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Abstract

This thesis investigates to what extent Moldova’s European integration ambitions impacted its
foreign policy developments between 2010-2025, and how Moldovan politicians positioned
themselves. The study uses Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA), complemented by Europeanization,
with particular focus on small states, sovereignty and Moldova’s interactions within a shared
neighbourhood. Methodologically, the thesis adopts a qualitative approach through Discourse
Analysis of Moldovan government documents and public statements. The findings show that
Moldova’s foreign policy has increasingly shifted towards the European path through renewed
cooperation and trade agreements, participation in international Common Security and Defence
Policy (CSDP) missions in line with the status-seeking FPA approach, and a recalibration of its
Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) alignment following Russia’s full-scale war
against Ukraine. However, scandals and crises have at times led citizens and politicians to
question the European path. The discourse increasingly returned to a pro-European orientation
under President Sandu, while Moldova simultaneously sought to counter Russian hybrid
actions. European integration has consequently moved beyond the European Neighbourhood
Policy (ENP), with EU membership, together with security, becoming a central foreign policy
objective. The thesis contributes to research on Moldova’s European integration, EU

enlargement and the interaction between Moldova, EU institutions and Member States.
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1. Introduction

In 2025, 80 years had passed since the second World War came to an end, and 75 years since
the first steps were taken to create what today is called the European Union (EU). The project
which was birthed to foster cooperation and peace has evolved into a unique entity that research
repeatedly tries to investigate to fully grasp what is possible or not for to achieve. In terms of
relevance for global politics, having an EU-angle can lead the researcher to anything from the
negotiations in the Council of the EU, to the European Parliament’s role in the bloc’s external
trade or in which direction the member state’s executives deem the Union to take at the
European Council. While there today are 27 members enjoying the full privileges (or burdens)
as fully part of the EU, the continent looked different in the 1950’s when initially only six
members made up the trade community. This means that European countries have the option,
to at least try to, both join and leave the union, which opens up for research to look into how

the processes around this can look like.

While the EU still to this day has succeeded in fostering internal peace, the continent and the
preconditions for the future of the Union took a drastic turn in 2022 when Russia launched its
full-scale war into Ukraine. The war has since lead to the highest number of lives lost since the
second World War (Mykhailenko, 2026) and accordingly become one of society’s, including
academia’s, key questions. Against this backdrop, this research turns to Ukraine’s much smaller
neighbour that has received less scholarly attention, the Republic of Moldova (hereinafter
Moldova), to investigate how the country’s European integration has progressed, both before
and after the full-scale war. Moldova, formerly part of the Soviet Union where it sometimes
was labelled as “Sunny Moldova” (Haynes, 2020, 144), is today a candidate country to the EU,
while existing in a new geographic reality, being located next to Ukraine, the EU, as well as the

Transnistrian situation.

The aim is to investigate how the post-soviet country is navigating its foreign policy during the
past fifteen years, and to explore what the European path has meant. While part of the European
Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), it has experienced hybrid threats, interference, corruption and a
new geopolitical reality after the Russia-Ukraine war. This thesis will begin by situating the
reader into what Moldova is, what historically has taken place on its territory, in a literature
review further on covering various geopolitical topics and trends in research the past couple of

years. Following that, the theoretical framework will be presented to understand the certain



lenses that will be used while analysing the research. The methodology of the thesis will then
be developed to show what material will be used, and how it will be used through Discourse
Analysis. After that comes the result and analysis section, which presents the Moldovan
statements and documents, and analyses the discourses through the theoretical framework in
order to answer the research questions. Lastly, the thesis will be summarized and concluded

with a section briefly touching upon future research relevant to the subject.

1.1 Research question

The research done in this thesis will aim to answer the following main research question 7o
what extent has Moldovas European integration ambitions impacted its foreign policy
developments between 2010-2025. With a clear time-period set out that is long enough for the
analysis to capture changing discursive constructions, the research will focus on developments
in statements and documents from Moldova. This will also include how European integration
is related to in society and how it is articulated in relation to foreign policy objectives and
developments to see the extent it has impacted it in. In addition to the above, a sub-question,
How have Moldovan politicians positioned themselves in the foreign policy developments?, also
guides the research to fully grasp the perspectives of the decision makers and the opposition
within Moldova, as they interact with citizens and deem to take the country forward as they see

best fitting.

1.2 Global politics relevance

This study is situated within the broader debates concerning sovereignty, regional integration,
foreign policy orientation and geopolitical competition in Europe’s eastern neighbourhood. The
relevance of the research comes from the changing geopolitical role of the EU and renewed
attention and appetite to enlargement as a strategic instrument of influence. Recent policy
discussions have brought up enlargement as one of the EU’s strongest geopolitical tools for
widening stability and its status beyond the current member states, in times of changing
alliances (Vancic, 2025). At the same time, Russia’s continued actions and influence in the post-
Soviet region has intensified the situation regarding the impacted states and its alignment,

security and sovereignty.

While existing research on Moldova and its European path often has focused on institutional
reforms and democratization, less attention has been given to how European integration
becomes politically meaningful and sustainable through discourses. Therefore, Moldova is a

relevant case for narrowing in on the competing influences between the EU and Russia, EU



enlargement and post-Soviet states to investigate how the small state of Moldova have

navigated and constructed its way within the evolving European integration.

2. Literature review
This chapter outlines the previous research on Moldova that has developed around several
interconnected themes diving into the country's contemporary political and geopolitical
situation, and how it connects to the country’s European integration. The chapter ends by

presenting the research gap that this thesis aims to contribute towards.

2.1 Identity construction and state formation

A recurring theme within the literature concerns the historical origins of Moldovan statehood
and the creation of a national identity. While scholars generally agree that historical
developments continue to shape contemporary political debates, they differ in how modern

Moldovan identity reflects historical continuity or political construction.

Haynes (2020) focuses on the perspective of the historical roots of Moldova, tracing its origins
to the medieval Principality of Moldova and highlighting the strategic significance of the region
due to its location between major political and economic centres, including important trading
routes. Throughout its history, the territory experienced rule by various powers, such as the
Ottoman Empire, the Russian Empire, as well as the Soviet Union, which created different
layers of influence. From this perspective, understanding Moldova’s current political challenges
requires recognising the long-term historical processes that shaped state institutions and

collective identities.

The creation of the Moldovian Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (MASSR) and later the
Moldovian Soviet Socialist Republic (MSSR) represented deliberate efforts by Soviet
authorities to cultivate a distinct Moldovan identity separate from Romania. This can, for
example, be seen through the Soviet Union incorporating Transnistria, a region with no
historical connections to Moldova (ibid, p.129, 138). Within the Soviet Union, MSSR was
viewed as part of the periphery with stable production of wine, tobacco, agricultural products
and sometimes categorized as “Sunny Moldova” for its weather that attracted the elites for
vacations. Haynes show that the Soviet approach attempted to balance the promotion of national
identities with broader projects of political integration and Russification, creating tensions that

remained unresolved throughout the Soviet era (ibid, pp.144-146).



A central debate emerging from this literature concerns whether Moldovan identity should be
viewed primarily as a continuation of historical statehood traditions or as a product of
contemporary political engineering. On one side, there are cultural and linguistic continuities
connecting Moldova to Romania, and on the other side, there are decades of Soviet governance
that generated a distinct political identity that continues to influence public attitude and political

behaviour today (ibid).

Another scholar, Stanescu (2024), takes a constructivist perspective and argues that Moldovan
national identity should not be understood as a fixed historical reality, but rather as an evolving
negotiated social construct shaped by language, institutions and competing geopolitical
influences. From this perspective, identity formation as well as nation-building occurs through
interactions between domestic actors and external influences, especially those originating from
Romania, Russia and the EU. Instead of viewing Moldovan and Romanian identities as
mutually exclusive categories, constructivist approaches emphasise the dynamic and evolving
nature of identity construction in post-Soviet Moldova. Negotiations in society between
different groups, reminded by the historical understandings, has led to a national identity that

opens up for further European integration.

In a similar manner, Baar and Jakubek (2017) challenge traditional understandings of identity
by demonstrating that multiple identity projects coexist simultaneously within Moldovan
society. Their research sheds light on the competition between Romanianism and Moldovianism
while also identifying the persistence of Russian-speaking and civic forms of identification.
Instead of producing a clear national consensus after independence, these competing identity

narratives have continued to shape political discourse and electoral outcomes.

All in all, the literature suggests that Moldovan identity cannot be explained solely through
historical continuity or Soviet legacy. Instead, scholarship interestingly focus on identity as the
outcome of ongoing interactions between historical memory, political institutions, language
policies and geopolitical competition. The significance of this debate goes beyond historical
interpretation, as competing understandings of national identity continue to influence
discussions regarding European integration, relations with Romania, language policy and
regional autonomy. The debate on identity therefore forms a solid foundation for understanding

Moldova’s broader political development.



2.2 Territorial autonomy and challenges to sovereignty

A second major theme in the literature touches upon the challenge that autonomous and
separatist regions pose to Moldovan sovereignty and stability. Research on Transnistria and
Gagauzia looks at both the origins of these territorial disputes, but also at their continued

persistence after independence.

While the ethnic and linguistic divisions comes from the Soviet period, Haynes (2020) argues
for Transnistria’s strategic importance coming from its industrial capacity, military
infrastructure and the ties with the Soviet military presence. The stationing of the Soviet 14"
Army/Red Army and the development of industrial facilities enhancing the military, is what
have strengthened the region’s ability to resist integration into Moldovan, encompassing 12%

of the full territory, state after its independence.

The literature further focuses on the decisive role of external actors. Both Haynes (2020) and
Baidus (2023) emphasise Russian military, political and economic support as crucial to the
survival of the Transnistrian regime, allowing for corruption and oligarchism to continue.
Although Russia formally recognised Moldova’s territorial integrity after the full war between
Transnistria and Moldova in 1992 (Haynes, 2020, p.157), Russian actions repeatedly contradict
this position directly and indirectly through support for separatist authorities. Incorporating the
role of another external actor, the US, a reason for its low priority of the Moldovan situation is

argued to be its larger focus of the former Yugoslavia (Baidaus, 2023, pp.276-279).

The research on Gagauzia by Delcour (2018) shows that Russian influence goes further than
just Transnistria, and includes extended engagement with actors and institutions in Gagauzia.
This has included the referendums of governor and the Eurasian Customs Union in 2014 and
2015, reinforcing the region’s autonomy and complicated Moldova’s efforts to consolidate full
authority. Burmester (2024) also brings up the predominance of Russian language in both the
Gagauzian and Transnistrian region, contributing to the maintenance of distinct political
orientations (pp.160, 168). Concluding this perspective, it is evident that scholars have different
focus on how important identity, economic interests and institutional development are for the
autonomous regions. Unresolved territorial disputes will continue to impact Moldova’s

domestic stability as well as foreign policy development.



