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Summary 

a) Aim of the thesis 

The aim of this thesis is twofold. On one side, we are bringing a new concept that will cover the 

current gap in the literature, on the other we are analysing the implementation of the Eastern 

Partnership and the relations between the involved actors through nexus of constructivism and 

foreign policy analysis. More precisely, we will examine how the identity-building process of Self 

versus the Other is translated in foreign policy preferences.  

The international society is, today, in a transition from the Postwar liberal hegemonic order 

(dominated by the US and West) towards a multipolar world order. This crisis of the liberal world 

order has conducted to various degrees of protectionism, re-nationalization, populism, spheres of 

influence, great power politics and instability. Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the 

unofficial war against Ukraine in Donbas represent the restructuring of the European security 

architecture. The rise of the Russian assertive and aggressive foreign policy coincides with the 

birth of the Eastern Partnership.  

In this volatile context, this thesis is proposing to analyse the developments in the Eastern 

Partnership for the past decade and to cover a gap in the literature by proposing another filter 

through which the Eastern Partnership region can be interpreted. In the academic debates, for the 

past 10 years, there were numerous theoretical attempts of defining the function, role, agency, and 

meaning of the Eastern Partnership. From “common neighbourhood” to “shared neighbourhood” 

to “overlapping neighbourhood” and “contested neighbourhood”, all of these concepts comprise a 

transitionary phase of the European Union’s foreign policy actions in its Eastern Vicinity and the 

counterreactions of the Russian Federation. Within these academic endeavours, I propose another 

concept that is more explanatory of the current complexities of the Eastern Partnership region, 

challenges, issues, opportunities and conflicting geopolitical narratives and agendas.  

 Moving beyond the binary vision of Eastern Partnership as an area caught between the normative 

and geopolitical interests of the EU and Russia’s realpolitik and sphere of influences, I introduce 

the concept of “overcrowded neighbourhood”. By overcrowded neighbourhood, I understand 

today’s geographic territory of the Eastern vicinity (Belarus, Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia, Armenia 

and Azerbaijan) as a crossroad of three competing geopolitical agendas: the EU-led Eastern 



Partnership, Russia’s Eurasian Economic Union and China’s Belt and Road Initiative with all the 

political, economic, social, ideological, and normative implications that each big actor brings to 

this region.  

The past decade of Eastern Partnership implementation was hindered by two aspects: on one side, 

the decreasing of the EU soft power abilities and secondly, the rising in influence of other actors. 

The diminish of Brussels proposed model for partner countries came as a consequence of the 

financial and economic crisis, the reducing of the EaP budget for the “more to more” initiatives, 

and the shortening of the leverage and conditionality power of EU (Cugusi 2015).  

On the other side, the emergence of other international actors in the Eastern vicinity contributed 

to the scale down of EU soft power abilities. Apart from Russia, other actors have started growing 

their influence in the region in the past 10 years (China, Turkey, Iran, USA). Adopting the 

sovereignty as the red line in conducting foreign policy, China is building its different international 

stance from the West. As Breslin suggests Beijing is “allowing each country to develop its own 

political and economic systems and norms independently rather than have them imposed by 

external powers and actors”( Breslin 2012, p.5). This approach led to two direct outcomes. Firstly, 

contrary to the Western stance of linking financial aid to conditionality measures (rule of law, good 

governance, human rights, reforms), Chinese donations and economic grants are free. No demands 

for domestic political reforms are required. And secondly, working with China as a trade partners 

and aid provider, broke the monopoly of Western states and was indicative of the partner countries 

disagreements with the Western policy applications (Cugusi 2015).  

Apart from EU’s Eastern Partnership, Russia’s European Economic Union, China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) has grown in influence and activity in the Eastern neighbourhood. The EaP states 

are still, to a certain amount, affected by internal conflicts, economically weak and dependant on 

external aid, unreformed and prone to political uncertainty. This makes them a vulnerable target 

in the competing geopolitical regional projects of the big actors. At the intersection of these 

diverging geopolitical ambitions, the post-Soviet countries are oscillating between balancing and 

bandwagoning in their foreign policy strategies (Nuriyev 2020). 

