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Abstract: Ontological security studies emphasize the importance of routinized relations with 
others. European Integration is understood as a driver of such routinized relations, making it 
a source of ontological security and the EU an ontological security provider. Yet, as the case 
of North Macedonia illustrates, the process of EU accession goes along with bilateral disputes 
and can trigger concerns about ontological (in)security. To fully understand the dynamics of 
ontological security-seeking and -provision in the EU, the article investigates its limitations in 
the context of enlargement. This is done through a qualitative analysis of public statements of 
Macedonian representatives in the period between the Bulgarian veto in 2020 and the French 
proposal in 2022. Results indicate that the EU’s role as a provider of ontological security in the 
Macedonian case highly depends on the perceived credibility of EU membership, as the latter is 
seen as a means to gain external recognition and thereby ensure the maintenance of a coherent 
sense of the Self. Perceptions of low membership credibility, however, challenge the ability of 
maintaining a coherent sense of the Self and turn the EU into a depriver of ontological security.

Keywords: ontological security, European Union, EU enlargement, North Macedonia, security-
seeking

(Un)Expected Obstacles on the Pathway 
to European Union Membership

Ontological security studies (OSS) attribute a high importance to the continuity of the 
Self (Krickel-Choi 2021, 9; Mitzen 2006b, 342), which is amongst others assured through 
routinised and stable relations with others (Ejdus 2020a; Mitzen 2006b). European Inte-
gration (EI) can be seen as an example of a process that establishes and maintains such 
relations in a cooperative way.2 Acting as a peace project (Bechev 2023, 700), the pro-
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cess includes the reconciliation of former conflicting parties as a by-product of political 
and economic integration (Rumelili 2018, 292). The same counts for EU enlargement, to 
which the EU attributes the enabling of “the vision of a united and peaceful continent” 
(Council of the European Union 2003, 3). From the OSS perspective, the EU becomes a 
provider of ontological security by assuring stable, cooperative relations among European 
states which, in turn, act as “security-seekers” (Mitzen 2006b, 363). 

The case of North Macedonia (MKD), however, challenges this understanding of onto-
logical security-provision by showing that the process of EU accession does not auto-
matically lead to reconciliation and the resulting establishment of stable and cooperative 
relations with others. Instead, MKD’s pathway to EU membership is shaped by endur-
ing conflicts with neighbouring member states that directly challenge the Macedonian 
identity. Politically, this resulted in a turbulent period that included a major internal cri-
sis, growing polarization among political parties, and, most prominently, the country’s 
name change (Bechev 2023). The development equally affected the public, creating “fears 
among ethnic Macedonians” (Nikolovski 2021, 169) which manifested themselves in mass 
protests (RTV Slovenija 2022) and continuously decreasing support for EU membership 
(Damjanovski 2023, 22; Nikolovski et al. 2022, 64.).

Nonetheless, this is not incompatible with expectations deriving from OSS. In the existing 
literature, arguments against the EU’s role as a provider of ontological security can also be 
found. Namely, countries can have an interest in the maintenance of conflicting relations, 
as these equally act as a source of ontological security as cooperative ones (Ejdus 2020a, 
3–4; Mitzen 2006b). Besides that, reconciliation processes usually lead to the disruption 
of established narratives, which potentially causes anxieties that do not only threaten the 
maintenance of a feeling of ontological security but also the success of EI as such (Rumelili 
2018, 292–93). 

By analysing the Macedonian case, this article aims to critically investigate the EU’s role as 
an ontological security provider within the process of EU enlargement. With this aim, the 
conceptual framework of this paper is outlined in the beginning, introducing ontological 
security and elaborating on the arguments for and against ontological security-provision 
by the EU. Thereafter, it is proceeded by contextualizing the Macedonian case, whereby a 
focus is set on the conflictual relations with neighbouring countries and their impact on 
MKD’s EU accession process. The analytical part then traces the dynamics that resulted 
from the inclusion of the Bulgarian-Macedonian dispute into MKD’s EU accession pro-
cess. This is done by conducting a qualitative analysis of public statements coming from 
the political elite, the non-governmental organisation (NGO) sector and the Macedonian 
Orthodox Church – Archdiocese of Ohrid (MOC) in the period between the Bulgarian 
veto in 2020 and the resulting French proposal in 2022. 

Results indicate that the EU simultaneously acts as a provider and depriver of ontologi-
cal security in MKD. It provides candidate states with ontological security by creating a 
framework of cooperative relations with other states, which in the Macedonian case goes 
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along with the pursuit of external recognition of a contested identity. Even after facing the 
Bulgarian veto, the Macedonian government perceived the EU as a provider of ontologi-
cal security and, congruently, advocated for concessions in the form of identity adjust-
ments. This position was justified with the argument that only full membership in the EU 
guarantees external recognition and, thereby, assures maintenance of a coherent sense of 
the Macedonian Self. The attributed role of being an ontological security provider, how-
ever, showed to be dependent on the credibility of EU membership. While other actors 
within the Macedonian state-society also connected EU membership to the protection 
of the Macedonian Self, they differed in their evaluation of the credibility of reaching the 
desired external recognition. Following the Bulgarian veto, the process of EU accession, 
therefore, only became connected to demands for a change of identity without the pros-
pect of maintaining a coherent sense of the Self. This made the EU turn into a depriver of 
ontological security, against whom countermeasures for protecting the Self were directed. 

The article provides a more nuanced approach for understanding recent political dynam-
ics in MKD. Furthermore, it sheds light on the importance of non-acquis related elements 
within the scope of EU enlargement and their impacts on the policy’s success. Theoreti-
cally, it deepens the existing literature on the relationship between security-seeking and 
security-provision in the context of the EU by showing in which ways the EU can act as 
both a provider and depriver of ontological security. It thereby delivers further evidence 
for the necessity of including different actors within the state-society complex to better 
understand cases of ontological (in)security.

The EU’s Role as a Provider of Ontological Security

Ontological security was originally conceptualized for the individual level, most promi-
nently through the work of psychiatrist Ronald David Laing (Laing 2010) and sociologist 
Anthony Giddens (Giddens 2009). It deals with the individual’s experience of existence,3 
including the finding of “meaning in life” (Krickel-Choi 2024, 5) and the management of 
anxiety (Gustafsson and Krickel-Choi 2020, 890–91). For both Laing, who developed the 
approach to understand and describe the pathological conditions of schizoid and schizo-
phrenic patients, and Giddens, who transformed Laing’s work into a sociological theory 
dealing with the impact of modernity on human beings, ontological security was seen as 
a cross-cultural phenomenon that most individuals manage to maintain (Giddens 2009; 
Laing 2010). It can be understood as the “successful ordering of reality” (Krickel-Choi 
2024, 4), which, for Giddens, is assured when an individual has sufficient answers to the 
so-called fundamental questions of human existence regarding the own existence and 
finitude, relations to others, and continuity of the Self (Giddens 2009, 55). The focus of 
both approaches is centred around the fewer or limited cases of ontological insecurity, 

3   It can, therefore, also be understood as “existential security” (Krickel-Choi 2024, 7) which enables 
the perception of being “real, alive, whole, and, in a temporal sense, a continuous person” (Laing 2010, 
39). 
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a condition characterised by permanent, existential anxiety and attempts to (re)affirm a 
sense of Self (Giddens 2009; Laing 2010).