It is also useful bringing up the debate around defining sovereignty, as it is commonly
understood as the authority of a state to exercise legitimate control over its territory, institutions
and foreign policy without external interference. However, scholars more and more view
sovereignty as dynamic rather than absolute, with Krasner (1999) arguing that sovereignty
incorporates practices that are repeatedly negotiated and frequently challenged in international
politics. In a similar way, Lake (2003) conceptualises sovereignty as relational and socially
constructed, and suggests that states may voluntarily constrain aspects of sovereign authority
through cooperation and institutional integration. Applying this perspective to Moldova, Berg
(2006) discusses that sovereignty cannot be viewed as fixed, but continuously shaped through
interactions between domestic actors and external political structures. He specifically looks at
Transnistria and Northern Cyprus, that have become “real facts”, despite not being
internationally recognised, at the same time also arguing that status quo often is seen as the best

solution for conflicting parties (pp.222-224).

Small states are generally more exposed to these challenges compared to larger states as they
have a harder time impacting their foreign policy outcomes. Vaicekauskaité (2017) discusses
that the possibility for small states to act independently to a large extent depends on social
cohesion domestically, geographic situation, geopolitical context as well as partaking in
international situations (p.8). Moreover, it is needed to define small states to show the
conditions that Moldova are set in. Vaicekauskaité (2017) defines small states as states that are
not great powers and therefore not able to impact the international order, as well as not able to
change the relationship towards the greater powers on its own. With limited population, territory
size and military power, a small state is not able to even at a regional level defend its political
interests. Historical circumstances play a key role for small states when it impacts its relations
with great powers (pp.8-9), while Knudsen (1996) instead focuses on small states relationships
with great powers as fundamental, rather than size. The definition used in this thesis for small
states is reaffirmed by Panke and Thorhallsson (2024) who sets the criterions around
population, size of military and economic power (p.501). With Moldova’s non-existing military
industry and an army not capable of combat (Socor, 2022), together with its population at

around 2.4 million (Pomerantsev, 2025), it will be categorised as a small state in this thesis.

2.3 Moldovan foreign policy

Arguably the most prominent theme in contemporary literature surrounding Moldova concerns

Moldova’s position between the EU and Russia. Moldova is portrayed as a state located within



a contested geopolitical space where competing ideas of political and economic development
intersect. Some scholars tend to interpret Moldova’s post-independence trajectory as one
characterised by a path towards Europe. Verdun and Chira (2008) argue that Moldova’s
engagement with European institutions began as early as the late 1990s with the first joint
agreements in place and represented an effort to slowly but steadily move towards the EU
(p-433). Crudu, Zubenschi and Nastase (2021) instead discusses 2003 as the first time that

Moldova saw European integration as paramount for its foreign policy (p.64).

Other scholars have a more cautious assessment, as Nizhnikau (2019) argues that EU policies
often focus on public reform outcomes instead of addressing deeper institutional weaknesses
and the oligarchic structures that would require systematic changes. From this perspective,
formal alignment with European norms does not automatically translate into meaningful
institutional transformation. Continuing on, the literature also looks at Russia’s evolving role in
Moldova. As Delcour (2018) brings up, Russian policy shifted from relatively passive
engagement during the 1990s to a more active and coercive strategy in the 2000s. Instruments
such as trade restrictions through a wine ban among others, energy dependence and support for
pro-Russian political actors, such as the Orthodox church and certain politicians, grew in
importance as tools of influence. Russia has used conditionality similarly to the EU, but with a
primarily geopolitical angle rather than policy-specific logic. 2013 is brought up as a time when
Russia increased its support for anti-EU actors, and its approach can be summarized in
combining economic pressure with political engagement and support for regional actors

opposed to deeper European integration.

Burmester (2024) also contributes to the academic debate by coining Moldova’s situation as
being in a “shared neighbourhood” between the EU and Russia, and adds a critical standpoint
to the scholarship that the influences from the EU and Russia are viewed too separately. This
sees an artificial distinction between the two actors that frequently act in the same political
sphere and seek influence over the same domestic institutions. Another critical view is that there

is a general bias towards Western knowledge in academia (pp.16-18).

Another trend in research concerning Moldova’s foreign policy is what happens in Ukraine, and
its relations with Moldova. Haynes (2020) describes that relations between the two countries
were challenging in the 1990s, and that the relations only saw developments after agreeing on

territorial questions in 1998 (p.168). The geopolitical angle is developed by the discussion that



events occurring in Ukraine has also had an impact on Moldova and its foreign policy, with the
example of the Orange revolution in 2004 as a reason for Moldovan leaders to turn more
towards the EU (ibid, p.173). Buscaneanu (2008) brings up a view of the relations between the
two countries that Moldova rarely adopts new internally crafted foreign and security policies

and instead takes its inspiration from Ukraine or the EU (p.4).

As Verdun and Chira (2008) argues, Moldova only has to benefit from a scenario where Ukraine
and their European integration ambition and reality were to be strengthened (p.432). More
recent research from Burmester (2025) confirms this as fast forward to the mid 2020s, Ukraine
situation being in a full-scale war and the renewed European interest which has blown out, it is
no doubt that what happens in Ukraine affects Moldova. Moldova entered a state of emergency
after the war broke out, with fears of what was to come. Some of the changes that can be seen
are removal of Russian influence, a more rapid democratisation process and by the EU in

showing combined support for Ukraine and Moldova (pp.8-18).

2.4 EU governance and policy tools

A fourth substantial theme in research concerns the effectiveness of EU policy tools in
promoting political reform, stability and enlargement in the EU’s eastern neighbourhood,
including Moldova. The European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) has attracted substantial
scholarly attention since its launch in 2004, with particular interest into the launch of the Eastern
Partnership (EaP) in 2009 (Schumacher, 2018, pp.1-4), as well as the revisions in 2011 and
2015 that saw its focus shifting towards conflict resolution and renewed approaches depending
on the partner countries’ ambitions (Burmester, 2024, p.12). Schumacher (2018) continues to
discuss the ENP as a framework through which the EU institutionalised relations with
neighbouring states while promoting political and economic cooperation. For Moldova, the
ENP represented the first structured framework for closer engagement with the EU’s institutions
that opened the doors for an Association Agreement (AA) and Action Plans. ENP stands out as
an alternative to countries in the region between Russia and the EU who have experienced or

fear Russia’s use of violent means when in disagreement (pp.1-4).

However, scholars disagree regarding the ENP’s effectiveness. Verdun and Chira (2008) view
the ENP as an important stepping stone towards eventual European integration, and continue to
argue that the policy introduced mechanisms of conditionality and reform, similar to those used

during previous enlargement rounds. At the other end, Crudu, Zubenschi and Nastase (2021)



instead pictures the ENP as a tool developed by the EU as a substitute for enlargement due to
internal “enlargement fatigue” (p.61). Therefore, Moldova and its EaP neighbours have been

encouraged to adopt reforms without receiving a credible membership perspective.

Research on EU missions provides further insights into the broader debate regarding interaction
between the EU and a receiving country open for further European integration. One mission
that has received scholarly attention is the European Union Border Assistance Mission
(EUBAM) to Moldova and Ukraine. Cantir and Kennedy (2015) discusses that the mission, that
was launched in 2005, has contributed to strengthening border management and reducing
opportunities for corrupt trade, particularly regards to Transnistria. By requiring companies
operating in Transnistria to register with Moldovan authorities, the mission increased
Moldova’s regulatory influence despite the absence of direct territorial control. Djuric (2012)
further argues that EUBAM improved customs cooperation, enhanced border-management
capacities and strengthened coordination and cooperation between Moldovan and Ukrainian
authorities. At the same time, when evaluating the mission, it is shown to not have contributed
in any larger ways to resolving the Transnistrian conflict, partly due to the mission focusing on
administrative challenges instead of the political hurdles (pp.8-15). While Levy (2011) brings
up that the main goal of EUBAM was conflict resolution, border management is of extra
importance to Moldovan authorities as a great part of its population works abroad. With its
strategic location between the EU and Russia, the mission is also viewed by some as a
“laboratory for experimenting with fresh forms of border and migration management” (pp.153-

158).

Recent literature on the eastern neighbourhood has also brought up a new EU initiative in
Moldova, the European Partnership Mission (EUPM). Koval¢ikova, De Agostini and Catena
(2025) discusses that the mission, which was launched in 2023, has shown a shift in focus, that
used to be more on border management and governance, and now instead turns more towards
security and hybrid threats. The mission stands out as an innovative approach through
adaptability and scalability, as a recipe for capacity building, as an answer to growing concerns
regarding Russian activities in the region following its full-scale war into Ukraine (pp.3-4).
While the mission is difficult to alone analyse in greater extents with its short existence, Baltag
and Eaglestone (2025) argue in their early assessment that EUPM, together with support
through the European Peace Facility (EPF), at the time had managed to strengthen the capacity

of Moldova to counter hybrid threats from Russia (p.636). It remains to be seen what the long-



term contributions of the mission beyond the scope of the current literature and the research

period of this thesis will be.

Taken together, the literature demonstrates an ongoing debate regarding the effectiveness of EU
engagement in Moldova, taking its focus areas and limitations into consideration. With this in
mind, the tools cannot be assessed alone and on its own policy specification but rather combined
with the political and institutional context in which they operate, at the national and the EU

level, to see its contribution to Moldova’s European integration.

2.5 Research Gap

The existing literature provides thorough insights into Moldova’s historical development,
national identity, territorial challenges, enlargement and foreign policy. Research has also
touched upon EU policy tools and their effectiveness. While the discussion around Moldova’s
national identity connects with its European integration ambitions, there are limitations in the
previous research. Several of the themes brought up, such as territorial challenges, relations
with its neighbours and the EU policy tools, rarely go into analysing how these variables
together have impacted Moldova’s European integration. Enlargement is a heavy process that
requires time and money invested, and it is needed as much from the EU as Moldova. Therefore,
the research will not only consider the Moldovan perspective, but also reactions from Russia
and the EU. Another trend in research is that the attitude towards enlargement, the EU’s
relations with eastern countries and the design of EU missions have changed during the research
period, adding another layer to the gap. Lastly, research on European integration in the eastern
neighbourhood, both before and after Russia’s invasion, tend to focus more on Ukraine, hence

this study sets out to contribute on research by focus on the less researched country Moldova.

3. Theoretical and analytical framework

This chapter sets out the theoretical and analytical lenses which will guide this thesis. It starts
by presenting Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA) and Europeanization and is followed by
connecting the perspectives to the empirical material and how the theories are operationalised

and moved into analytical categories for the discourse analysis.

3.1 Foreign Policy Analysis

Foreign Policy Analysis is the first and overarching analytical lens used to interpret the

empirical material and support answering the research questions. FPA is a field with a long

10



history that explains behaviours in foreign policy as well as the processes within foreign
policymaking. Overall, it looks at the various interests, actors and institutions that shape foreign
policies, with a focus on the decision-making at the domestic arena. It remains with a focus on
the humans that, alone or together with others, impact decision-making between or inside
countries. This thesis will use a modern approach to FPA that enables the investigation to go
beyond the state, to also include businesses, substate actors and international organizations
(Kaarbo and Thies, 2024, pp.1-8), enabling the analysis to consider breakaway regions and the
EU. The red thread of the thesis going beyond the state in a traditional sense, Europeanization
will follow to complement FPA’s broader focus, by focusing on European integration. Together,
these perspectives support analysing how Moldova’s European integration ambitions are

formulated and legitimised within the discourse.