The second aim of the thesis is to examine the role of identities in the construction of a foreign 

policy agenda. As such, I am employing three main constructivist concepts (identity building, Self-

Other perceptions, and socializations) on the framework of analysing foreign policy decisions 



taken by Ukraine, Moldova, and Georgia. Here, I am also looking at the link between a national 

identity and the formation of the European identity.  

The link between identity, foreign policy and actorness was greatly researched by the International 

Relations academics for the past two decades. Decision-makers and state elites are constructing 

the social world in which they exercise foreign policy actions in cooperation with other countries. 

As such, foreign policy is a mechanism of creating connections among states (Wicaksana, 2009). 

Foreign policy can be defined as an array of formal external contacts and connections handled by 

a sovereign state/ independent actor within the global arena. Foreign policy only refers to official 

actions conducted by representatives of a state, carrying as such the legitimacy of those actions, 

and limiting only to those actions that are only related to the state affairs (Wicaksana, 2009). 

Foreign policy identity is built on the domestic identity. Hoft suggests that “every foreign policy 

decision maker is as much a member of the social cognitive structure that characterizes her society 

as any average citizen’’ (Hopf 2002:7). As such the Self-identification process grant meaning to 

both ourselves and others and create the basis for interests (Houghton, 2007). 

Building meaning to the external world is a common endeavor for both constructivists and foreign 

policy analysis (FPA). Constructivism suggests that history, past rhetoric, behaviour and symbols 

have an important explanatory meaning and are interpreted through the actor’s self-perception and 

actualization. For Wendt, the actions of actors are dependent on meaning, meaning which is 

established by the process of interaction. The meaning and not the material system offers the 

foundation for identity. Therefore, foreign policy makers are constructing images that give an initial 

interpretation to the social world and its subjects, among which there are the country in 

question/Self and the other(s). The concept “Other” can describe other state actors, international 

non-state actors and social movement, and the general public. The Self interacts which Other based 

on a clear and accurate perception, or in some situations, based on confused and distrustful 

interpretations. As such, the Other can be friendly and peaceful or dangerous and aggressive. Thus, 

the Other is identified based on previous interplay and common history and it will be viewed as 

either ally or enemy. As Richard Devetak suggest, in the process of describing and giving meaning 

to the external world, states tend to build categories of differentiation and divisions. This process 

involves a highly subjective divisive judgement between the Self, which is always perceived 

peaceful and orderly, and the Other which is violent and chaotic. Moreover, foreign policy makers 



are perceiving the Self-Other dichotomy in antithesis, since the Other is mainly a danger to the 

existence of the Self.  As such, “in constructing the other as threatening the self, a state must 

ensure unity of itself in respect to the attitude of the domestic societal groups” (Wicaksana, 2009). 

 

b) Importance of the study 

The importance and influence of other actors (except the EU, and Russia) in the Eastern Patnership 

are rarely researched.  My own evaluation has validated that there are limited academic articles 

that look at the Eastern Partnership from the viewpoint of a possible clashing region between the 

European Union’s normative agenda and China’s rising international status. As such, this thesis is 

important because it brings up the idea that Eastern Partnership is an “overcrowded 

neighbourhood” where the political, economic, normative, and ideological integration project of 

the European Union is not only competing with Russia’s Eurasian Economic Union, but has a 

more serious contender in China’s Belt and Road Initiative.  

Moreover, this study applies constructivism and foreign policy analysis as theoretical lenses, with 

the objective of providing a clear picture of the identity-foreign policy nexus in Ukraine, Moldova, 

and Georgia. This endeavour is important as well because it focuses on the EaP instruments 

implementation but moves beyond the general technical analysis of the Association Agreement 

and Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area, to better understand the domestic dynamics in the 

countries of my case study (Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia).  

 

c) Overview 

The Eastern Vicinity was considered a vital strategic area for Brussels since the launch of the 

Eastern Partnership. With its Eastern waves of enlargement, the union expanded its borders to 

other external partners and became the frontier adjourning protracted conflicts, illegal migration, 

endemic corruption, authoritarian regimes and different systems of values, norms, and interest 

(Juncos 2016). The Eastern Partnership is today one of the most researched and debated foreign 

policy initiatives of the European Union. Part of the broader European Neighbourhood Policy, the 

EaP represents the EU vision, strategy, and approach towards its Eastern neighbourhood, 

comprising an array of complex bilateral, multilateral, and regional frameworks of increased 



political cooperation, economic integration, and a set of reforms for its six partner states (Ukraine, 

Moldova, Georgia, Belarus, Armenia, and Azerbaijan).  