Ontological security was introduced into the field of International Relations (IR) in the 
1990s by Wendt (1994), Huysmans (1998), and McSweeney (1999). The establishment 
of the theory in IR then followed with the works of Kinnvall (2004), Mitzen (2006b), 
and Steele (2008), and enabled IR scholars to go beyond dominating understandings of 
state behaviour by showing that “emotional needs related to identity, recognition, and 
self-esteem can, and often do, trump conventionally assumed interests like physical se-
curity or material gain” (Krickel-Choi 2021, 9). OSS build on the assumption that states, 
as individuals, seek ontological security, defined as the “need to experience oneself as a 
whole, continuous person in time” (Mitzen 2006b, 342). A state’s Self that derives from 
this experience of personhood can be understood “as having a sense of continuity across 
time and space, as having the capacity for autonomous action, and as having this subjec-
tivity recognised by others and deemed worthy of respect” (Krickel-Choi 2024, 9). This 
is achieved by creating and maintaining a ‘framework of reality’4 through discursive and 
ritualistic practices (Krickel-Choi 2024, 4), including routines and stable relationships (Ej-
dus 2020a; Mitzen 2006b), autobiographical narratives (Ejdus 2020b; Steele 2008; Subotić 
2016), and the state’s identity.5 Being secure when it comes to existence, in turn, enables 
purposeful agency, meaning the definition of ends and means of the own action (Mitzen 
2006b, 342). The Self is thereby constantly exposed to challenges, which is why maintain-
ing the ‘framework of reality’ requires adjustments of elements of the Self. The feeling of 
ontological security is, therefore, not the result of a stable identity, but of a stable Self that 
can deal with change and anxiety, amongst others by reflexively adapting identity when 
needed (Krickel-Choi 2024; Flockhart 2016).

As in the works of Laing and Giddens, OSS focus on the absence of ontological security. 
On the state-level, cases of ontological insecurity are expected to derive from so-called 
‘critical situations’ that disrupt existing routines and, congruently, the feeling of ontologi-
cal security. They are defined as “unpredictable events that affect a large number of in-
dividuals, catch state agents off-guard, and disrupt their self-identities” (Steele 2008, 12). 
However, even if all these criteria are met, the actor that underlies the situation also needs 
to interpret it as an existential threat to himself (Steele 2008, 12). Following critical situa-
tions, the discourse of the affected actor is shaped by the (re)appearance of fundamental 
questions connected to the ‘framework of reality’ (Ejdus 2018; 2020b). It goes along with 
feelings of “anxiety, self-doubt, shame, guilt, and other incapacitating emotions result-
ing in a loss of purposeful agency” (Ejdus 2020a, 4). It is accompanied by the demand for 
countermeasures and can result in irrational behaviour, including the willingness to harm 
one’s own physical security (Ejdus 2020b, 2; Steele 2008, 2). 

4   Term coined by Giddens (2009, 36), for its application on the state level see Krickel-Choi (2024).
5   The term identity captures the “story told by a person about where they come from and where 
they are going in order to make sense of their existence” (Krickel-Choi 2024, 17). Though often con-
flated with, identity only constitutes one part of the Self (Ibid.).
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Coming to EU studies, OSS filled a blind spot of the existing literature, which was criti-
cized for being too focused on the analysis of institutions, legislations and policies (Kin-
nvall, Manners, and Mitzen 2018, 255). By delivering a “more well-rounded approach 
to crises, anxieties, and insecurities in the EU” (Kinnvall, Manners, and Mitzen 2018, 
255), OSS have investigated the dynamics of ontological security on the level of European 
citizens (Manners 2002), religious and national groups (Kinnvall 2012), member states 
(Mitzen 2006a; 2006b), and the EU (Browning 2018). Contributions on the state-level, 
amongst others, provided evidence for the interdependence between the ontological se-
curity of states and their membership in the EU. 

EI is thereby regarded as a driver behind the establishment and maintenance of coop-
erative relations, and, thus, a source of ontological security as EU member states “seek 
ontological security through routinising relations with their primary strategic partners” 
(Mitzen 2006a, 271). Most prominently, this was observable in the case of France and 
Germany, where EI led to a reconciliation that assured both ontological and physical 
security on the long-term (Rumelili 2018, 285). EU membership goes even beyond the 
mere routinisation of relations as it also (re)affirms a certain role-identity that situates 
the member state’s Self within its social surroundings. The perceived position within the 
international order is of vital importance for purposeful agency, which is why states are 
eager to assure continuity within their role-identity (Ejdus 2020b, 25; Krickel-Choi 2024, 
16). Consequently, through both routinised relations with others and the role-identity of 
the Self “member states publicly reaffirm and perform their identity as security-seekers” 
(Mitzen 2006b, 363). The EU, in turn, acts as an ontological security provider, which goes 
along with its self-understanding of being a security provider and peace agent. 

Through the process of enlargement, the EU even inherits this role beyond its borders 
(Browning 2018, 107), which is why “the vision of a united and peaceful continent” (Coun-
cil of the European Union 2003, 3) is attributed to this policy. EU enlargement builds on 
the assumption that conflictual relations throughout the European continent automati-
cally develop into cooperative ones through breaks with nationalist/irredentist narratives 
following from the benefits that result from economic and political integration (Rumelili 
2018, 292). Deriving from this, it can be expected that candidate countries engage in the 
process of EU accession in order to routinise relations with their primary strategic al-
lies and to (re)affirm a certain role-identity of their Selves. By pursuing EU membership, 
candidate states become security-seekers and the EU a potential provider of ontological 
security.

Seeking ontological security through EU accession, however, does not guarantee the pro-
vision of ontological security. This is connected to the necessary establishment of coop-
erative, routinised relations with other (member) states, which requires the reconciliation 
of former conflicting parties. For assuring reconciliation, fundamental changes to estab-
lished definitions of the Self, the Other, and collective memories are needed, which can 
lead to collective anxieties that do not only threaten the feeling of ontological security, but 
also the success of the enlargement process (Rumelili 2018, 292–93). This is currently ob-
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servable in the Western Balkans (Rumelili 2018, 292–93), where the pathway towards EU 
membership includes reconciliation processes between conflicting, neighbouring coun-
tries.6 The requirement to break with nationalist aspirations (Rumelili 2018, 288) disrupts 
established narratives, routines, accepted definitions of right and wrong, and creates a 
discrepancy between private and collective memory (Rumelili 2018, 292). Ultimately, this 
challenges the ability of candidate states to narrate themselves “continuous in time and 
maintain a sense of positive distinction” (Rumelili 2018, 292), a precondition for the feel-
ing of ontological security. This is why the EU does not only act as a potential provider 
of ontological security, but also as a potential depriver. Resulting from the ambivalent 
implications of the enlargement policy for candidate states’ ontological security, the latter 
must be regarded as a “central challenge for the EU to achieve security in a sustainable 
fashion” (Manners 2013, 413).