Rosenau (1968) brought forward one of the earlier and fundamental works of analysing foreign
policy. He discussed the need for analysis to move beyond focusing on single cases in a limited
context to instead investigate in a comparative manner where decision-making and leaders can
be situated in a wider context (pp.296-301), which here enables Moldova’s foreign policy
orientation to be situated within a broader regional and geopolitical context. He continued by
showing an example that even the historical “polar extremes”, the Soviet Union and the US
needed to be further compared and analysed. Finally, as analysis extending beyond the state
enables attention to broader political interactions, it is important to include the role of

institutions and consequences of a changed international system (pp.305-313).

To specify how FPA will be applied analytically, Foreign Policy of Small States is used as the
sub-category guiding the interpretation of Moldovan political discourse. First, FPA and small
states can be viewed from a status-seeking and constructivist approach, where the actors are
socially constituted in the structures of ideas, and not from a rationalist standpoint.
Constructivism from a liberal perspective looks at how domestic actors adapt to events in the
international arena and consequently discourses are formed domestically how to approach the
challenges. Status in the international community is pointed out as less crucial for larger states
compared to small states, as the latter interacts internationally based upon it. Taking part in
peacekeeping missions is one way to gain status. Another aspect impacting small sates foreign

policy is when changing identities takes place (Panke and Thorhallsson, 2024, pp.508-509).

11



Panke and Thorhallsson (2024) continues to develop three sub-categories for small states in
FPA that the analysis will utilise. The shelter-seeking approach brings up that small states will
overall have less capacity compared to bigger actors, therefore they are in need of shelter
provided by large organizations or states. Diplomatic and military support comes from political
shelter, which emphasises the small state’s presence and fundamental existence in the
international system. This view goes against neorealist views that all states have the same
opportunities, further pointing out the importance of which kind of shelter it may seek for its
survival. Moving on, the neutrality approach is discussed, which encompasses that small states
would not be able to navigate in the international arena if they do not stay neutral by “hiding”.
In this case, small states hide both from other states and international organizations. The final
sub-category is the hedging approach that sees a small state trying to gain as much benefits as
possible while keeping down the costs by, to a certain extent, taking shelter from a powerful
actor, but at the same time, open up for coalitions on certain policies by other actors (pp.503-
505). These categories are used to interpret how Moldova’s foreign policy development is

articulated within the discourse.

As concluding remarks for this section of FPA, it is also needed to define what is meant by
‘foreign policy’. Alden and Aran (2017) argue that foreign policy consists of the engagement
between states, institutions and people in the international system. It is an activity at the
intersection between the domestic and external sphere, that only have become more fluid by
globalization (p.1, 107). FPA is applied as a theoretical framework for examining how foreign
policy priorities and international positioning are constructed in official discourse, and the view
that small states must be viewed from the unique characteristics it brings to the discussion in
being set between the EU and Russia. Europeanization, itself situated in the foreign policy
discussions as well, brings in the perspective that is unique for the EU, its member states and

the neighbouring states wishing to join the bloc.

3.2 Europeanization

Europeanization is applied in thesis primarily through Anderlini (2023) and his
conceptualisation of Europeanization as an interactive and multidirectional process, stemming
from research into ENP countries. Previous research into Europeanization often looks at top-
down approaches, role of Russia and similar actors, and the role of local actors in domestic
change, as explanations. This has included if enlargement policy and conditionality have led to

domestic change, and how the EU have been clear about that ENP tools have been inspired by
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recent enlargement rounds (p.20). As discussed in the previous section by Burmester (2024)
that earlier research rarely systematically compares the EU and Russia’s actions in ENP
countries (p.16-18), Anderlini (2023) points at how Europeanization lately have gained
scholarly addition to nuance the neighbourhood and not over-rely the role of the EU, while also
incorporating Russian impact on reforms. While governments’ role is brought up as an example
of domestic actors (p.20), this thesis will also include the role of the autonomous regions of
Transnistria and Gagauzia in shaping Moldovan discourse. Anderlini (2023) elaborates on
Europeanization by the critique towards the framework to not limit itself to solely top-down or
bottom-up processes, by for example including the aspect that policies after adoption also must
be implemented in the ENP country’s institutions, as well as the role of negotiations and
interactions taking place between domestic actors and the EU (p.20). As this section has shown
that Europeanization encompasses more than solely an EU-angle, the theoretical framework
takes this into account by not limiting itself to the “reactions in Brussels”, but to include wider

patterns and interactions among the political elite as well as business actors (ibid, 64-67).

Europeanization is in this thesis defined as a process taking place at different directions, speed
and paths through institutionalization and construction of formal and informal rules, policies,
norms and beliefs. Decisions are first taken at the EU-level and accordingly moved to the
domestic arena and to the domestic political structure, but with an emphasis that
Europeanization is an interactive process, and therefore domestic actors continue to contest with
the EU actors. And as the process is interactive to such a large extent, analysis cannot stop at
adoption of an EU norm, but must continue until its implementation is completed. In order to
reach the political outcome that the political leadership of a state has set course towards, faulty

institutions and lacking state capacity must be addressed (Anderlini, 2023, 21-22).

The reason why the thesis does not solely take a Moldovan viewpoint when analysing its
European integration is discussed by Neuman Stanivukovi¢ (2017) who explains the duality
surrounding Europeanization. While the EU defines developments at the domestic political
level, the same domestic level continues to reproduce EU’s own norms. The EU itself is a
concept that has been constructed through discourses, hence why Europeanization best is
studied as a multidirectional process through discourses (pp.1-3). Drawing on a poststructuralist
perspective, Neuman Stanivukovi¢ (2017) develops Europeanization to focus research “how
EU norms are transforming, and are concurrently being transformed by, the domestic policy

process” (p.46). Following this perspective, Europeanization is suitable for analysing how
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political meanings attached to European integration are reproduced through discourse (ibid,

p.47).

Anderlini (2023) continues to define Europeanization by introducing two sub-categories,
“Europeanization and enlargement countries” and “Europeanization and countries of the
Eastern Partnership” (p.49). Moldova was admitted candidate status by the EU in 2022 and
opened accession negotiations in 2023 (at the same time also declaring interest to withdraw
from the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS)) (Burmester, 2024, 2-3), hence Moldova
is applicable to the framework mentioned above.

Europeanization and enlargement countries: While Europeanization earlier
focused on EU member states and their institutional adoption, the EU’s expansion in the in the
early 2000s gave researchers the opening to expand the horizon of the theoretical framework.
Instead of countries’ adopting new policies as a consequence of membership, the new scenario
instead saw countries adopting policies based on conditionality with the hopes of getting EU
membership in return. Europeanization in enlargement countries therefore takes place through
conditionality, meaning the rewards or sanction applied by the EU depending on the level of
compliance. It also builds on how elites at the domestic level open up for EU rules after
convincing from the EU level, and lastly, the scenario when EU rules are implemented as the
best-case solution to domestic challenges. This is also followed by the introduction of “de-
Europeanization”, as institutional change takes time and needs continuation, and illiberal actors
and their ability to withstand EU pressure can impact a country’s trajectory. Lastly,
Europeanization shall not solely be viewed from a legislative standpoint, but also include the
country’s ability to get used to the “ways of doing things” as done in the EU (Anderlini, 2023,
49-52).

Europeanization and countries of the Eastern Partnership: The final aspect of
Anderlini’s (2023) definition of Europeanization looks at Europeanization with the introduction
of the ENP and the practice of external governance that now went beyond enlargement. As EU
norms were in question, similar to that of enlargement like liberal values, of being adopted in
countries, but in a scenario where EU membership was not realistic any time soon. This shows
the EU borrowing structures from enlargement to the ENP, and can be classified as
“conditionality-light” as the incentives were lower and costs higher. Therefore, the lack of
membership chances is presented as a credible answer to the EU’s failure in the ENP not
progressing further in receiving countries. Continuing on, one of the challenges for the ENP is

the shortage of internal coherence, as the EU institutions and member states share the various
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responsibilities in implementation and agenda-setting in foreign policy. A clear example of this
can be seen in the EU’s sanctions against Russia after its full-scale war, with certain member

states going out against the institutions’ agenda (p.52-55).

To further set up Europeanization to complement FPA as the theoretical framework, Crudu,
Zubenschi and Nastase (2021) discusses Europeanization as the relationship between the EU
and the external policy of a country. To this there are three dimensions, a country’s ability to
adapt national structures and processes as foreseen by the EU, effort by the country to create a
“common European framework”, and the recreation of identity (p.58-69). As discussed in the
previous chapter, Moldovan identity has been recreated and continuously negotiated since
gaining independence, while still being pluralistic, ensuring that Europeanization allows the
analysis to see how identity relates to European integration. Therefore, Europeanization is not
applied to evaluate the success of Moldova’s integration process, but rather to analyse how
European integration becomes politically meaningful and legitimate within Moldovan official
discourse. They further build up Europeanization as a framework that sees the EU’s ability to
use its normative power to create stability and development, as well as a shift in loyalty from
the domestic level to the EU level. At the same time, the policymaking is intertwined at both
said levels. Nevertheless, the framework works on the assumption that Europeanization goes

beyond EU’s (current) member states (p.58-69).

3.3 Operationalisation

Moving from definitions to practical usage, FPA is operationalised through the sub-categories
of small states. Instead of explaining the foreign policy outcomes, the small states framework
is used to analyse howe Moldova’s international positioning and European integration
ambitions are formulated in the discourse. The analysis will look at whether political actors
frame Moldova as requiring external shelter for a change of trajectory, maintaining neutrality
as the leading ambition or balancing relations through hedging. These categories will allow the
analysis to capture developments and show the extent that Moldova has taken to certain

directions through discursive representations.

Europeanization is operationalised as an interactive and multidirectional process through which
political meaning is produced and negotiated. The analysis examines how official discourse
represents European integration in relation to conditionality, enlargement and adaption to

European practices. Attention is given to situations where integration is formulated as a
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desirable trajectory, or not a desirable trajectory, where domestic actors justify reforms through
referencing the EU, and explicit or implicit cases of “ways of doing things”. The analytical
dimension of “de-Europeanization” is used to identify tensions, resistance or alternative
political directions that challenge European integration. As per Neuman Stanivukovi¢’s (2017)
perspective of understanding discourse as both reproducing and transforming political meaning,
Europeanization acts as a lens to see how Moldovan actors construct and reinterpret meanings

attached to Europe, as well as how contextual material from the EU follows up on this.

Therefore, chapter 5 analyses how Moldova’s European integration ambitions are formulated,
legitimised and reproduced within official discourse and how these processes relate to broader

interactions between Moldova, the EU and Russia.