More than a decade since Eastern Partnership’s inauguration, the highly idealized “stability, 

security and prosperity” ideals envisioned for this region look quite dire. From the six partners, 

three have signed Association Agreements and Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Areas 

(Moldova, Georgia and Ukraine), two partners fought each other over the Nagorno-Karabakh and 

are in tensed relations (Armenia and Azerbaijan) and one partner (Belarus), using its dictatorial 

rule, have altered the elections and is cracking on the peaceful protests that demand their 

resignation of the current autocrat and free elections. Moreover, even in the three countries which 

advanced their reform processes and strengthen their relations with Brussels, the level of ambition 

in the European path is low, the progress is slow, and a general inertia is appearing. In addition, 

Moscow took diverse political, economic, military and hybrid measures to block the European 

integration of these countries. As such, the European Partnership has become an example of 

geopolitical confrontation between EU and Russia in the Eastern vicinity (Deen et.co. 2021). 

The results of the Eastern Partnership, after more than ten years since its launch, are mixed. Some 

of the partner countries have implemented more and better the European requests than others. The 

future of the ENP in Eastern neighbourhood and security in the region depends on the European 

Union’s capabilities to set a clearer agenda concerning its Eastern border states, offer more 

economical and political assistance to the countries which are committed to their democratic and 

modernization reforms but also to have a firm stand about Russia’s actions (Paul 2014).  More 

than a decade since its launch, the “good neighbourliness” principle of the EaP failed to increase 

the security and stability of the region. Paradoxically, the security environment has worsened in 

the past 7 years. All Eastern partner states have conflicts on their frontiers with either a neighbour 

or Russia, either as frozen conflicts or as ongoing conflicts (as in the case of Ukraine) (Petrov, 

2014). 

The implementation of the EaP mechanism was considered good for the advancement of the 

partner countries. But as the past decade shown us, it is also beneficial for the European Union. 

As the authoritative systems in the vicinity grew in power and with the creation of an “alternative 

model” of values, norms, institutional functioning by Russia, Brussels faces internal security 

challenges due these developments. Until now, the lack of democratic development was not 



considered a security issue, but in the future, the union will have to include a security perspective 

to the EaP instrument in order to make it adaptable and resilient to current geopolitical struggles. 

When looking at the future of the Eastern Partnership, the much-needed revitalisation of the 

Eastern Partnership instrument beyond 2020 is expected to be “update rather than upgrade”. The 

main problem with this policy inertia is the lack of political will from the EU member states, the 

design of the EaP mechanism that allows partner countries to mimic reform advances only by 

working on incremental superficial changes, and the strong and difficult to eliminate corrupt 

customs and power establishments spread out in all six EaP countries (Minzarari&Pistrinciuc, 

2020, p. 5). Within the world order shift and the return of great power competition, the European 

Union made a move to become more geopolitical in its international stance (Blockmans, 2020). 

In promoting its Eastern Partnership instrument in its Eastern Neighbourhood, Brussels faced the 

ruthless realism of geopolitics. On one side, EU’s agenda and normative ideas are challenged by a 

geopolitical competition due to Kremlin’s military, political, economic, diplomatic and 

informational responses and numerous difficulties cascading from the partner countries. An 

evocatory example is Moscow’s pressure on Ukraine and Armenia to abandon the signing of the 

Association Agreements and DCFTAs. While for Ukraine, this Russian meddling transformed into 

a conflict with Russia in Donbas, for Armenia it meant the renunciation of AAs in favour of Russia-

led Eurasian Economic Union.  On the other side, by trying to help its partner countries to face 

Moscow’s pressures, EU gets in the situation of validating or even endorsing governments that 

that are autocratic or illiberal (Deen et.co. 2021).  For Tom Casier, this way of interpreting 

everything through the lenses of geopolitics led the EU-Russia cooperation to be determined by a 

situation in which “one-sided negative geopolitical reading obfuscating underlying complexity” 

that causes “abstract enemy-like structures” (Casier, 2016). 