Using the case of MKD, this article aims to further explore the relationship between onto-
logical security-seeking and security-provision in the context of the EU. MKD is seen as a 
security-seeker that aims to establish and maintain cooperative, routinised relations with 
others to maintain a continuous sense of the Self. EI enables and institutionalises these 
desired relations and, therefore, becomes a potential provider of ontological security for 
MKD. The article adds to the existing literature by arguing that the EU only acts as a 
security provider for candidate states, when the credibility in the membership perspec-
tive is assured. Doubts in the ability to maintain a continuous Self through the pursuit of 
EU membership, on the contrary, lead to collective anxieties that threaten the feeling of 
ontological security. In these cases, the EU turns into a depriver of ontological security.

The article follows the understanding that ontological security does not only affect state 
institutions but also subgroups and individuals. Threats to the feeling of ontological secu-
rity in the form of a critical situation are expected to be perceived differently depending 
on the actor within the state. Equally, it is argued that the perception of the EU as either 
a provider or depriver of ontological security is not uniformly shared across the state-so-
ciety complex.7 Divergent views about threats to the states’ ontological security translate 
into a discursive process about the role of the EU, which, as the case of MKD shows, can 
result in collective anxieties and the demand for countermeasures directed against the EU 
accession process.

6   This does not only count for relations among countries. As Kočan (2023, 206–7) shows, similar 
dynamics are observable on the level of subnational entities in Bosnia and Hercegovina. In this case, 
EI is perceived as a threat (to the ontological security) in one entity, the Republika Srpska, and results 
in a rejection of EU initiatives.
7   The term is taken over from Narozhna (2020) and underlines the understanding that state ac-
tion is always exerted by individuals embedded within the state-society complex, which itself is again 
highly dependent on the interactions with other individuals and groups. The phenomenon of onto-
logical security must therefore also be regarded as a shared concern of “states as well as societies and 
individuals” (Rumelili 2015, 57). 
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Contextualizing Conflictual Relations in North Macedonia

OSS posits that social actors rely on continuity when it comes to their relations with oth-
ers, regardless of whether these are cooperative or conflictual (Ejdus 2020a, 3–4). Mace-
donian relations are arguably characterised by the latter, as enduring conflicts shape(d) 
the relations with all four neighbouring countries – Albania, Bulgaria, Greece and Ser-
bia. And while this description does fit certain existing stereotypes about the conflic-
tual nature of the Balkans, it is in fact the outcome of historically recent developments 
(Malešević 2012).

Concretely, it can be traced back to the 19th century, when first nationalist ideas emerged 
in the Balkans (Kitromilides 1989, 149). These ideas, however, did not spread uniformly 
and reached Macedonia,8 geographically located in a more stable, inner part of the Otto-
man Empire, after national movements had already been formed in neighbouring regions 
(Danforth 1995, 59; Jezernik 2002, 7). The national movements in Bulgaria, Greece and 
Serbia thereby all included Macedonia into the vision of their nation, which resulted in 
rivalling aspirations among Macedonia’s neighbours. Commonly known as the ‘Macedo-
nian question’, Bulgaria, Greece and Serbia tried to enforce their claims on Macedonian 
territory and people, leading to a conflict that peaked during the Balkan Wars in 1912 and 
1913 and the partition of Macedonia (Danforth 1993, 3).

The inhabitants of the contested territory, however, did not develop a strong alignment 
towards one of the neighbouring nations. Instead, a certain resistance against external 
domination evolved, leading to first articulated ideas of a separate Macedonian language 
among the intellectual elite (Danforth 1995, 61–62), which initiated what has been called 
the ‘revival’9 of the Macedonian nation. The evolving Macedonian national movement, 
however, was not recognised by its neighbours, which is why the following decades re-
mained characterised by attempts of assimilation and Macedonian resistance to it. This 
did not change until World War II, when Macedonians were guaranteed national rights 
in a new Yugoslav state at the congress of Bihać (Palmer and King 1971, 74). This was for-
malised with the proclamation of the People’s Republic of Macedonia as a federal unit of 
Yugoslavia in 1944 and assured MKD a considerable degree of autonomy, a clearly defined 
territory, and state symbols. The nation-building process in the following decades pro-
moted the desired distinction of Macedonians from Bulgarians and Serbs and strength-
ened the Macedonian identity, amongst others, through the standardisation of the Mace-
donian language and the unilaterally proclaimed autocephality of the MOC (Palmer and 
King 1971, 111, 155, 165). Finally, with the dissolution of Yugoslavia, MKD gained full 
sovereignty and independence in 1991. 

8   The term Macedonia refers to the geographical area, which besides MKD also includes parts of 
Bulgaria and Greece.
9   A key event in this period was the Ilinden uprising on 2nd August 1903. Led by the national hero 
Goce Delčev, the Kruševo republic was established and lasted for ten days until it got recaptured by 
the Ottomans (Danforth 1995, 51; Palmer and King 1971, 7–8).
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Nonetheless, relations with neighbouring Bulgaria, Greece and Serbia remained charac-
terised by misrecognition even after independence. Bulgaria and Greece both accused 
MKD of the appropriation of their respective cultural and historical heritage, and repeat-
edly evaluated the Macedonian nation and language as a creation of Yugoslav communists 
(Danforth 1993, 4; Panov, Cacanovska, and Angelovska-Panova 2021, 245). Until resolved 
in 2022, Serbian-Macedonian relations were also shaped by an enduring conflict between 
the Serbian Orthodox Church and the MOC regarding the unilaterally proclaimed auto-
cephality of the MOC (Aleksov and Lackenby 2023, 422; Perić 2023, 133). Additionally, 
resulting from the social transformation that accompanied Yugoslav communism as well 
as the redefinition of the political identities of both Macedonians and Albanians, an inter-
nal conflict emerged in MKD (Adamson and Jović 2004; Bellamy 2019). Based on conflict-
ing views about the desirable constitutional arrangement regarding the status of nations 
and its implications for the state (Bellamy 2019, 124), the dispute escalated into an open 
conflict between the armed forces of the Albanian minority and the armed forces of MKD 
in 2001. It ended with the Ohrid Framework Agreement, which enhanced minority rights 
for Albanians and created the institutional framework on which MKD is still premised 
today (Karadjoski and Adamczuk 2014, 212).