4. Methodology

This chapter presents the research design of the thesis, which sets out what kind of material will
be analysed, presenting the method and how it will be operationalised, how the material will be
found and what will be used from it. This will be developed to show the connection to the
research puzzle and how the theoretical framework fits into this picture. At the end, limitations
will be brought up to pinpoint what is not within the scope of this thesis and how certain
weaknesses will be dealt with.
Below is the research question as well as the sub-question that will be answered in the thesis:
1. To what extent has Moldova’s European integration ambitions impacted its foreign
policy developments between 2010-2025?
- How have Moldovan politicians positioned themselves in the foreign policy

developments?

4.1 Data Collection

This thesis takes a qualitative approach with material selected in order to answer the research
question by analysing discourse. This data that has been collected comes from the Moldovan
perspective, such as statements and speeches from the President, Prime minister, Government
offices or opposition figures. Statements made to the public through interviews with media has
also been considered. It also includes documents officially published by the Moldovan
government or ministries. The material was selected by searching on the open internet,
searching in the archives of the presidency and the government offices, as well as going through

newspapers looking for interviews with relevant actors. This data, that includes the nodal points
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and additional terms as selection criteria: foreign policy, European integration, the European
path, EU, EU member states, enlargement, sovereignty, security, Russia and survival, will allow
for the analysis to situate the discourses in a broader context of Moldova’s geopolitical situation.
The data is gathered within a set time period, 2010-2025, to narrow the analysis and to research
a question that can be answerable within the scope of the thesis. The domestic political situation
will also be defined by showing an historical overview of Moldova’s Presidents and Prime
ministers with their ideologies and party affiliations. All of the material selected is published in

English as the language.

In addition to the data from the Moldovan perspective, data such as documents and speeches
from the EU and Russia will be included as contextual. This data was found by searching
directly at the EU’s and Russian public websites and archives, as well as statements made in
Moldovan media by either side. This is done because answering the research questions,
Moldova’s European integration, is not a one-side decision or journey, but a continuous

cooperation and negotiation.

4.2 Discourse Analysis

The method used in this thesis connects back to the theoretical framework, as research on
Europeanization is best captured through discourses, as it can reveal if processes and ideas have
moved from the EU level to domestic discourses (Anderlini, 2023, pp.19-21). The compatibility
of FPA, including Europeanization, as the theoretical framework is underscored by the focus
on discourses that is as relevant for FPA in understanding how foreign policy is impacted by
language (Ostermann and Sjdstedt, 2023, p.101). Therefore, the analysis will investigate how
discourses portrayed and reconstructed show how Moldova’s European integration has
progressed, the different directions it has gone and how politicians have used language and
power in public. FPA and Europeanization is used in the analysis as analytical lenses to make

sense of the discursive developments.

Discourse Analysis (DA) builds on the ideas by Foucault in which discourses are “practices that
systematically form the objects of which they speak™ and the power relations connected to
institutions and political leaders. Their power depends to a certain extent on the receivers and
how much that can be influenced, and if the leaders are accepted by the audience (ibid, p.104-
107). Continuing on, discourses are formed by concepts and ideas that can be interpretated

either in written or spoken language, that sets up a political issue (ibid, p.101), which in this
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context is how the post-soviet state of Moldova has balanced their foreign policy developments
with their aspirations for European integration. Ostermann and Sjdstedt (2023) also discusses
that DA is useful in seeing how certain social structures such as violence or money is able to
influence foreign policymaking, enabling the analysis to consider both structures and agency.
Material factors in itself do not play a role in DA, but how they are spoken about and related to
the solution of a problem are of relevance. And while analysing language, the scenario of double
hermeneutics according to the post-positivist epistemology can be seen as the interpretation
rests on already interpreted events. With this in mind, DA as a method works well in
understanding specific contexts and the effects that comes from the language analysed,

compared to other more general scenarios (p.101-104).

One of the foundations of Discourse Analysis and why it was picked is because it incorporates
the broader context around the text and speeches. Content analysis would have done the
opposite and instead limit the analysis to solely the text, with no wider considerations (Halperin
and Heath, 2020, p.365). This makes it appropriate for the research question to look at a time
period longer than just a few years, to be able to see changes over time and meanings are
reconstructed. Using Discourse Analysis as a method is also a way of setting up a “casual story”
that picks out some factors more than others as the explanation. This also means that while
foreign policy decisions are not made solely because of a particular historical event, it is made
possible partly because of it (ibid, 104-105). The analysis will therefore connect back to the
literature review in showing how the discourses are intertwined with Moldova’s historical

context, in addition to the theoretical framework when answering the research question.

Ostermann and Sjostedt (2023) continues to look at what DA specifically by bringing up certain
examples, the first one being that the analysis is not limited to one actor, but should instead
incorporate various actors and sources. This can be leading officials, opposition leaders or
institutions, and to look for traditions, emotions and symbols from said actors. The second
example is the case of predication, which looks for the inclusion of adjectives or adverbs. This
can be seen when speaking of the Russia-Ukraine war as the war of Putin and not the people.
Moving on, examples of what is looked for when using DA can also be nodal points like
concepts, or narratives by tying together the history of an event together with the imagined
future. Lastly, short metaphors can also be of importance in discourses, often cultural, and can

reveal the importance in what is being conveyed (p.105-106).
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Lastly, Wodak (2018) goes beyond the linguistic and contextualising processes of DA, and also
looks more specifically at power and how it is portrayed through a socio-historical context.
Therefore, it is relevant to research ‘“verbal and non-verbal practices of large social
communities” as a way of tracing emerging themes in discourses. The discourses exist in
various societal settings as well as through various media. Further on, discourses are not just
how language is used to portray social phenomena, but rather a way of how social objects are

constituted, including the surroundings, context and interplay with other actors (pp.3-5).

With the above definition and presentation of what DA entails, the section will now continue
by showing how the analysis will be operationalised in the Moldovan case. A discourse centred
analysis is chosen because the purpose of the research is to examine how the Moldovan
leadership and politicians construct the meaning of European integration. Since the research
question concerns changes in language and political ideas rather than policy outcomes, DA is
more suitable than quantitative methods. The discourse analysis in the following chapter will
be implemented through representations, nodal points and historical context. First of all,
representations will be analysed in how actors are represented, constructed in discourses or
played down in relevance for political reasons. The analysis will examine both domestic actors,
including breakaway regions, but also external actors and how the representation of the actors
develop over time. Secondly, the thesis will analyse nodal points, being key terms used when
exploring the material and to narrow down the data into finding the discourses relevant for this
research. Those nodal points are European integration, European path, Russia, EU,
neighbouring countries, sovereignty, security and democracy. The analysis will examine how
these terms are formed and articulated by political actors, how they are interconnected and how
their meanings change from 2010 to 2025. Lastly, the analysis will remain committed to the
historical context surrounding the discourses by concretely analysing the discourses interpreted
in relation to key political developments, including the signing of the Association Agreement
and banking scandal, the election of Sandu as President and Russia’s full-scale war, to examine
whether these events correspond to shifts in foreign policy discourse. Through this analytical
procedure, the research examines how the discourses are framed surrounding Moldova’s

European integration ambitions and foreign policy developments.

4.3 Limitations

The research design set out to enable the thesis to answer the research question positioned in

the research gap is done is the way that is deemed as the most suitable within the time that exists
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and with the material that is available for doing Discourse analysis. In terms of finding relevant
material that can give insights into Moldovan foreign policy between 2010-2025, there are
challenges, one being that as Moldova has Romanian as its official language, it leads to certain
documents not taken into consideration for this research. While translation tools are possible to
use when a document has been found and deemed relevant, the limitation is that some
documents can only be found if searches into archives and publications are done in Romanian.
In a similar way, in order to analyse the role that Russia and Russian actors have played, certain
documents may only exist in Russian. However, this challenge is likely to not play any major
role as impact on Moldovan foreign policy shall be traceable through DA, without the need to
do extensive research in the Russian language. And as Russia’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs
posts certain statements in English, the same consideration applies as for all material, to

consider who the sender is when seeing the discourses and what they lead to.

When trying to answer the research question set out, another useful method would have been
to conduct semi-structured interviews. This would have allowed the research to look at
bureaucrats and their role below the level of the leading officials and politicians, and for
interviews to be adaptable based on the answers to find other directions useful in Moldova’s
European integration ambitions. However, this is countered by extensive background research
on the topic, wide-spanning consideration of material combined with a narrowed down research
question that allows the thesis to fulfil the set-out goals as well as a concluding discussion
giving recommendations for further research. Semi-structured interviews would also have
required ethical considerations regarding consent and confidentiality, in particular bureaucrats
with sensitive knowledge. As this thesis is based solely on publicly available material, these

ethical considerations do not arise.

Another consideration relevant for limitations around the thesis is the aspect that since Moldova
and Ukraine became candidate countries by the EU, they did so at the same time and therefore
their applications are coupled together in the current negotiation process (Jozwiak, 2025). This
may bring limitations in the analysis ability to solely consider Moldova and their domestic
process determining if a turn towards EU is the suiting decisions, as factors mainly impacting
Ukraine might affect Moldova only because of the bids being tied together as of now. Therefore,
it is useful for the analysis to consider a long enough period for this consideration not to

eventually colour the full analysis. In addition to the above, it is worth noting that the EU is in
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this thesis viewed with the emphasis of being a political union, with the economic aspects still

there in the equation but not as the primary focus.

5. Result and Analysis

This chapter examines Moldova’s European integration through discourses in how it has
impacted the country’s foreign policy development, and is divided into three sections. In order
to understand the political landscape in Moldova between 2010-2025, the below table presents
an overview of the different Presidents and prime ministers. It is also worth noting that up until

2016, the President was elected by parliament, and since then through direct elections (Douglas,

2017).

As of Dec 31" | Pregident Prime minister
2010 Marian Lupu (interim) — social- Vlad Filat (PLDM)
democrat, pro-EU
2011 Marian Lupu (interim) — social- Vlad Filat (PLDM)
democrat, pro-EU
2012 Nicolae Timofti — “neutral”, pro- Vlad Filat (PLDM)
democratic reforms
2013 Nicolae Timofti — “neutral”, pro- Iurie Leanca (PLDM)
democratic reforms
2014 Nicolae Timofti — “neutral”, pro- Iurie Leanca (PLDM)
democratic reforms
2015 Nicolae Timofti — “neutral”, pro- Gheorghe Brega (PL) (several changes
democratic reforms during the year)
2016 Igor Dodon — conservative, pro-Russia | Pavel Filip (PDM)
2017 Igor Dodon — conservative, pro-Russia | Pavel Filip (PDM)
2018 Igor Dodon — conservative, pro-Russia | Pavel Filip (PDM)
2019 Igor Dodon — conservative, pro-Russia | Ion Chicu (independent/PSRM/PDM)
2020 Maia Sandu — liberalism, pro-EU Ion Chicu (independent/PSRM/PDM)
2021 Maia Sandu — liberalism, pro-EU Natalia Gavrilita (PAS)
2022 Maia Sandu — liberalism, pro-EU Natalia Gavrilita (PAS)
2023 Maia Sandu — liberalism, pro-EU Dorin Recean (PAS)
2024 Maia Sandu — liberalism, pro-EU Dorin Recean (PAS)
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2025 Maia Sandu — liberalism, pro-EU Alexandru Munteanu (PAS)

Table 1 (Douglas, 2017; Government of Republic of Moldova, 2016:2025; Infotag, 2025; IPN,
2012b; Moldova.org, 2019:2021; OCCRP, 2015; Pavlovschi, 2024; Presidency of the Republic
of Moldova, 2013:2016¢:2016b:2025; RFE/RL, 2019:2023)

5.1 Constructing Moldova as a European neighbour (2010-2013)

The Prime minister at the time in 2010, Vlad Filat, part of the government coalition “Alliance
for European Integration”, spoke to media in an optimistic manner regarding Moldova’s future,
reiterated Moldova’s military neutrality that could only be changed by a referendum and the

Transnistrian situation would not be solved before EU membership. Filat also stated that:

“We're not waiting for the EU to invite us to come to Europe. We've
decided to take action and go to Europe ourselves. The integration process
is lengthy and requires many internal reforms. And integration doesn't
mean immediate membership, but also integration into European values”

(Wélfl, 2010).