Brussels should be careful in not getting in the policy inertia that prioritizes stability in face of 

reforms, as this move will have a negative impact on EU’s level of ambitions towards the Eastern 

Partnership. While the pragmatic approach of the union towards its Eastern partners can have 

benefits, Brussels should try to avoid the geopoliticisation of its cooperation. In a way, a more 

geopolitical union will mean that its normative power status is questioned. And while this is a vital 

part of the identity of the EU foreign policy, a more depoliticized EU will disrupt the normative 

aspects of the EU foreign policy and lower its status towards the EaP (Crombois 2019). 



So far, all the updates and reviews of Eastern Partnership and the wider European neighbourhood 

Policy take into account Russia as the main competitor and security threats provider to the Eastern 

vicinity. By adding the layer of China’s raising ambitions and interest in this region, the main 

objective of this material is to investigate the need for Brussels policy establishment to upgrade its 

medium- and long-term vision and strategy in regard to the EaP area. In the pursuit of becoming a 

geopolitical actor, Brussels should pay more attention to Chinese actions in the region. If the union 

wants to strengthen the security, stability and prosperity of its neighbourhood, EU will have to 

deepen its domestic understanding of China’s foreign policy and to act on more equal grounds 

with its partner countries. By renouncing on its Eurocentric approach, Brussels can work with 

partner countries on bottom-up reforms making their engagement within the EaP more personal 

(fostering thus the local ownership criteria) and limiting, this way, the growing Beijing influence. 

The past decade of Eastern Partnership implementation was hindered by two aspects: on one side, 

the decreasing of the EU soft power abilities and secondly, the rising in influence of other actors. 

The diminish of Brussels proposed model for partner countries came as a consequence of the 

financial and economic crisis, the reducing of the EaP budget for the “more to more” initiatives, 

and the shortening of the leverage and conditionality power of EU (Cugusi 2015). 

A tool of Chinese economic influence the Belt and Road Initiative was perceived by the Eastern 

vicinity states as a way of developing their trade partners, decreasing their dependence on Russia, 

improving their international status and fostering their security in the region. As such, the countries 

started to expand a foreign policy strategy that benefits from these competitive regional initiatives 

both economically and politically. Furthermore, the EaP states are starting to take advantage of the 

contesting regional initiatives to better face foreign influences whilst preserving their sovereignty 

and regime recognition by the international community (Nuriyev 2020).  

In the previous years, China started growing its interest in the Eastern Partnership area as it is the 

intersection between Europe and Asia, and on the Eurasian routes proposed by BRI. Therefore, 

there is an increased collaboration of Beijing with this region in terms of trade. Adopting a neutral 

position, China collaborates the same with all the local countries, regardless of the conflicts among 

themselves (Nuriyev 2020). With Xi Jinping ambitions of transforming China into a superpower 

and after the 2017 Congress of the CCP, the foreign policy of the country and its international 

stance started to gain some clarity and vision. Culminating with the election of Donald Trump as 



president of the USA and the unilateral position of the later, Beijing begun to be more interested 

in the global leadership, especially on economic and trade issues (Kaczmarski et.co. 2019).  

As the EaP countries are geographically situated on the Eurasian paths, it is expected that the Belt 

and Road Initiative of China will bring them new trade collaborations and generous infrastructure 

financing. This Chinese expansion in the region is translated in both improved ways of cooperation 

and threats for the European Union (Makocki 2017). Until now, EU is a strategic economic partner 

of the Eastern Partnership states, but China is starting to catch from behind. As for both bid players, 

the region is rather a small market, possible economic tensions between Brussels and Beijing are 

improbable. Nevertheless, if we take into account that economic power can be turned into political 

capital, both actors will try to broaden their influence and interests (Elamiryan 2020). And in the 

future, that might culminate with potential grievances and clashes on specific issues. 

d) Hypotheses and research questions 

The thesis is based on three hypotheses:  

- Eastern Partnership is a highly contested area where the EU’s multilateral 

objectives are clashing with Moscow’s great power politics 

-  Eastern Partnership is moving from a two-dimensional area shaped by Russia and 

the EU to a multi-dimensional region (influenced by other actors, e.g. China) = 

“overcrowded neighbourhood” 

- The European identity of Georgia/Ukraine/Moldova is strongly interlinked with 

the national identity 

Keeping in mind the above-mentioned hypotheses, the main research question of the thesis is: 

“How the crisis of the liberal world order is affecting the EU's Eastern Partnership initiative?”. 