Surrounded by “four wolves” (Jackson and Subotić 2024, 15–16), MKD continuously 
faces both internal and external challenges to its identity and statehood (Sazdovski 2015, 
54–55). This translates into a social security dilemma between MKD and its neighbours, 
whereby measures aimed at enhancing the feeling of security of one group leads to a feel-
ing of insecurity for the other group,10 making “Macedonian ontological security inher-
ently unstable” (Cupać 2020, 20).  

Reconciliation Through EU Enlargement

Since independence, there is a cross-party consensus in MKD about the desirability of Eu-
ro-Atlantic integration, whereby membership is, alongside others, understood as a means 
to secure Macedonian nationhood (Bechev 2023, 705). The process is, however, heavily 
influenced by disputes between MKD and its neighbours, which became evident ulti-
mately after the proclamation of independence, when Greece blocked the establishment 
of full diplomatic relations between MKD and the EU due to the new country’s name and 
flag (Karadjoski and Adamczuk 2014, 211). 

After the Interim accord in 1995 temporarily resolved the Greek blockade, MKD became 
a forerunner in the process of EI, being the first state in the Western Balkans that signed a 
Stabilization and Association Agreement with the EU in 2001 (Bechev and Marusic 2020, 
2). In the same year, however, further advancements were again hindered due to MKD’s 

10   An example for this is the Skopje 2014 project, where the construction of neoclassical buildings 
in Skopje with the aim to manifest links between ancient Macedon and modern MKD led to insecuri-
ties and contestations coming from other groups, such as Albanians and Greeks (Jackson and Subotić 
2024).
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internal conflict, which redirected the EU’s focus towards peacekeeping and stabilisation 
(Bechev 2023, 705). 

As the situation quickly stabilized, MKD received candidate status in November 2005. 
This positive development was, however, accompanied by a “nationalist turn” (Bechev 
2023, 705) of the new government in 2006, characterised by various manifestations of 
alleged links between MKD and ancient Macedon, including the renaming of Skopje’s 
airport and one highway after Alexander the Great (Bechev 2023, 705). Resulting from 
this, the Greek-Macedonian conflict regained importance and reached a new peak with 
the Greek vetoes on both North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) integration in 2008 
and the beginning of EU accession negotiations in 2009. Since then, MKD’s EU acces-
sion process is directly linked to the disputes with its neighbours, creating a “negative 
equilibrium” (Bechev 2023, 706) for MKD’s relations with its neighbours and the pathway 
towards EU membership. 

This only changed after a major internal political crisis occurred in 2015, during which the 
opposition announced a parliamentary boycott, organized mass protests, and instrumen-
talised the missing progress in the process of EU integration. The crisis was resolved with 
the signing of the EU-mediated Pržino agreement, after which the Socijaldemokratski 
sojuz na Makedonija (Social Democratic Union of Macedonia – SDSM) came to power 
(Bechev 2023, 707–708). The key motivation behind the Pržino Agreement was to over-
come the stagnation in MKD’s EU accession process (Markovikj and Damjanovski 2018, 
90). This was not only promised by the new government (Bechev 2023, 710), but also 
actively pursued by the EU which took over the role of the United States as a key media-
tor in MKD. This was possible due to the application of the ‘carrot and stick’ approach, 
whereby certain concessions from MKD were connected to the prospect of membership 
(Markovikj and Damjanovski 2018, 90). The EU’s approach was thereby understood as an 
attempt to create an “atmosphere of reconciliation in the Balkan region as a prerequisite 
for the Western Balkan accession processes” (Nikolovski 2021, 159). 

The new government immediately initiated the settlement of the open disputes (Niko-
lovski 2021, 163; Panov, Cacanovska, and Angelovska-Panova 2021, 224–25). This was 
done by fostering the linguistic rights of the Albanian minority, signing the Treaty of 
Friendship, Good-Neighbourliness and Cooperation with Bulgaria, and negotiating and 
implementing the name change to resolve the Greek-Macedonian dispute. Albanian-
Macedonian relations were arguably enhanced after the implantation of the new law 
on languages, which only met sporadic opposition (Nikolovski 2021, 163). The Prespa 
Agreement, though characterised by a highly disputed referendum, was presented as a 
success story of the EU, after which Greece even actively supported the beginning of EU 
accession negotiations with MKD (Bechev 2023, 711–12). However, the reconciliation 
approach of the new government had also negative impacts. Besides the mentioned con-
troversies around the consultative referendum on the name change, the agreement with 
Bulgaria caused “serious criticism” (Nikolovski 2021, 164) and “produced fears among 
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ethnic Macedonians” (Nikolovski 2021, 169). It resulted in polarized debates11 around 
the dilemma between the demand for reconciliation for advancing in the process of EU 
accession and the widely perceived inequality within the framework of dispute settlement 
(Nikolovski 2021, 164). This did not only lead to a polarization of the Macedonian society, 
but also on the level of the political elite, where a (discursive) left-right coalition formed 
an opposite pole to the government’s position (Nikolovski 2021, 160).

Both the Greek-Macedonian and Bulgarian-Macedonian dispute disclosed certain prob-
lems with the idea of reconciliation within the process of EU accession. Namely, member 
states inherit a stronger bargaining position that enables the enforcement of demands 
through the threat of exclusion. The EU, thereby, did not show the capacity to step in as 
a neutral arbiter that would facilitate compromise or hinder the inclusion of non-acquis 
related demands. In both cases, this resulted in a situation where MKD had to change its 
own historic narrative in order to satisfy neighbouring views on the Macedonian history 
which, in turn, challenged the Macedonian identity. 

Case Selection: Bulgarian Veto

This article will proceed with a focus on the Bulgarian-Macedonian dispute. The case is 
chosen for two reasons that make it the most suitable one for investigating the relationship 
between security-seeking and security-provision in the context of EU accession. Firstly, 
the Greek-Macedonian dispute was not only connected to the EU accession process but 
also to MKD’s NATO accession, which was a further motivation for granting concessions 
to Greece. Of crucial importance is thereby the role of the United States, which did not 
only act as a supporter for the resolution of the conflict, but also as an actor that ensured 
the benefits connected to the Prespa Agreement, concretely membership in NATO. This 
is of essential importance as the EU did not manage to deliver a credible perspective to EU 
membership following the name change. Consequently, the Bulgarian-Macedonian dis-
pute settlement is not only solely connected to EU accession, but also impacted by nega-
tive experiences from the Prespa Agreement when it comes to the credibility of the EU. 