The discourse by Filat above shows a leader that has a vision for the country and that he wants
the wider public to believe in those attempts. What becomes evident is also that political and
military alignment is two completely different things, as he sees no change in military alignment
but want the whole country to move toward Europe. Concerning the nodal point ‘European
integration’, Filat here contributes to a discursive distinction by pinpointing that integration
does not mean automatic membership, but rather the start of a transformation of time and
resources that shall take the country towards “something better”. The discursive discussion by
Filat of adapting Moldovan identity to European values is reaffirmed by the literature review
and the academic work of Stanescu (2024) who in a constructivist approach explained
Moldovan national identity as evolving and partly shaped by institutions, opening up for
advancing European integration. In terms of representations, Filat takes an “honest” approach
early on to inform the citizens that the EU is not an institution you can sit and wait to come and
embrace you, and instead builds it up as a future that Moldova must take decisions on its own
to get towards. This representation aligns with Anderlini (2023) Europeanzation lens that builds

on an interactive relationship between the EU and the neighbouring country (pp.21-22).
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Filat continued the interview by arguing why students in Transnistria must take exams in
Romania, as the civil servants must speak the official language of the country. Further on, he
spoke on the issue of Moldovan citizens living in the past and not realizing how developed
other European countries are. Lastly, Filat made it clear that “Transnistria is a European
problem, and that will remain the case until Moldova is part of the EU” (W6lfl, 2010). With the
historical context of the Transnistrian region that mainly has spoken Russian, Filat is here
constructing the demands for Transnistrian citizens the same as for Moldovan citizens, using it
to try and downplay the Russian language. With the last quote, the EU is represented in the
discourse as an actor with greater powers than it might actually consist of. It is contra productive
of Filat to both claim that Transnistria is integrated into Moldova while at the same time claim
that it’s a European problem and not primarily a national problem. So far, nothing points to the
EU having a “magical solution” to the Transnistrian problem, even if Moldova one day becomes
a full EU-member. This does however show that Moldovan foreign policy challenges would
become EU foreign policy challenges on the day of membership. In parallel, Filat is repeatedly

setting up the EU as an actor represented by benefits to the citizens.

In a separate interview in 2010 with the national news agency, Filat brought up the challenges
Moldova had seen before his time in position, with frozen relation with partner countries and
for the country to survive. An important development was also the start of the Association
Agreement negotiations. He stressed how the current government had “restored relations with
Romania”, including financial support from Romania and now being “mutually beneficial”.
Filat mentioned the relations with Ukraine as a priority and now saw a “very positive dynamic”,
with experts from EUBAM supporting on the border activities. The country also saw relations
with Russia promoted, with new impulse through political contacts at a high level, as Filat had
met Putin two times recently, only mentioning visa and trade questions from the agenda. He
also brought up developed relations with several EU countries as well as prioritising the
Transnistrian conflict settlement despite no restart of 5+2 (Chisinau, Tiraspol, OSCE, Russia

and Ukraine + EU and USA) talks (Infotag, 2010).

Filat here touched upon several of the nodal points and showing his discursive articulation of
them. Through the FPA theoretical framework and its sub-categories, the nodal points of the
EU, Russia and neighbouring countries are primarily viewed as a way of neutrality. However,
the sub-category of hedging, defined as mainly aligning with one political actors while open for

cooperation on certain topics with other actors, here can be seen with the discursive rhetoric
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that Moldova has started negotiating the largest agreement a neighbouring country can have,
the Association Agreement. As Filat only publicly mentions trade and visa questions in the talks
with Russia, it shows Moldova acting in the hedging sub-category of selecting certain policies
for cooperation, while aiming higher for the talks with the EU and the foreseen European
integration. It is also a clear difference in the discourse towards Romania compared to Ukraine,
seen through FPA as with Ukraine being a more neutral tone in the language, as language is the
main example, while the relations with Romania saw a development leading to both countries
benefiting from the relationship, embracing Europeanization and its interactive vision, this time

between a EU member state and Moldova.

In 2010, interim President Lupu visited Romania and made a joint statement together with the
Romanian President, where they announced a partnership for European integration were to take
place in the near future. They highlighted positive dialogue between the two countries and they
hoped it would continue as Moldova continued its path towards European standards, partly
through financing from the EaP, and additional funds directly from Romania (AGERPRES,
2010). The discursive construction of relations with Romania from Lupu aligns with the
construction from Filat, as both their comments around the nodal point of neighbouring
countries, here Romania, show the concrete developments discussed. As Europeanization is
defined by Crudu, Zubenschi and Nastase (2021), it means adapting structures and processes
that is seen as positive by the EU and shifting loyaly from the domestic level to the EU level
(pp.58-69). The discourse framed by both Filat and Lupu in 2010 from the Europeanization
framework is a towards the EU as concretely partnering with a EU member state, arguably the
most important one for Moldova as it’s only EU neighbour, as well as taking the thinking of
leading policians beyond solely domestic context to act on what becomes the best way forward

for both the EU, EU member states and Moldova in its European integration.

During the same year, representatives from Moscow made an official visit to Chisinau, where
the parliamentary situation as well as “reaching a settlement” in the Transnistrian conflict
through 5+2 talks was discussed (Kremlin, 2010). As Lupu formed a coalition with pro-
European parties instead of Communist party that the Russian delegation had pursued him to
do, Lupu was not given a warm welcome on his visit to Russia the following year. To the
opposite, Moscow instead released statements during the visit about Russian meetings with

Transnistrian leaders (OSW, 2011). Through the nodal points Russia and sovereignty in
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Moldova deciding its own future, Russia is in the discourse presented represented as an actor

not shy to act diplomatically when Moldova does not act in its interests.

The EU encouraged Moldovan foreign policy to continue constructive relations with Ukraine
(European Commission, 2010). The EU also extended its sanctions against the leadership in the
Transnistria region for preventing progress in finding a solution to the conflict as well as the
closure of Latin-script schools (Council Decision 2010/573/CFSP). Here, the EU is represented
as an actor through the Europeanization framework by Crudu, Zubenschi and Nastase (2021)
that reiterates the importance for Moldova to continue working on its neighbourly relations, as
well as supporting Chisinau’s European integration by punishing Transnistrian leaders for its

actions.

The leading figure from the opposition, Voronin, commented the recent political progress in
early 2011. Impacted by the progress of the pro-European coalition, Voronin stated the coalition
to be a “farce” and that it only acts in personal interests with no strategic goals leading to an
uncertain future (Euractiv, 2011). Consequently, the opposition is articulating discourses around
the political parties following the European path that this foreign policy path is not in the best
interest of the country, but instead of personal goals. In line with Anderlini (2023) and his
framework of “de-Europeanization”, as seen through actions from illiberal actors trying to
hinder institutional change, the opposition is here bolstering discourses in a “de-
Europeanization” structure where electoral results from the population to take Moldova towards

the European path is summarized as not being a genuine path.

Lupu, interim President, spoke to diplomats in 2011 and reassured that he wanted Moldova to
be a “predictable partner”, advancing cooperation with individual European countries,
advancing cooperation with CIS in relation to political dialogue and visa questions.
Nevertheless, Lupu made it clear that several European countries such as France and Sweden
supports Moldova in its European integration as well as the “Transnistrian settlement process”,
while cooperation with Russia and Ukraine will not take place on the latter subject (Infotag,
2011). Formed around the nodal points Russia and European integration, Lupu reiterates a
neutral tone generally in the foreign policy through the FPA and the neutrality approach as
Moldova here sees “hiding” as its best foreign policy path. The difference in the context around
the language of the EU compared to CIS here is that in the EU there are several individual

countries that work bilaterally to get Moldova closer to Europe.
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Speaking to the parliament, President Timofti made the below statement in 2012 on European

integration:

“We need an idea that will unite society and will make it move on as a
whole. I think that the European integration should become this idea.
Moldova during the last few years made progress in this respect, but the
European integration continues to be perceived as a project of the

government rather than a national project” (IPN, 2012a).

Taking the historical context of Moldovan national identity into consideration as discussed by
Baar and Jakubek (2017), pointing to the competing identities that shape the political discourse.
Timofti here opens up to fellow politicians and citizens about these challenges and sets out
European integration as something greater than a political union, and instead a foreign policy
change that would unite the society in a lasting way, if done correctly. At the same time, Timofti
also pointed towards the need to be open for any regional organization, continue good neighbour

relations with Ukraine and Romania as well as partnerships with Russia (IPN, 2012a).

In 2012, when Filat went to Brussels to conclude new agreements with the EU with the
Association Agreement in sight, it also reflected a change in the Transnistrian conflict as
Transnistrian representatives now were allowed as observers in the negotiations (Scoor, 2012).
As the FPA framework goes beyond state actors to also include substate actors such as
breakaway regions (Kaarbo and Thies, 2024, pp.1-8), the decision of the political leadership to
be open in the public discourse about including Transnistrian representatives in foreign policy
negotiations shows a shift. The Moldovan side here signals that is reaches out its hand across
the river to show that the European integration shall include the whole of Moldova, including
Transnistria. As the Association Agreement negotiations are a part of the ENP, and accordingly
the partnership category of the Europeanization framework, bolstering partnership levels is the

only thing in hindsight, not membership.

The following year, Filat spoke out on Moldova’s future foreign policy in an interview with
The Guardian while still having the role as Prime minister. He commented that Moldova would
remain on the European path despite “turmoil”, and that it is no secret that Russia wants to

shape the foreign policy of Moldova, through both internal and external actors. Furthermore,
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he highlighted that Moldova is the only Latin country not part of the EU, while admitting to
Moldova’s special situation with Russia, in particular due to the Russian troops and use of

language in Transnistria (The Guardian, 2013). He also stated the following quote:

“Russia obviously has an interest. They never hide this fact. They would
prefer us to be in the Eurasian project, not the EU project. But for us it is

absolutely vital for the EU integration project to continue” (ibid).

As seen through Europeanization, Filat is publicly constructing discourses that sets Moldova in
reality of being in a shared neighbourhood between Russia and the EU. Stating to the national
newspaper of a EU country (at the time) that the opposing actor is trying hard to not only be the
most attractive partner, but also going in and actively shaping a country’s decisions, is a way of
publicly negotiating and signalling to EU member states and institutions that the leadership is
doing what they can, but more support is needed. This is bolstered by the comments that
Moldova is the sole Latin country outside of the EU, articulating an international discourse that

Moldova is closer on the European path than the average citizen might believe.