Moreover, the sub-questions of the thesis were formulated to correlate with the main hypothesis 

of the research. Therefore, the sub-questions are:  

a) How have the EU’s agenda vs Russia’s agenda influenced the foreign policy and security 

decision making strategies of Ukraine, Republic of Moldova, and Georgia?  

b) How the change in the Eastern vicinity is affecting the EU policymaking?  



c) How identity and Self-Other perceptions are influencing the foreign policymaking of the EU 

and Russia towards the Eastern Partnership? 

d) How identity and Self-Other perceptions are influencing the foreign policymaking of 

Ukraine/Moldova/Georgia towards the Eastern Partnership?  

 

d) Structure of the thesis 

This thesis is structured on the format of article-based manuscript and each chapter can be 

individually read or within the whole material. Within the thesis, there are five main articles. The 

first two of them have a top-bottom approach by looking at the Eastern Partnership within the 

lenses of the EU-Russia relations and level of ambitions, and through the prism of the new systemic 

changes within the global arena. The following three chapters are examining the EU relations with 

Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia by applying the constructivist concepts and foreign policy analysis.  

The first chapter present an overview of the Eastern Partnership and expose the blind spots of the 

policy that will represent a challenge to Brussels if left uncovered. The time frame analysed for 

this endeavour is 2009-2020. As such, the first part of the material, provides a comprehensive and 

detailed examination of the Eastern Partnership mechanism and its transformation from a technical 

to a geopolitical instrument. The second part of the chapter is a top-bottom approach on the level 

of ambition and divergent perspectives of the two big players that have shaped the development 

of the EaP mechanism in the past decade, the EU and Russia. The third section of the chapter 

makes a brief passage on the literature review accompanying the Eastern Partnership in all its 

transitional phases from “common neighbourhood” to “shared neighbourhood” to “overlapping 

neighbourhood” and “contested neighbourhood”. Joining the academic discussion, I propose 

another concept that is more explanatory of the current complexities of the Eastern Partnership 

region, challenges, issues, opportunities and conflicting geopolitical narratives and agendas. 

The second chapter is investigating the effects of the decline of liberal world order in Eastern 

vicinity through the European Union relations with Russia. In this regard, he first part of this 

chapter will provide a theoretical overview of the concepts of multilateralism, great power politics 

and multipolarity. Then on the second part, I will present to the reader a broad summary of Russia’s 

relations with the European Union by focusing both on the framework bilateral relations but also 



on the geopolitical effects of Russia’s assertive policy in the Eastern vicinity. On the third segment 

of this chapter, by employing constructivist terminology, I are presenting how Russian foreign 

policy agenda are transforming the international world order and what role the concept “New Cold 

War” plays in Kremlin’s scope of promoting its great power status within a multipolar international 

system. And finally, I are drawing some lessons for the EU’s approach of effective multilateralism 

and how can the union adapt better to today’s contested and uncertain reality at its boarders.   

The third chapter will first present the institutional framework of the EU-Georgia relations and 

analyse the status in the European integration and reforms implementation of both the Association 

Agreement and DCFTA in Georgia. In the second segment, I will highlight the main foreign policy 

decisions of Tbilisi after Vilnius Summit. The last part of the paper will examine, using the 

constructivists indicators, the ways how the European identity was created, and how this term is 

employed by Georgian foreign policy decision makers. 

In the fourth chapter, I will present an overview of the complex bilateral relations of the European 

Union with the Chisinau leadership, the achievements and fails of the Eastern Partnership in 

Moldova, the foreign policy decision making process since the Vilnius Summit in 2013. In 

addition, I will embark on analysing the divergent views about the Moldovan identity, the role of 

elites in constructing narratives later internalized by the population.  In addition, I will research 

how the European Union is perceived in Moldova and how strongly is the European identity 

socialized and internalized with the country. 