Secondly, and again in contrast to the Greek-Macedonian dispute, the efforts in enhanc-
ing Bulgarian-Macedonian relations were far less fruitful. This is directly connected to 
the Treaty of Friendship, Good-Neighbourliness and Cooperation between Bulgaria and 
MKD signed in 2017, which obliged both states according to Article 8 Nr. 2 to form a 
“common interdisciplinary expert commission for historical and educational questions” 
(Vlada na Republika Severna Makedonija 2017) within three months after the agreement. 
The aim of this expert commission was to objectively interpret historical events that are 
claimed by both states. Unsatisfied with the progress of this commission, Bulgaria pub-
lished a declaration in 2019 that announced that Bulgaria will block MKD’s EU accession 

11   For an overview of the argumentation for and against the agreement see (Panov, Cacanovska, 
and Angelovska-Panova 2021, 231–32).
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process due to a perceived “state-sponsored anti-Bulgarian ideology” that must be seen as 
a “construct of Yugoslav totalitarianism” (Ministerski săvet na Republika Bălgariia 2019). 
The blockade to the beginning of MKD’s accession negotiation was formalized in Novem-
ber 2020 and withdrawn after MKD accepted a new negotiation framework with the EU 
in the form of the French proposal in 2022. According to Nr. 5 of the listed negotiation 
principles of the French proposal, MKD’s advancement in accession negotiations depends 
on an annual check of the progress of the implementation of the Treaty of Friendship, 
Good-Neighbourliness and Cooperation (Sobranie na Republika Severna Makedonija 
2022a, 8). While the acceptance finally paved the way for the opening of accession ne-
gotiation, it limits any further progress due to its dependence on the work of the expert 
commission for historical and educational questions. 

In line with OSS, it is argued that the Bulgarian veto in 2020 constituted a critical situa-
tion. While the veto was not the only case of a challenge to elements of the Macedonian 
Self in the context of the EU accession process, it is still argued that the impact of previous 
experiences with the EU following dispute settlements amplifies the significance of this 
case. Namely, previous concessions that touched upon elements of the Macedonian Self 
were always connected to certain benefits that would, in turn, ensure the maintenance of 
continuity of the Macedonian Self. Accepting the Ohrid Framework Agreement in 2001 
was followed by a relatively fast attribution of EU candidate status and the Prespa Agree-
ment by NATO membership, both of which reaffirmed the recognition of Macedonian 
subjectivity. This, in turn, is crucial for the experience of personhood and made identity 
adjustments acceptable ‘sacrifices’. The Prespa Agreement, however, questioned the EU’s 
reliability when it comes to delivering the benefits connected to Macedonian concessions 
as the name change did not result in an advancement but in a new stagnation of the EU ac-
cession process. When Bulgaria raised its veto, North Macedonia faced another challenge 
in form of an identity adjustment without the previously assured credibility in benefits 
that would enable the maintenance of the continuity of the Self. 

Furthermore, the Bulgarian veto fits all criteria of the definition of a critical situation, 
meaning that it: i) affected a sufficient number of individuals, ii) surprised state agents, 
iii) disrupted existing definition and routines, and iv) has been interpreted as a substantial 
threat in MKD (Steele 2008, 12). Evaluating these criteria as fulfilled is justified with: i) 
the mass protests the Bulgarian veto caused in Skopje (RTV Slovenija 2022), and ii) the 
surprised reactions coming from state agents.12 Furthermore, the Bulgarian veto was fol-
lowed by a Macedonian counterreaction in the form of a resolution of the parliament that 
defined red lines within the process of EU integration (Sobranie na Republika Severna 
Makedonija 2021), a document that clearly identifies the Bulgarian veto as a: iii) disrup-
tion of the Macedonian identity, and iv) a threat. 

12   After the Bulgarian veto, Macedonian president Pendarovski expressed his astonishment about 
the actual implementation of the previously announced intention of Bulgaria (Pendarovski 2020). It 
even surprised the members of the expert commission for historical and educational questions, as it 
was only then that “full impact” (Panov et al., 2021, 229) of Bulgarian demands was realised.
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A Note on Methodology

The article relies on a theory-driven qualitative analysis, meaning that considerations re-
garding data sample and analysis are justified with the theoretical argumentation (May-
ring 2022, 51). Deriving from the described research puzzle, this article analyses how the 
Bulgarian veto as a critical situation influenced the EU’s role a provider of ontological 
security. 

With this aim, the data sample consists of public statements from the political elite, the 
NGO sector and the MOC. The inclusion of political actors is grounded in the OSS 
framework, which expects that state actors are crucial for both the states’ interpreta-
tion and reaction following a critical situation (Ejdus 2020b, 2; Steele 2008, 2, 12). In line 
with the polarised political landscape in MKD (Nikolovski 2021, 160), a division in the 
analysis is made between two groups, whereby the first consist of the then ruling gov-
ernmental coalition around SDSM. The second group includes representatives from the 
then oppositional coalition around Vnatrešna makedonska revolucionerna organizacija 
– Demokratska partija za makedonsko nacionalno edinstvo (Internal Macedonian Revo-
lutionary Organization – Democratic Party for Macedonian National Unity – VMRO-
DPMNE), and the Levica (The Left), which was not part of any coalition.13 Statements 
from the NGO sector are added due to their importance in the process of EU accession14 
and their financial dependence on the EU (Cekikj and Hristova 2015, 199). Finally, the 
MOC is included due to their importance in the process of defining and maintaining the 
Macedonian national identity, a remnant of the key role national churches in the Balkans 
inherited during the evolvement of national movements in the 19th century (Danforth 
1993, 58; Kitromilides 1989, 180). The chosen timeframe begins with the assumed critical 
situation, the Bulgarian veto in 2020, and ends with the parliamentary debate and voting 
on the French proposal in 2022, which integrated the content of the Bulgarian veto into 
the MKD’s negotiation framework for EU accession. 

Simultaneously Providing and Depriving Ontological Security

The Bulgarian veto reaffirmed existing divisions and controversies within the Macedo-
nian society that were already observable after the signing of the Treaty of Friendship, 
Good Neighbourliness and Cooperation in 2017. Through the French proposal, the veto 

13   As the country is organised after the principles of consociationalism (Orlović 2015), a political 
system where the individual’s ethnicity is institutionalised, minority parties were excluded from the 
analysis. Challenges to the Macedonian Self are not expected to directly affect the feeling of onto-
logical security of minorities in MKD. Evidence for this assumption was observable throughout the 
Greek-Macedonian dispute in the context of Euro-Atlantic integrations (Vangelov 2017, 29).
14   Following demands from the EU, the Macedonian law and policy practice towards NGOs sig-
nificantly changed, with NGOs becoming tasked with monitoring the EU agenda, participating in 
public hearings and discussions about the EU and assisting the government with expertise (Cekikj 
and Hristova 2015, 194–95, 204).
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ensured the formal inclusion of the Bulgarian-Macedonian dispute within MKD’s nego-
tiation framework with the EU, which impaired the Macedonian bargaining position. De-
riving from this, the veto became a critical situation that resulted in collective anxieties 
in the form of a widespread perception of being existentially threatened. The analysed 
data sample shows that the reactions coming from actors of the Macedonian state-society 
complex bifurcated following the critical situation, with EU membership simultaneously 
being framed as a protection and a threat to the Macedonian nation. Congruently, the EU 
became both a provider and depriver of ontological security.