Taking into account the Russian perspective in regard to Moldova, the below quote is centred

around the nodal point of Russia and comes from the Russian Diplomatic Academy:

“The existence of a de-facto independent Transnistria allows Russia to
maintain certain geopolitical positions in a very important region of
Southeastern Europe without any serious costs and efforts but with the
great benefit of having an important “window” to Europe. At present
(2000), Russia is not yet able to properly defend its interests in this
strategically important region. Therefore, it seems that the non-settlement
of the Transnistrian problem will remain a positive factor for Russia until
it acquires new strength and the ability to fully defend its interests here”

(Baidaus, 2023, 302).

While the quote itself comes from 2000, it sheds light into the Russian discourse concerning
Moldovan foreign policy as contemporary historical context and follows in line with the
discourse developed between 2010-2013 that when Moldova moved towards the European
path, it irritates Russia. However, Moldovan discourse seems to not touch upon the latter part

of Russia’s thinking that one day Russia will be able to “defend its interests”. If this was shown

27



in Moldovan discourse through the shelter-seeking approach, that Moldova were to need

diplomatic and military support either from or against Russia.

At the end of 2012, the EU and Moldova signed an agreement that welcomes Moldova to take
part in crisis management operations by the EU, which entered into force 2013 (Council
Decision 2013/12/CFSP). Following Europeanization as a process that is not limited to actions
from Brussels to Chisinau and instead be characterized as multidirectional as defined by
Anderlini (2023), Moldova here acts accordingly as it here has worked to be able to help with

recourses in EU missions, while being an ENP partner and not as a candidate country.

5.2 Constructing Moldova as a vulnerable frontier state (2014-2021)

Ahead of parliamentary elections in 2014, discourse from President Timofti through a thorough
statement to Moldovan citizens, urging them to vote for the European path, reminding them of
the “European foundation” which the country is built on (Presidency of the Republic of

Moldova, 2014b). Continiung on, Timofti spoke on earlier election:

“We wasted those opportunities, voting for anti-European forces. We paid
for our decisions. The country and people were impoverished, and many
of them left abroad in search of a better life. Moldova lagged behind the
former communist bloc states that have chosen the path of development,

and joined the European Union” (ibid).

From the perspective of the Europeanization framework, Timofti’s statement shows that he as
a leading politician, and how the citizens are affected as well, wants to construct discourse
through Europeanization and enlargement. Being a partner to Europe is not enough, as

Moldova here is pictured in a discourse where any other path than the European is wrong.

Lastly, the President presented another example, that Ukraine recently elected a parliament in
a pro-European direction, and that Moldova now should avoid choosing a diftferent path while
its neighbours turn towards Europe (ibid). During 2014, the Gagauzia region decided to hold
its own election, with Leanca going out at classing it as illegal. The Prime minister instead
referenced to the parliamentary elections of Moldova, which is a vote of “the most important
issue, which is the foreign policy of this country” (RFE/RL, 2014). 2014 also saw a shift in

Russia’s actions in its neighbourhood, as it took control through an annexation over Crimea in
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Ukraine. Transnistria sought to utilise this momentum, as its parliamentary speaker, Burla,
travelled to Moscow and requested Russia to annex its region in the same way as with Crimea.
Timofti commented that it would be a mistake for Russia to accept the request, as he hoped

Russia would follow international norms in the Transnistrian conflict (Tanas, 2014).

A key political development took place in 2014 for Moldova’s European integration that has
impacted the country’s foreign policy — the signing of the Association Agreement between
Moldova and the EU, which also included the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area
(DCFTA). In relation to this event, President Timofti made a public speech:

“We talk about the political and economic association with the most
important union of states after the World War II. The European Union has
been created over the past decades, according to the classic principles of
democracy, as a modern alternative to the past empires, to which we

belonged too” (Presidency of the Republic of Moldova, 2014a).

As the nodal points democracy and EU are evident in the discourse surrounding the deepening
relations between the actors Moldova and EU, which has included representatives from the
breakaway region of Transnistria as previously shown, Timofti is constructing Moldovan
foreign policy to now be heading towards a union of paramount relevance. While he is
reminding citizens of the past of the country as part of the Soviet Union, he builds his reasoning
on that the path ahead shall be guided on democracy. Therefore, as European integration here
is constructed to also mean democracy in a greater extent than any political entity since World

War 2, it has formed the foreign policy decisions set out by the leadership.

“I refer first of all to ex Soviet and Socialist states, closer to us from
historic viewpoint, among which Romania, the Baltic States, Poland and
Bulgaria. Moldova is on the same path on which these states and others
from the European Union went on. I am happy that we managed to
maintain on this line, despite the obstacles put from outside and inside”

(ibid).
The reasoning from the President towards certain EU member states and to domestically show

similarities can be explained through the Europeanization categorization of a country being able

to realign itself to the “ways of doing things” in the EU countries (Anderlini, 2023). Just as
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several EU member states have gone from being part of the Soviet Union to later join the EU,
the language is here articulated to ensure that Moldova can and is doing the same right now.

Lastly, the below quote from the same speech:

“I would like to underline that Moldova’s European choice does not mean
hostility towards our partners from the Commonwealth of Independent
States, including Russia. I believe that these countries, with which we have

traditional cooperation ties, will have only to gain together” (ibid).

As the FPA sub-categories, neutrality approach and the hedging approach by Panke and
Thorhallsson (2024) sets out the differences in a small state’s developments in the international
arena, the former being characterised by “hiding” and the latter by gaining as much as one can
while being open for cooperation on certain policies (pp.503-505). The discourse formed in
2014 by leading Moldovan political figures show through this perspective that Moldova is
moving away from the neutrality approach by not hiding anymore and to greater extent
committing its society to European integration through the extensive commitments. Hence,
European integration is becoming discursively normalised in Moldova and more and more
impacting the foreign policy trajectory. In an attempt keep dialogue open with Russia and to
not loose on economic relations, the hedging approach is utilized by Moldova.

However, this discursive change did not go unnoticed from Russia who at the
same time banned imports of various Moldovan agricultural products. Russia used the argument

of the African swine fever to back its decision (Rettman, 2014).

Another aspect involving Moldova’s European integration and relations with its neighbouring
countries is corruption. This reached new heights in 2014, when the “Billion Dollar Bank Theft”
was discovered (CiFAR, 2024). It saw around one billion USD within a day disappear from
Moldovans banks, all connected to Ilan Shor, as well as Vladimir Plahotniuc and Vlad Filat.
This had a major impact for ordinary citizens as it amounted for up to 14% of the country’s
GDP and led to outrage and the disappointment in the lack of thorough investigations and
convictions. Sanctions from the US have afterwards been applied to some key persons for acting
on Russian interests in the Moldovan domestic context (ibid). The pro-EU government at the
time, was later dismissed by the parliament, an effort led by pro-Russian parties, in a blow to

Chisinau’s European integration (Deutsche Welle, 2015).
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This challenging event saw various discursive reactions and discursive changes in society in
the time that followed. Timofti “shared the concerns voiced by the premier on alarming situation
in the financial-banking system”, as well as claiming that most responsibility for the changes
needed lies within the parliament (Presidency of the Republic of Moldova, 2015). Speaking to
international media, speaker of the Parliament, Candu shared that "going for early elections will
have catastrophic consequences", followed by calls from the opposition for citizens to go on
strikes nationwide (Demytrie, 2015). In the presidential elections in 2016, following the
banking scandal and its political and economic consequences, the scandal had been discursively
associated with the European path as a quote from a voter regarding the pro-Russian candidate
Igor Dodon reads “he’s got experience and knows that now is not the time to be turning a back
to Russia, while she (Sandu) only looks to Europe” (Euractiv, 2016). The varying domestic
views on the country’s foreign policy is also evident as while Dodon won the election, Prime
minister Pavel Filip stated “this includes key reforms needed for the country’s modernization

and continued EU path, which cannot be reversed” (ibid).

While Timofti used his last time in office to continue the discourse surrounding Moldova and
its European path by inviting Bulgaria and reiterating that the country “supports the ongoing
effort of the European integration of Moldova” (Presidency of the Republic of Moldova,
2016a). This discursive strategy shows that Moldovan leadership continued its Europeanization
strategy in the “multidirectional” aspects by here underlining that despite a coming change of
power in Moldova, Timofti here builds discourse that it hopes that Bulgaria will strive for

Moldova to get closer to the EU, even under a different leadership.

Igor Dodon, the new president in 2016, changed the discursive direction of Moldova’s foreign
policy direction once in power. In one of his first bilateral meetings, Dodon met with
counterparts from Belarus where they looked back at the Soviet times and “gladly accepted the
invitation” to visit the Belarusian capital (Presidency of the Republic of Moldova, 2016d). In
his inaugural speech, he focused on Moldova being an “independent” country, sovereignty as
important, “protecting and nurturing the century-old identity of Moldovan people” and zero

tolerance to corruption.

“I will never get over with what happened in the banking system of the

country and [ will concentrate all my energy in order to elucidate the facts
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and to refund the looted public property to the people” (Presidency of the
Republic of Moldova, 2016b).

Further on, his language focused on solving the Transnistrian conflict by benefitting both sides.
The foreign policy will be “based on partnership”, including “multidimensional cooperation
with the EU” (ibid). Russia shall be a strategic partner and the first visit between the “two

friendly countries” (ibid).

As the banking scandal happening while the country was on its European path with a pro-
European government, this partly led to the citizens choosing to look elsewhere for the
leadership of the country, hence Dodon was able to win the election. Through this, Dodon is
reconstructing the meaning of European integration to instead be more of classic cooperation,
while reconstructing the language of Moldova’s foreign policy to instead be directed towards
Russia and Belarus. Therefore, the earlier discursive trend in society for political figures and
citizens to look towards EU, instead turned around and meant that the ideas of European
integration was used to win an election in the other way and turn the foreign policy towards
Russia. Analysed through “de-Europeanization” by Anderlini (2023) as domestic continuation
is fundamental, this discursive turn shows that Moldova is turning in a direction towards “de-
Europeanization” by the public discourses that illiberal countries now are the country’s leading

partners.

As Ostermann and Sjostedt (2023) sets the focus of discourse analysis around the systematic
formation of objects and power relations (pp.104-107), Dodon’s language of Russia as a
friendly country is used to signal towards the Moldovan public that the path of the past years is
to be forgotten, and that Russia is country the citizens can rely on. At the same time, the
discursive turn is also a sign of signal to Russia to show that they also can trust the new
leadership. Taking the wider contextual context into account, this takes place just a few years

after Russia has annexed Crimea.