In the fifth chapter, I will provide an evaluation of the EU-Ukraine bilateral relations following 

Kyiv’s four foreign policy periods, I will examine the status of EaP mechanism implementation, 

and the difficulties encompassed throughout the last six years. Moreover, I will briefly study the 

impact of EuroMaidan on Ukraine’s foreign policy orientation after the Revolution of Dignity, 

Crimea annexation and the start of the unofficial war with Russia in Donbas. Plus, the third part 

of the chapter will investigate the Ukrainian identity-building process and its link with the 

European identity building initiative in the Ukrainian state. 

 

 

 



e) Methodology  

For the premises of this thesis qualitative methods are employed. I will use a mix of descriptive 

and explanatory studies with the purpose of analysing the existing data, to find a suitable academic 

explanation for the research questions. The data analysed includes primary sources (online 

discourses and official documents) and secondary sources (books, academic articles, think tank 

papers, journalistic sources). The period researched is between February 2014 (with the annexation 

of Crimea by Russia) until December 2020. This research employs methodological approaches 

based on the following research methods: interviews as a technique of data collection; documents 

as a technique of data collection; and multi-methods/triangulation as a technique of data collection  

As a methodological framework, we will use foreign policy analysis, understood as “the process 

and resultants of human decision making with reference to or having known consequences for 

foreign entities” (M.Hudson 2005). Since foreign policy analysis is a wide umbrella which 

includes multiple determinants that influence foreign policy decision makers and foreign policy 

decision making, this study will have a multifactorial and multilevel ground. Therefore, during the 

research I will employ both discourse analysis and document analysis because they offer us an 

important insight into the foreign policy decision making processes from both the EU, Russia but 

also from Kyiv, Tbilisi, and Chisinau. Discourse analysis will be used to explore the role of identity 

and Self-Other perception in foreign policy making. Foreign policy analysis will be used to explore 

the dynamics and changes in the Eastern Partnership and EU-Russia level of ambition. 

In addition, my methodological framework is supplemented with 30 qualitative interviews 

conducted in Georgia, Ukraine, Moldova, Brussels, Estonia, and the United States.   

The theoretical paradigm that will be employed during this research is constructivism. 

Constructivism is an international relations approach that places ideas, interests, norms at its core. 

We will focus on Alexander Wendt’s constructivist premises, thus the indicators that will be used 

in this thesis are identity, the normative structure, and the socialization process. Identity, as defined 

by constructivists, represents the construction of the self in opposition to an “other”. The 

constructivist approach does not take identity as fixed but rather claims that the actors (states) 

construct their identity from history, previous interactions, norms, and values. It is important to 

mention that since identities are constructed through interaction, they can alter. As defined by 

Wendt, a normative structure (the international system) constructs the identities and interest of the 



actors but also the interactions between the actors may lead to the replication or transformation of 

the structure (Wendt, 1992). The third indicator, the socialization process is “a causal process of 

learning identities and interests through social interaction” (Wendt 1999).  

 

Conclusions 

As the EaP countries are geographically situated on the Eurasian paths, it is expected that the Belt 

and Road Initiative of China will bring them new trade collaborations and generous infrastructure 

financing. This Chinese expansion in the region is translated in both improved ways of cooperation 

and threats for the European Union. Until now, EU is a strategic economic partner of the Eastern 

Partnership states, but China is starting to catch from behind. As for both bid players, the region 

is rather a small market, possible economic tensions between Brussels and Beijing are improbable. 

Nevertheless, if we take into account that economic power can be turned into political capital, both 

actors will try to broaden their influence and interests. And in the future, that might culminate with 

potential grievances and clashes on specific issues. 

In developing its superpower ambitions, “Beijing’s approach to ideology may be flexible, but its 

cumulative effect is to expand the space for authoritarianism” (Sullivan&Brands 2020). China is 

starting to position itself in a competition with the West on what type of political, economic and 

form of governance will dominate the 21st century. In turn, this is representing a great threat for 

the European Union, its governance system, democracy and all the values of the liberal world. In 

order to better prepare for a multipolar world, dominate by insecurity, Brussels needs to upgrade 

its knowledge on China and update its policies to include the competitive world views. 
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