Providing Ontological Security Through Membership  
in the European Union

In the Macedonian case, the EU’s role as a provider of ontological security is tightly con-
nected to the pursuit of external recognition through EU membership. The EU is thereby 
perceived as a group of equal and mutually recognizing nation-states. Seeing MKD as an-
other European nation, the governmental coalition understood EU membership as a right 
the Macedonian nation is obliged to. In turn, assuring that MKD becomes a recognized 
and equal member becomes a moral duty of the EU. Following the Bulgarian veto, the 
EU’s role as an ontological security provider remained unchallenged for actors that still 
perceived the countries’ EU membership perspective and, therefore, the countries’ ability 
to maintain a coherent Self through EU accession as credible. 

This was the case for the government and its coalitional partners, which in the beginning 
did not even evaluate the Bulgarian veto as threat to the Macedonian identity.15 After 
immense pressure coming from the public, the opposition and the own party, the govern-
ment had to adjust its position. Macedonian prime minister Zaev delivered a TV speech 
addressed to the Macedonian people in December 2020, where he described the Bulgar-
ian veto as threat to MKD, which requires measures for the protection of the Macedonian 
people and language. In his speech, Zaev attributed a high importance to gaining external 
recognition of Macedonian nationhood, which would only be possible to assure by be-
coming an EU member.16 Congruently, the response to the critical situation heavily built 
on this understanding of the protective function of EU membership, with Zaev arguing 
that it is on the “EU to fulfil its fundamental obligation and to recognize and preserve the 
invaluable treasure of historical and identity diversity of nations on the European conti-

15   Instead, the then prime minister Zaev travelled to Sofia for an interview with the Bulgarian news 
agency BGNES, where he declared the willingness for concessions from the Macedonian side, such as 
the replacement of memorial inscriptions containing the term fascism when referring to the Bulgar-
ian occupation of MKD during World War II (Zaev 2020b).
16   The same counts for membership in NATO, which Zaev used as an example for the successful 
external recognition of the Macedonian language and nation (Zaev 2020a). With neighbouring Alba-
nia, Bulgaria and Greece all being part of NATO, the social routine of including and recognizing the 
Macedonian language reaffirms a coherent sense of the (disputed) Macedonian Self and thereby acts 
as a source of ontological security.
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nent”, whereby “the Macedonian identity and language must not be an exception of this 
principle” (Zaev 2020a). The statement illustrates the perceived incompatibility of the 
Bulgarian veto with fundamental principles of the EU, which is why the veto was evalu-
ated as an “unresponsible mistake” that constitutes a “defeat of European values” (Zaev 
2020a). The veto is, therefore, neither „the European way (…) nor friendship or brother-
hood” (Zaev 2020a). Building on this understanding of EI, Zaev declared the openness for 
any solution in the Bulgarian-Macedonian dispute that would ensure a protected Mace-
donian identity (Zaev 2020a). Similarly, it was reaffirmed that EU membership remains 
MKD’s primary foreign policy goal. This was combined with the expressed certainty in 
the EU’s willingness to adhere to its principles, which would enable MKD to enforce its 
right to become an EU member with a protected identity: “We are here. Macedonians 
who speak the Macedonian language. We will become EU members as Macedonians who 
speak the Macedonian language” (Zaev 2020a). 

In 2022, the French proposal confirmed the Bulgarian veto by incorporating its demands 
into MKD’s negotiation framework. This only happened after the proposal was accepted 
in the Macedonian parliament, which legally was not needed as accepting or denying the 
proposal was a competence of the government. Passing this responsibility to the parlia-
ment was therefore described as “avoiding the responsibility for making a decision” (Nova 
Makedonija 2022a) and accompanied by mass protests against the French proposal in 
the days before the start of the plenary discussion (Nova Makedonija 2022b). In the ple-
nary debate, the governmental coalition supported the French proposal with 16 speakers17 
using the opportunity to advocate for its acceptance. Congruent with Zaev’s arguments 
after the Bulgarian veto, the governmental coalition presented EU membership as the 
only way for assuring the long-term protection of the Macedonian identity from external 
contestations. The usage of the Macedonian language within the accession process would 
thereby already be an important step, and as such “the biggest achievement, the most 
important success” (Kovačevski 2022, 5). Countering the widespread fears of assimilation 
expressed during the mass protests in Skopje, the speakers argued that concessions to 
neighbours would be a necessary hurdle on the way to membership and recognition. The 
Prespa agreement and the resulting name change of MKD would show that concessions 
do not lead to assimilation, but to the protection of a distinct Macedonian nation. Voting 
for the acceptance of the French proposal, therefore, ensures that “we move forward with 
a protected past, with a certain and stable present in a finally better future” (Kovačevski 
2022, 6) and that “the Macedonian history remains ours” (Kocikj 2022, 7).

Concluding, in the case of the government, the EU remained an unquestioned provider 
of ontological security. This role results from the prospect of external recognition that 
derives from EU membership. By assuring long-term recognition, EU membership acts 
as a means of maintaining a congruent sense of the Self. For reaching this goal, identity 
adjustments were perceived as acceptable hurdles. This was not only seen by the initial 

17   This includes 15 speakers from SDSM and one speaker from Demokratski sojuz (Democratic 
Union).
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openness of the government for concessions regarding the own autobiographical narra-
tive, but also through the continuous support for the acceptance of the French proposal. 
It, therefore, shows that adjustments of identity do not necessarily have to threaten the 
sense of ontological security, as the latter is dependent on a stable sense of the Self, which 
does not require an entirely stable identity. 

The governments’ support for the French proposal is an illustrative example for this ob-
servation. Even though it challenged elements of the national identity through the de-
mand for a reinterpretation of medieval history, the government advocated for its ac-
ceptance. This was justified with the view that it will ensure the external recognition of 
a distinct Macedonian nation and, therefore, a coherent sense of the Self: “[W]e should 
continue with the European path, we should continue towards membership in the Euro-
pean Union as Macedonians who speak the Macedonian language, as Macedonians with 
their Macedonian language and with their unique Macedonian identity” (Mitreski 2022, 
12). This observed reliance on the EU and EU membership for the maintenance of a feel-
ing of ontological security is congruent with OSS literature, which postulates that states 
make sense of their existence through their perceived place in the international order 
(Ejdus 2020b, 18).