As the hedging approach in earlier discourse explained Moldova’s actions to pick
unprecedented cooperation with the EU to accelerate European integration, the discursive usage
of “independent” acts as a way to show Russia that European integration is not leading
Moldovan foreign policy anymore. As analysing the context around the discourse is important

in discourse analysis and that foreign policy decisions are not made solely because of a
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particular historical event, but rather partly because of that event happening (Halperin and
Heath, 2020, pp.104-105). Therefore, the banking scandal is not the only explanation, as
Moldovan ties with Russia and Russian interest in the Transnistrian region as shown throughout
the thesis, are also contributing factors. However, the banking scandal is one part in answering

why Moldovan discourse changed trajectory at the end of 2016.

The EU adopted sanctions a few years after the banking scandal took place, as well as advised
Moldovan to raise awareness to citizens by communicating expected benefits from European
integration. Progress was also recorded through new working groups between Moldova and the
Gagauz People’s Assembly (Council of the European Union, 2016). Illan Shor was sanctioned
for his actions with Russian actors to “artificially create political unrest” in Moldova. The
politician and businessman Vladimir Plahotniuc was also sanctioned for his actions in relation
to the banking scandal, that “are still affecting the country’ and for bribing the former President.
Dmitry Milyutin, a Russian FSB operative, was sanctioned for destabilising actions in
Transnistria, by coordinating pro-Russian activities set to thwart Moldovan autonomy and
security (Council of the European Union, 2024). These sanctions act to benefit Moldovan
oppositional figures acting in a democratic way, as illiberal actors aiming to “de-Europeanize”
Moldova here are impacted. Dodon’s usage of sovereignty is here contradicted as being
supported by actors acting in the interests of Russia. At the same time, as Dodon himself points
out, corruption continues to be a challenge impacting Moldova’s ability to act in its own interest,

something that earlier leadership figures have failed to overcome.

Founded by KBG operatives connected to Smirnov (Haynes, 2020, p.180), mostly known by
Viktor Gushan for his control over politics and the privatisation (AFP, 2021), the “company”,
Sheriff, became Transnistria’s largest company and employer. In the presidential elections 2016,
Sheriff helped Krasnoselsky, a Russian, to win the election with the ambitions to further
distance away from Moldova and take steps to unionize with Russia (Haynes, 2020, p.180).
This also shows that the discursive turn of the pro-Russian leader in Transnistria, Krasnoselsky,
and the pro-Russian president of Moldova, Dodon, represents the Transnistrian case with
distinct differences. While Krasnoselsky wants to unionize with Russia, Dodon instead wants

to solve the Transnistrian situation with a solution that benefits both sides.

Moldova’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs and European Integration published a progress report on

the relations between Moldova and the EU under the Association Agreement in 2016. The report
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brings up the institutionalization of the cooperation between the parties, as meetings in various
council and committee formats now take place regularly. A specific working group had to be
established with weekly meetings in 2016 as there was a delay on Moldova implementing all
needed aspects of the agreements (Ministry of Foreign Affairs and European Integration, 2016).
As Moldova admits to the political instability of the country, it positions the intense dialogue to
have strengthened the cooperation not only with EU institutions but also individual member
states, led by Romania and France. It continues to deem its “system of financial investigations
and asset recovery” to function, and only mentioning the banking crisis in relation to having an
economic impact. The economy was also impacted by Russian restrictions on export of
agricultural products and wine, as well as a negative economic trend in Russia, Belarus and

Ukraine impacting trade (ibid).

In line with the Europeanization framework by Crudu, Zubenschi and Nastase (2021), this
report from the government offices during a turbulent year, shows that the discourse coming
out of the report, as the first report of its kind since the Association Agreement was signed,
constructs Moldovan bureaucracy to continue on the European path. New routines on
institutionalised meetings between the EU institutions and Moldova shows Moldova to be
following the advice and envisioned path set out for stability and development. The discourse
is again going beyond speaking about EU only in regard to its institutions and neighbouring
countries, but specifying the certain countries that go the extra mile to support Moldova in

adapting processes.

Participating in Common Defence and Security Policy (CSDP) missions continues to be a
priority for Moldova, shown by the decision to send a military expert to the EUMAM Central
African Republic mission in 2015. The national legislation was also updated to allow for and
give rules for Moldova’s engagement in international operations, as well as the ability to act
swiftly in decisions on restrictive measures (Ministry of Foreign Affairs and European
Integration, 2016), aligning with the status-seeking FPA approach as participation in
international missions is a key step to gain status. In terms of CFSP alignment, the below can

be seen:

2015 “aligned with most of the CFSP”

Table 2 (ibid, p.8)
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As Moldova for the first time reconstructs its discourse around its European integration to
include participating in EU missions by updating its legislation, Moldova is starting to move
towards the status-seeking approach. This was bolstered in 2017 as Moldova then sent personal
to the EU CSDP mission, EUTM in Mali. It also stated that Moldova in 2016 aligned on 71%
with Council decisions and EU declarations, down 4 pp from the year before (European
Commission, 2017). As CFSP is based on factual alignment in statements and sanctions that the
EU posts in statistical figures, it is worth noting Moldova discursive insights that are vaguer.
Moldova is here, acting in the spirit of Europeanization by updating its legislative conditions,
but both failing to fully act in the same way as in the EU based on CFSP alignment, including

how it presents its own progress.

Following the turbulent times for Moldova, who saw three governments fall, the Liberal party
in 2017 withdrew in protest for corruption arrests. The leadership for the Liberal party made it
clear that Dodon, with the backing of Moscow, set in motion a campaign towards the Liberals,
who are positive of a unification with Romania. The banking scandal continued taking its toll
on Moldova, where the citizens had lost its confident in the pro-European politicians (Tanas,
2017a). Dodon made it clear that his ambition was to join the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU),
a trading group of Belarus and Russia among others, but also managed expectations as joining
the bloc is “complicated” and observer status will be the first step. In a show of nonagreement,
while Dodon wanted to celebrate the 25" anniversary of Russian troops in Transnistria, the
Moldovan government stood firmly against any celebrations (Tanas, 2017b). Dodon

commented the following as the anti-Russian and pro-Russian division grew further apart:

“In Moldova it has always been this way. And unfortunately it won't be
possible to get over this (the differences) in the immediate years ahead”
(ibid).

In Dodon’s first official trip as President to Moscow, he made it clear he aimed to cancel the
newly signed agreements with the EU. However, when speaking with Western press, his tone
was different and he instead referred to his power not including the option to cancel them
(RFE/RL, 2017). As he reiterated that Moldova “received nothing” from the enhanced
cooperation with the EU, hope was put to the coming parliamentary election where he hoped

the Socialists would get the majority needed (Rettman, 2017).
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The discourse in 2017 becomes the first time that comments regarding unification with
Romania takes place in the nodal points and actors in the primary material. This discursive turn
comes not just at any time, but at a time of domestic uncertainness as Dodon has utilized
dissatisfaction with the pro-European parties to reconstruct Russia as an actor that has the most
lucrative cooperation possibilities and through Russia’s continued military support as shown in
Transnistria. Dodon’s “de-Europeanization” continues by continuously shaping a new reality
that European integration so far has not led to anything positive. The differences mentioned is
exemplified by his own actions, by changing his content of comments when speaking to
different receivers. This discursive strategy seems to align with the earlier quote from the
Russian Diplomatic academy, that the status-quo is ideal for illiberal actors. When continuity is
allowed towards Europe, the illiberal actors are threatened, which becomes clear in public

discourse.

As Rosenau (1968) emphasized that FPA needs to go beyond single decision-makers to capture
the full picture (pp.296-301), Dodon’s pledges for the parliamentary situation opens up the
reality that any President in Moldova sits in. As the President only has certain powers, gaining
parliamentary majority to also control the governmental offices is crucial for fully deciding

Moldova’s foreign policy.

The discourse from Dodon that Moldova has different identities that forms the basis for the
different views on the actors EU and Russia is reaffirmed and a continuation of the discourse
from Timofti in 2012 and 2014. However, while Timofti reminded citizens that Moldova is built
on a “European foundation”, as well as pointing to the former communist states that are now
part of the EU as inspirations for Moldova and its European integration, Dodon is not providing
any solution and rather confirming that Moldova will continue to be a divided society in a

shared neighbourhood.

At the Eastern Partnership Summit in 2017, a joint declaration was published that if cooperation
is to take place with third parties, it should contribute to the objectives of the Eastern
Partnership. The ambition level of relations with the EU is up to each country to decide (Council
of the European Union, 2017). Ahead of the parliamentary elections in 2019, Dodon met the
with EU delegation and discussed the Transnistrian conflict, as the President focused on the
balancing of its foreign policy. Moldova builds on “permanent neutrality” and is therefore open

to cooperation with actors both to the east and to the west (Presidency of the Republic of
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Moldova, 2018). According to the FPA subcategories, Moldovan public discourse on its foreign
policy direction is contradicting itself. While first agreeing to a shared statement that follows
the hedging approach, and ensures that any cooperation with a third country must first of all not
hinder European integration, Dodon is again later continuing to construct a softer position
towards Russia than earlier discourse from Moldovan leading figures has been. This shows that,

following the neutrality approach, Dodon wants to “hide” Moldovan foreign policy.

While Dodon constructs Moldova’s future in his way, discourse from the Prime minister Pavel
Filip instead continues the discursive trend as seen from a majority of the leading figures before
Dodon, stating that “at the end of my mandate we will see that this EU road is not debatable but
irreversible”, as well as going against the discursive surge in calls for unification with Romania
(Rankin, 2018). Following the Europeanization framework by Anderlini (2023) as a process
that takes places through different paths, norms and beliefs (pp.21-22), Filip follows a “calm”
discursive trend that shows his belief that the Moldovan society will continue its European
integration, something that upcoming elections will show. Instead of using strong words against
the actions of Dodon, Filip signals that democracy will prevail and accordingly see Moldova as

a sovereign country use European integration to continue forming its foreign policy.

Shared from the European Commission, 2018 saw Moldova sending additional staff to the EU
mission in Mali, approving a UN resolution in regard to women in security and peace, and
opening up for limited NATO cooperation. In terms of identity, better functioning of Latin script
usage by schools in Transnistria was recorded (European Commission, 2019, pp.6-7). As
Ostermann and Sjostedt (2023) elaborates in double hermeneutics when analysing discourse,
analysing language on already interpreted events (pp.101-104). Moldovan discourse can here
be seen, from the EU document through the status-seeking FPA approach as a way of gaining
status in the international community by continuing its engagement in EU missions, combined

by advancing its stand on women in security and slowly opening the door towards NATO.

Media coverage in 2019 reported that the oligarch Vladimir Plahotniuc, who in his role as a
leading PDM politician, systematically had exerted control over state agencies to weaken
opponents. In the end, he fled the country, without any border agency recording it. PDM, part
of coalitions governing the country since 2009, continued to support the exiled leader, with
Cebotari, the party’s deputy leader, ensuring that Plahotniuc was “not a crook”, while also

admitting that democracy had not been the focus of the party (Suyak, 2019). As Sandu became
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Prime minister in 2019, she stressed her attempts to liberate the “captured state”, as her pro-
European party had joined forces with the Russia aligned Socialists in getting to government.
Sandu also gave the insight that the law enforcement system being compromised, things will

take time (Calugareanu, 2019).

