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Abstract of the Panel

During the first several decades of the European project, the discourse of geopolitics stood in contrast to the spirit of European integration as a peace project and a civilian power. Although geopolitical discourse began to surface within the EU following Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014, the Rubicon was decisively crossed in 2019, when Ursula von der Leyen declared her intention to preside over the first “geopolitical” European Commission (European Commission 2019). This panel draws on data collected within a Horizon Europe funded Geo-Power-EU projecy and aims to examine how this process of geopoliticization has affected EU policies toward the Western Balkans and the Eastern Neighbourhood. In particular, it seeks to explore the implications of this ambition and to assess whether the EU can be considered a geopolitical power in these two regions, with sufficient ambition and capacity to adapt to the geopolitical realities of the twenty-first century.
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As Manners illustrated two decades ago, the EU’s identity is constructed around shared norms and principles. These norms and the corresponding self-narratives have provided legitimacy, consistency, and unity of purpose among EU members, and have informed the EU's view of the world. The EU has found meaning in its global role as a norm entrepreneur, promoting, with civilian means, the spread of the liberal international order. However, contemporary global power politics have generated multiple challenges to the EU’s fundamental assumptions and narratives about itself, presenting a major ontological security crisis. The EU’s constitutive ideas and its self-perception as a civilian great power are widely contested not only by non-Western authoritarian powers (e.g., Russia and its military revisionism) but also within the Western normative community, by US President Trump’s policies. The paper will argue that while the EU strives to come to terms with the imperative to adjust its self-image and corresponding role to the new geopolitical realities, its enlargement can play a critical role in alleviating anxiety. It provides a space where the EU can maintain a sense of continuity of purpose as a normative power, and an area where its self-image as an influential geopolitical actor relying exclusively on civilian power can be preserved.   
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The EU’s recently proclaimed geopolitical turn, that we see as an instance of “transitional order” (Beasley, Oppermann, and Kaarbo 2026), has reshaped its enlargement policy, transforming it from a predominantly socialising process into an explicit instrument of geopolitical positioning (cf. Geopower 2025). The rapid upgrading of the Eastern Partnership countries into an “Associated Trio” following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine formalised the narrative framing the EU as a geopolitical power (Anghel 2025). Whereas classical accession conditionality in Central and Southeast Europe assumed primarily gradual normative socialisation, the revival of enlargement in a geopolitical disguise exhibits a growing element of geopolitical “altercasting” (Oppermann 2024), characterised by more explicit expectations (and possible status rewards) regarding strategic alignment and positioning. While this turn was expected to produce stronger patterns of (re)alignment among candidate countries, the geopoliticisation of enlargement also appears to generate increasingly transactional modes of engagement. This paper, therefore, examines how EU candidates position themselves at the EU integration stage within the transitional international order. Have they gotten fully on board with the Geopolitical Power EU, or do they consider pursuing hedging due to the uncertainties of the “merit-based approach”? The study uses the original quantitative and qualitative data from the Geo-Power-EU project, including the country-based Interdependence Database containing the entries on political, security, economic, and social spheres before and during the geopolitical turn. We also leverage the original qualitative data from interviews by local experts, journalists, and politicians from 9 countries to assess their perception of the consequences of the geopolitical turn. By using the concepts from foreign policy role theory, we flesh out the processes related to role adaptation and contestation in the times of international order transition at the global level and its momentous implications for Europe and its states.
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European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen declared her ambition to lead a “geopolitical Commission” upon taking office in 2019, at a time when debate over EU “strategic autonomy” was intensifying. Promoted most visibly by French President Emmanuel Macron during Donald Trump’s first presidency, marked by open doubts about NATO, this debate was driven by growing concern over Russian and Chinese influence in the EU’s neighbourhood, particularly in the Western Balkans (WB6). These concerns spanned the information space and critical infrastructure, extending even to EU member states participating in China’s Belt and Road Initiative. Yet despite heightened rhetoric, the EU’s geopolitical development lagged behind its ambitions and remained largely reactive. This gap became evident during China’s Covid-19 “mask and vaccine diplomacy” and, more decisively, following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. These exogenous shocks prompted renewed EU engagement with enlargement. The accession process in the Western Balkans was revived after being stalled in 2019, and pathways were opened for Eastern Partnership countries, notably Ukraine, Moldova, and Georgia. Nevertheless, despite multiple reforms and initiatives, including the 2024 Growth Plan, the EU’s underlying approach toward long-standing Balkan candidates has remained largely unchanged. The return of Donald Trump to the White House in 2025 has further unsettled the international order. US strategic documents now envision a world structured around competing hegemons, the United States, China, and Russia,  with Europe relegated to a subordinate role rather than recognized as an autonomous geopolitical actor. The downgrading of democratic values as a policy objective, alongside actions such as the January 2026 US intervention in Venezuela, illustrates this shift. Europe has yet to articulate a coherent response, although divergent visions emerged in 2026 from leaders in Canada, France, and Ukraine. The proposed paper, drawing on data collected within the Geo-Power-EU project, argues that an EU geopolitics grounded in democratic values has a clear demand base among eastern candidates and potentially the Western Balkans. This normative distinction from hegemonic powers represents a strategic asset that should underpin the EU’s approach to enlargement and collective defence.
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This paper applies a geopolitisation lens to the Pristina–Belgrade Dialogue, examining how geopolitics have affected the normalization of the dialogue and to what extent the deterioration of the geopolitical situation in the world opens the space for an alteration in related measures within the broader transformation of the EU enlargement process. Initially framed as a technocratic and depoliticised process aimed at functional normalisation and rule-based convergence, the dialogue has increasingly been reframed as a strategic instrument in the EU’s response to contemporary security challenges.  The paper argues that this transformation is driven by the re-emergence of hard geopolitics in Europe, particularly following the Russian invasion of Ukraine, which has recast the Western Balkans as a zone of strategic vulnerability, as well as the latest shift in US foreign policy and security priorities and its subsequent rift with its traditional allies, including the EU.   As a result, EU conditionality in the dialogue has evolved from a primarily normative mechanism into a tool of geopolitical stabilisation, prioritising containment of external influence, regional security, and alignment over legal clarity and democratic consolidation. The paper highlights the importance for the Union to balance between short-term stability and entrenching status ambiguity, undermining the EU’s normative credibility. The paper uses data collected from in-depth interviews from officials in Kosovo, Serbia and EU institutions inside the framework of the GEO-POWER-EU project.  


 
 

