint a dif-
ferent picture. It seems that within Albanian educational system in Kosovo there
is little opposition between versions of past that exist outside the classroom and
ones presented within history education. This can be seen from the fact that
many teachers share their personal experiences to complement history lessons
thus in a way blurring the line between academic history and lived experiences.

Going back to different definitions of reconciliation introduced at the be-
ginning of this chapter we see that the potential of history education to help
this process in the case of Albanian language educational system in Kosovo
is not fully realized. According to Asmal, reconciliation involves “facing of
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unwelcome truths in order to harmonize incommensurable world views so
that inevitable and continuing conflicts and differences stand at least within
a single universe of comprehensibility” (1996, 46). For Kelman, on the other
hand, reconciliation is “admitting the other’s truth into one’s own narrative”
(2008, 29). While it is clear these represent difficult and demanding tasks,
they are nevertheless crucial having in mind the Council of Europe recom-
mendations from the Resolution on the implementation of the Framework
Convention for the Protection of National Minorities in Kosovo:

“Prioritise comprehensive and concrete efforts to promote
interethnic dialogue and tolerance at central and local level
in order to bridge divides between communities and promote
reconciliation while taking into account that the Kosovo Albanian
majority has a special responsibility in this regard” (According to
Community Rights Assessment Report 2021, 43)

Given the current findings, history teachers working under Albanian language edu-
cation system in Kosovo could benefit from a coordinated training efforts focused
on teaching controversial and sensitive topics, primarily the Kosovo war. These ef-
forts should be made within the initial teachertraining and in-service teacher train-
ing, both provided by the state and non-state actors. Given the recency of the con-
flict and the fact that it influenced most of the population, these trainings should
focus on helping history teachers navigate complicated relationship between their
personal experiences and their history lessons about this period.
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Abstract

This study intends to analyse the reasons for the lack of organic cooperation
among the new generation of activists in Kosovo and Serbia and how they
distinguished themselves from the older generation. Cooperation among ac-
tivists in Kosovo and Serbia especially during and after the dissolution of the
formerYugoslavia has played significant role to bring peace and solidarity
to the region. During the 1990s activists in Serbia and Kosovo have devel-
oped an organic cooperation for activism against the war and the oppressive
Milosevic regime. The solidarity and organic cooperation among activists in
Kosovo and Serbia amounted to a political refusal to follow oppressive state
orders and served as an alternative scene and aspiring frame for activism.
However, after the 2000s cooperation among activists in Kosovo and Serbia
was not as vibrant as it was during the 1990s. Instead, collaboration among
activists continued in the framework of NGOs cooperation, mostly through
loose networks, support and solidarity. The lack of a stable political dialogue
between Kosovo and Serbia, and unresolved political issues between the two
countries, are considered as major problems that hinder the development of
an organic cooperation among activists. On the other hand, the nationalist
master narrative dominating public discourse in Kosovo and Serbia contrib-
utes to the rise of barriers between the two societies.
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Introduction

Feminist activists in the formerYugoslavia have played a significant role in the
social and political transformation of the societies. Especially after the break-
up of the formerYugoslavia, their roles were noticeable in their attempt to bring
peace and solidarity to the whole region. Worth mentioning are the protests
of activists in both Kosovo and Serbia as well as the cooperation among
feminist activists in the region against the Slobodan Milosevic regime, which
emerged during the break-up of the formerYugoslavia. The women’s peace
coalition was composed of the Kosovo Women'’s Network, the Women in Black
Network - and groups from Croatia, Montenegro, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Italy,
Spain, Israel and others. This coalition was the result of solidarity, support,
and cooperation among women in the region. The network of women in the
former Yugoslavia existed especially during the war. The Women in Black
Network emerged as an activists’ network in 1991. There were many feminists
and activists from Kosovo and Serbia that chose peace and cooperation in
the midst of war. The activists had managed to find an organic communication
to combat the regime and to provide a common space where they could talk
together. Feminist activists in Serbia fought for the rights of the women,
refugees, and national minorities. More precisely, women who put gender
identity before their national one - have been labeled as traitors of the
Serbian nation mostly by radical nationalist groups in Serbia. In this regard,
combating denial and apathy in Serbia as well as breaking the silence when
the war occurred in the formerYugoslavia, seemed to be a central challenge
for many anti-war groups (Fridman 2011, 50