Turning Into a Depriver of Ontological Security

Aside from the governmental coalition, a continuous perception of threat was observable 
following the Bulgarian Veto. The opposition immediately declared that the Macedonian 
identity was under threat and proposed countermeasures after the announcement of the 
veto (Alsat.mk 2020). Similar reactions followed after the French proposal, which alto-
gether 41 oppositional delegates18 evaluated as a threat during the plenary discussion on 
its acceptance (Sobranie na Republika Severna Makedonija 2022b; 2022c; 2022d). It was 
perceived as another “external blow to history and statehood” (Vasilev 2023), a view that 
highly resonated in the Macedonian public (Vasilev 2023) and led to a rise of right-wing 
parties and initiatives in MKD (Demiri 2023).

Nonetheless, the government’s understanding of the potential protective function of EU 
membership was also widespread among other actors. The opposition, the NGO sector 
and the MOC also connected membership to the desired external recognition of Mace-
donian nationhood within a group of mutually recognizing and equal nation-states. This 
understanding of EI leads to certain expectations regarding the legitimacy of the process. 
Namely, a legitimate process would assure the equal treatment of all negotiating parties, 
prevent the inclusion of demands based on non-acquis related identity disputes, and as-
sure the “dignity of the Macedonian people” (Macedonian Orthodox Church 2020).

18   This includes 36 speakers from VMRO-DPMNE, one speaker from Gragjanska opcija za Make-
donija (Citizen Option for Macedonia) one speaker from Socijalistička partija na Makedonija (So-
cialist party of Macedonia). Besides the oppositional coalition, two speakers from Levica and one 
independent delegate participated in the debate.
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Deriving from this understanding of EI principles, the opposition did not only identify 
the Bulgarian veto and the French proposal as a threat but also as violations of European 
values. Congruently, the EU accession framework became framed as compromised by 
Bulgarian demands, which would be a “betrayal (…) at the expense of the Macedonian 
people and the Macedonian national and state sovereignty” (Vasilevska 2022, 6). Equally, 
the MOC, the Macedonian Academy for Science and Arts and the Saints Ciril and Metho-
dius University in Skopje (Macedonian Orthodox Church 2020) evaluated the Bulgar-
ian veto as a violation of central principles of EI, such as the right of self-determination 
(Macedonian Orthodox Church 2020). This is consistent with public statements coming 
from the NGO sector, which described the potential19 Bulgarian veto as “not only a be-
trayal of the Macedonian citizens, but of the founding values of the EU” (European Policy 
Institute Skopje, EUROTHINK – and ‘Societas Civilis’ 2020). The veto, therefore, not only 
depicts a major turning point for MKD, but also for the region and the EU enlargement as 
such. For MKD, it is seen as an unjust prolonging of the inclusion of identity disputes into 
the accession process. The inconsistency with European values and norms would thereby 
“punish the most pro-European government in the region for making compromises in the 
European spirit” (European Policy Institute Skopje, EUROTHINK – and ‘Societas Civilis’ 
2020). It would also constitute a turning point for the region, as it might serve as an exam-
ple for the enforcement of nationalist claims that, if replicated, potentially fosters regional 
disputes and instabilities. Finally, it would also mark a turning point for the EU and the 
success of the enlargement policy as under these circumstances a further decrease of sup-
port for EU accession can be expected (European Policy Institute Skopje, EUROTHINK 
– and ‘Societas Civilis’ 2020). Consequently, the inclusion of the Bulgarian-Macedonian 
dispute into the EU accession process would threaten the EU, marking “fateful days for the 
European unity” (Macedonian Orthodox Church 2020).

The perceived inconsistency of the EU with its own values did not only result in a per-
ceived decrease of legitimacy, but also in a decreasing credibility of the process as such. 
The missing credibility in MKD’s membership perspective was heavily used in the reac-
tions coming from the opposition, which accused the government of dishonesty regarding 
the chances for becoming an EU member (360stepeni 2020). Especially after the French 
proposal, the membership perspective of MKD became perceived as uncredible, with the 
inclusion of Bulgarian demands into the negotiation framework being evaluated as a fixa-
tion of the stagnating EU accession process (Sobranie na Republika Severna Makedonija 
2022b; 2022c; 2022d). An acceptance of Bulgarian demands would namely require a two 
thirds majority in the parliament, which effectively, due to the missing support in the par-
liament, makes any progress in the process practically impossible.

With membership becoming uncredible, the EU lost its role as a provider of ontologi-
cal security for parts of the Macedonian state-society complex. When dealing with chal-
lenges to ontological security, EU membership was not used as a means for assuring a 
coherent sense of the Self through external recognition as observed in the government’s 

19   The statement was published shortly before the official announcement of the Bulgarian veto.
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case. Instead, the opposition reacted to the Bulgarian veto by demanding the develop-
ment of a common position that would determine red lines when it comes to the Mace-
donian identity, history and language (Deutsche Welle 2020). The governments’ openness 
to negotiations in times of threat was interpreted as an attempt to sell the Macedonian 
identity, which would lead to the necessity for a new “government for the national rescue” 
that would define “red lines that would be the shield of the Macedonian identity” until 
new extraordinary parliamentary elections (Alsat.mk 2020). In the end, the opposition 
succeeded with parts of its demands as the parliament adopted the “resolution for the 
determination of the Macedonian state position in the context of the European integra-
tion blockade” (Sobranie na Republika Severna Makedonija 2021). The resolution binds 
the government to follow the Macedonian key positions that are defined in the resolution 
within the ongoing process of EI, including the obligation to exclude anything from the 
negotiations that would threaten the “dignity of the Macedonian people” (Sobranie na 
Republika Severna Makedonija 2021, 1). The resolution illustrates how the EU and the 
process of EU accession became a source of deprivation of ontological security that even 
required protective countermeasures.

This was again the case after the French proposal, when the MOC demanded a unified re-
action of “the government and all social-political factors that are included in this process” 
in the form of a common strategy that would defend “the Macedonian identity, the Mace-
donian language, culture and history within the family of European people” (Macedonian 
Orthodox Church 2022a). While belonging to Europe is emphasized by the Church, the 
French proposal is seen as an unacceptable threat. In this regard, the Church called for 
the unification of Macedonian people and all citizens in the form of protests that would 
“defend their existence” (Macedonian Orthodox Church 2022b). Equally, the opposition 
called for a rejection of the French proposal, whereby the acceptance was seen as a funda-
mental threat to the Macedonian nation that would lead to its assimilation and make the 
government “a successor of Bulgarian fascism” (Jovančev 2022, 14).

Summing up, EU membership is, in general, viewed as a process that provides ontologi-
cal security through the cooperative routinisation of relations with others, which would 
include the external recognition of the misrecognized Macedonian Self. However, by be-
coming dependent on Bulgarian demands regarding the Macedonian autobiographical 
narrative, the process did not only turn into a perceived threat, but also lost its legitimacy. 
This went along with increasing doubts in the certainty of becoming an EU member re-
sulting from previous negative experiences with dispute settlements in the context of the 
EU accession process, particularly the stagnation that followed the Prespa agreement. 
Due to this, membership was not anymore regarded as a credible means for assuring 
continuity of the Macedonian Self. With the maintenance of the Self becoming decoupled 
from EU membership, the expressed willingness of the government for adjustments of 
elements of the Macedonian Self could not anymore be legitimized. The Bulgarian veto 
and the resulting French proposal, therefore, did not only negatively impact the EU’s role 
as an ontological security provider, but transformed it into a source of deprivation of 
ontological security for MKD. This resulted in demands for countermeasures against the 



176

Journal of Regional Security Vol. 19  № 2  2024

EU, such as the resolution of the Macedonian parliament in 2021 and the demands for a 
termination of accession negotiations under the current framework.

Conclusion

The aim of this article was to further expand existing OSS literature on the effects of EU 
enlargement on candidate countries’ feeling of ontological security. In this respect, it was 
aimed at understanding in which ways EU accession can act as a process that: i) provides 
a source of ontological security by routinising candidate states’ relations to others; and ii) 
deprives the candidate states from their feeling of ontological security by disrupting the 
definition of the Self and the Other. 

With this aim, the article analysed the case of MKD, which was chosen due to the inclu-
sion of the Bulgarian-Macedonian dispute into the negotiation framework for EU acces-
sion. Concretely, through the Bulgarian veto in 2020 and the resulting French proposal 
in 2022 demands for a change of the Macedonian identity became a part of the countries 
accession conditions. As the analysis of representatives of the Macedonian state-society 
complex showed, this constituted a critical situation that disrupted existing routines con-
nected to the Macedonian Self. Following the perceived existential threat in the form of 
the Bulgarian veto, the attributed role of the EU when it comes to the maintenance of 
ontological security started to bifurcate. 

On the one hand, the government and its coalitional partners continued to view the EU 
as a provider of ontological security. This role builds on the understanding that (only) EU 
membership guarantees the external recognition of the contested Macedonian Self. For 
assuring this, the government even declared the openness for adjustments of the Mace-
donian identity. Consequently, the government continued to unconditionally pursue EU 
membership after the critical situation, whereby the EU, through the membership per-
spective, served as a provider of ontological security that would assure the continuance 
of the Macedonian Self. 

This reliance on the EU, however, was not uniformly viewed as an adequate means for 
dealing with the critical situation. For the opposition, the NGO sector and the MOC, the 
critical situation did not only damage the perceived legitimacy of the accession process 
but also the credibility of a future membership. This, in turn, challenges the justifica-
tion for changes of elements of the Macedonian Self. Through the fears connected to the 
ability to maintain a coherent sense of the Self, the EU became a depriver of ontological 
security. This resulted in harsh opposition to the Bulgarian veto and the French proposal, 
combined with the demand for countermeasures that would ensure a protection of the 
Macedonian Self within the process of EU accession.

Through the analysis of the Macedonian case, the article contributes to OSS in multiple 
ways. Most notably, it advances the understanding of security-seeking and security-pro-
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vision within the process of EU enlargement. It thereby adds to the existing literature 
that the EU’s role as a security provider is highly dependent on the expectation that EU 
membership reaffirms a continuous sense of the Self. When credible, this perspective 
even allows for the legitimization of adjustments of the identity. However, when member-
ship and the resulting expectation of a maintenance of continuous Self are perceived as 
uncredible, the EU turns into a depriver of ontological security. Demands for changes to 
identity are then perceived as an existential threat that requires protective countermea-
sures, some of which are directed against the EU. An example for this is the declaration of 
the Macedonian parliament in 2021 that defined the red lines of MKD in the further EU 
enlargement process, such as any further negotiations about the Macedonian history and 
language. By understanding identity as only one part of the Self, the article also addressed 
the existing research gap regarding differences in the severity of anxiety connected to 
both (Krickel-Choi 2024, 17). In the case of MKD’s EU accession process, anxiety con-
nected to the maintenance of the Self has shown to be a more important for the percep-
tion and reaction to critical situations than the mere challenge of the national identity. 

Moreover, the article contributes to the debate about state centricity in OSS, showing 
that for a more nuanced understanding of cases of ontological (in)security the inclusion 
of a variety of actors from the state-society complex is needed. This was exemplified by 
the government’s initial reaction to the Bulgarian veto, which was marked by absence 
of any perception of threat. However, this position showed to be unsustainable due to a 
widespread perception of threat in both Macedonia’s political elite and broader society. 
Consequently, the government had to deal with collective anxieties that it, at least in the 
beginning, did not share, illustrating the importance of intra-state group dynamics for the 
feeling of ontological (in)security. 

On the level of enlargement as such, this article shows that by underestimating the rel-
evance of ontological security, as illustrated by the content of the French proposal, the 
enlargement process is trapped in a situation where any advancement became unlikely. 
Though even after all the criticism on the Bulgarian veto and the French proposal coming 
from parts of the Macedonian state-society complex a cross-party consensus on the desir-
ability of EU integration still exists (Damjanovski 2023, 24), it negatively impacted overall 
EU support (Damjanovski 2023, 11–12). The political consequence of this development 
was observable in May 2024, when MKD held both parliamentary and presidential elec-
tions that resulted in a landslide victory for VMRO-DPMNE. The party received almost 
three times as many votes as the formerly ruling SDSM in the parliamentary elections, 
which was attributed to the impact of the debates on MKD’s EU accession process (RTV 
Slovenija 2024b). The latter became at latest evident at the inauguration of the new presi-
dent, who omitted the recently added ‘North’ when referring to MKD in her speech, after 
which the Greek ambassador left the ceremony. Following this event, negative reactions 
came from different actors, including the Greek prime minister Kiriakos Micotakis, Bul-
garian president Rumen Radev, Bulgarian prime minister Dimitar Glavčev, president of 
the European Commission Ursula von der Leyen and president of the European Council 
Charles Michel. What all the statements had in common was the indication that ignoring 
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non-acquis related demands will even further deteriorate MKD’s membership perspec-
tive (RTV Slovenija 2024a), showing that negotiating elements of the Macedonian na-
tional identity will remain a key characteristic of EU–MKD relations.

Further research on this case could address the impacts of ontological (in)security in the 
context of EU accession process on inter-ethnic relations, which went beyond the scope 
of this article. Nonetheless, it significantly impacts the political stability of MKD as chal-
lenges to the Macedonian identity unequally affect the two main ethnic groups in the 
country, Albanians and Macedonians. Congruently, the willingness for accepting stagna-
tions to secure the Macedonian identity is not homogenously shared across the country’s 
population and potentially (re)affirms political conflicts among the two ethnic groups. 
The importance of the relationship between external identity disputes and internal inter-
ethnic relations in the context of EU accession could even increase following the recent 
decoupling of the EU accession processes of Albania and MKD (Euractiv 2024). 
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