Focusing on the nodal point of democracy, discourse from 2019 show the fragile situation that
Moldova has been in for several years. Even after fleeing the country, discourse from leading
political figures from the same party continued to show certain support, publicly showing the
deep-rooted challenges Moldova has faced in deciding its own foreign policy path while
external forces have tried to impact leading figures in various ways. However, this is not a
discursive turn, but rather a confirmation of earlier statements from Filat that Russian interests
into Moldovan foreign policy not only comes from the outside, but tries to impact already from
the inside. This follows the ideal path of “de-Europeanization”, as Moldova faces these
systematic challenges in having continuity in its democratic progress. This is discursively
reiterated by Sandu in her first position as Prime minister, going out and saying that Moldova
is a “captured state”. This shows that being in the category of Europeanization and partner has
not been enough for European integration to in a lasting way impact the country’s foreign policy

and political stability.

In Sandu’s presidential campaign 2020 that she won over Dodon, discourse continued to focus
on the corruption, but also with calls for the Russian troops in Transnistria to be withdrawn.
These statements led to Moscow going out to warn that it could turn the situation towards
“serious destabilization” (RFE/RL, 2020). In late 2020, a government press release stated that
Prime minister Chicu had spoken with the Russian Prime minister ahead of a Eurasian inter-
governmental council. Chicu thanked Russia for financial support to the agricultural sector, and
a press release that further stated the progress made on the bilateral agenda and the
strengthening of relations in sectors of shared interest (Government of Republic of Moldova,
2020). In her inaugural speech, Sandu stated that “I will promote a foreign policy that will help
domestic policy” (Presidency of the Republic of Moldova, 2020).

Discourse in 2020, surrounding the nodal points EU, democracy and Russia, continued to see
European integration being the key influencing factor in what steered Moldova’s foreign policy
direction. Hindering the continuation of corruption is here discursively associated with

European integration, explained through Europeanization to allow for decision-makers and
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institutions to get the continuation and ability to act in their own will. However, these discursive
developments continue to get stronger and stronger reactions from Russia. Therefore, while
Moldova acts in accordance with the hedging approach as it balances between Russia through
trade and public discourse attempts by Dodon and Chicu, its European integration evidently
makes it more and more in need of the characteristics of the shelter approach. Lastly, Sandu’s
quote shows the extent that she argues and inserts the belief that European integration as the

foreign policy direction can impact Moldovan society.

The time that followed in 2021 were at large impacted by the Covid pandemic, as shown to be
the focus when Moldovan officials met with both the EU Ambassador (Government of Republic
of Moldova, 2021b) and the Romanian foreign minister (Government of Republic of Moldova,
2021c). Sandu was quick to pay Brussels a visit after becoming President, where she met the
High Representative Borell and von der Leyen. She prioritised intensified cooperation between
Moldova and the EU in the foreign policy context, and stated that corruption is Moldova’s

biggest problem (Dulgher, 2021). Sandu continued by saying:

“For us, the European integration is not an abstract term — it is a plan to
build a state with functional, strong institutions and to improve the

situation in the country through concrete cooperation projects” (ibid).

Sandu discursively reproduces attachments to European integration as framed by Neuman
Stanivukovi¢ (2017) through Europeanization as Moldovan discourse builds on key EU norms
such as institutions and much more than an abstract trade project, rather a project that shapes
the policy process. With this direction, Sandu is constructing the idea that the Moldovan society
long term possibilities through European integration spans beyond her as a political leader, and

a foreign policy objective than can create a lasting impact should it be fully implemented.

During the time period which has seen Moldova discursively constructed as a vulnerable

frontier state, the below CFSP alignment is presented by the EU:

2017 69%
2018 72%
2019 80%
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2020 68%
2021 62%

Table 3 (European Commission, 2022, p.15).

Further context to the alignment can be seen as “Moldova significantly did not align itself with
EU declarations and Council decisions concerning the Russian Federation, China (Hong Kong)
and Belarus” (European Commission, 2021, p.8). Moldova’s actions included in the CFSP
alignment review is a straightforward process by the EU. Therefore, as Moldova in its discourse
has refrained from commenting on these figures and using vague terms, it is not fulfilling the
“ways of doing things” through Europeanization while on the European path. While the
discursive trends from Dodon and Chicu are reinforced by the CFSP alignment that dealing
with Russia in public during the past couple of years meant following the hedging approach by
not closing any doors for cooperation. Continuing on, this overview as context connects back
to Dodon’s discursive signals from 2017 that showed that only holding the Presidency is not
enough, and that parliament and the Prime minister post also is needed to steer the country in a
certain direction. As the CFSP alignment by Moldova fell from 2020 to 2021, despite Sandu
being in power, bolsters the discursive elements in Moldovan society of the importance of

various leading titles.

5.3 Constructing Moldova as a future member through security focus
(2022-2025)

In 2022, Sandu made a public speech as she welcomed von der Leyen to Chisinau and reiterated
Moldova’s EU-application that took the country forward towards European integration
(Presidency of the Republic of Moldova, 2022), which is in line with the formal steps of the
Europeanization framework, as the application is the beginning of a time-heavy negotiation
phase. Sandu continues to note that Russia’s war has made us “more united than ever” and that
Moldova condemned the war since its outbreak in February. Increased exports for agricultural
products to the EU, Romanian energy support and the hopes of Chisinau becoming a European

capital are also brought up as Moldova move towards the safe Union (ibid), as well as:

“The European Union has always supported us in the most critical
moments. In the last two years, marked by consecutive crises, our country

has especially felt the support of the European Union” (ibid).
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These statements follow the shelter-seeking FPA approach as Moldova discursively focuses on
the crises that has impacted them and how crucial the support have been for the country’s
survival. Sandu is here beginning to discursively associate Moldova’s European integration
with safety. It is also a show of symbolic importance to mention the goal as “European capital”
and not limit it to “EU capital”. Furthermore, the time when a new president assumes office
allows the discourse analysis to capture what the focus of the foreign policy will be for the
upcoming period. While Dodon excitedly shared to the world that his first visit would be to
Moscow, having utilized dissatisfaction with the European integration path taking place at the
same time as corruption. Instead, Sandu is focusing on longevity in society by emphasis on the
word “always” and inviting von der Leyen, as a carrot for steering the country towards

continued European integration.

While the President may say one thing, the Prime minister can relay something different in
discourses. In 2021, acting Prime minister Ciocoi, independent, were eager to utilize Moldova’s
observer status in the EEU, shown through a statement after a meeting within the Russian-
backed bloc (Government of Republic of Moldova, 2021a). Nevertheless, the next Prime
minister Gavrilita, who comes from the same party as Sandu, PAS, publicly claimed in 2022
that the EU-application was logical as the next step and speeded up as it became even more
important after the war broke out. But at the same time, she also admitted that Moldova’s
energy, economic and social resilience had not made them able to join all the sanctions against
Russia. Gavrilita also noted the increase of disinformation advancing Putin’s interests and the
hopes of keeping Moldova neutral (Campbell, 2022). As repeatedly constructed throughout the
research period, the discursive differences in the Moldovan society show no sign of going away.
While the discourse in 2022 starts to reconstruct security as more and more important for
Moldova, it is evident that Moldova’s foreign policy has followed the hedging approach as per
Gavrilita, due to challenges in CFSP alignment even after the war had begun. These discursive
differences in political views continues to challenge Moldova’s ability to get continuity

following the Europeanization framework, to be able to take further steps on the European path.

The Russian war towards Ukraine tested Moldova’s ability to show “European values” by
supporting people fleeing and hosting large number of Ukrainians, at the same time the citizens
saw EU as the international organization they put their highest hopes on. Following that,
Moldova and Ukraine submitted their EU bids in March 2022. Support from member states
towards Moldova has also increased, partly through the European Peace Facility (EPF) by
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improvising Moldovan security capabilities (European Commission, 2022, pp.1-3). In order for
Moldova to proceed in its European integration, as full membership now was on the table for
the first time ever, it must work to meet the acquis which is six clusters. The cluster “External
relations” sets out Moldova’s need to fully align itself with the CFSP and continue CSDP
engagement, as well as continue “de-oligarchisation”, to remove the various unfair interests in

the country’s politics and economics (ibid).

In 2023, Moldova’s intelligence agency went to the public to confirm that attempts to
destabilize and undermine Moldova and its public order had been encountered (SIS, 2023).
Sandu, as well as Zelensky, confirmed that it was Russia who was behind the planned attempts
to attack institutions and take hostages through saboteurs. This took place at the same time as
Prime minister Gavrilita stepped down and Recean, another pro-EU politician took over the
role, leading Sandu to show that Moldova is advancing in handling its crises in a more stable
way (BBC, 2023). The discursive attribution from Sandu to state that Russia was responsible
for a destabilisation plan sees Moldova slowly moving away from the hedging approach of
keeping the door open for Russia, going more and more towards the shelter approach as a new
societal reality took place. The latter can be seen as an attempt to show European leaders that
Moldova has become a somewhat more stable country despite the crises impacting the whole
of Europe, following the Europeanization classification of the “ways of doing things” in the

EU.

Ahead of the European Political Community (EPC) meeting in Moldova in June 2023, Sandu
emphasized that a stable Moldova is not only important for itself, but as much for Ukraine and
the EU, as otherwise, Russia would have an additional advantage in the region. She is also open
about previous pro-EU politicians who instead only led to corruption, as she builds on the
momentum by the citizens to continue Moldova’s integration to the EU. While the candidate
status is a positive sign, the integration must continue, in particular as the EU is the peace
project Moldova need. She continues to state that the people in Gagauzia have been on the
receiving end of large amount of propaganda from Russia, and Moldova works to bring more
language and youth opportunities to the citizens there. For Transnistria, Sandu wants the
reintegration to happen before EU membership, but do not think it will be a permanent obstacle,
and no confirmation from this has come from the EU. Lastly, she confirms that parts of the
church are in full support of Russia and the war, the work continues to prosecute the responsible

from the banking fraud, and that there is not enough support for reunification with Romania to
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advance (Geopolitique.eu, 2023). In the same week, Sandu announced the EU Partnership
Mission (EUPM) to Moldova, a CSDP mission, “which will help us to strengthen the security
sector” and acts as an example of Moldova’s integration to the EU (Presidency of the Republic

of Moldova, 2023).

In 2023, Sandu went out and continued the discursive reconstruction of the EU as an actor more
and more affiliated with security and stability. This development is heavily impacted by
Russia’s war towards Moldova’s neighbour, Ukraine, who if it would fall, would mean that
Moldova would have Russia as its neighbour. As she here speaks to European media, she acts
in the Europeanization way as formulating discourse that sees the European integration being
set at different directions and paths, here emphasising that Europe needs Moldova as much as
vice versa. Evidently, European integration has discursively impacted Moldova’s public
diplomacy to the very core of its activities. The usage of language such as uniting society and
bringing prosperity to society is not as evident anymore, as Moldovan discourse around the
nodal point EU is here allowed by aligned leadership in Moldova that can be more honest than
ever before about Moldova’s challenging in forming its foreign policy, and the challenges that
remain. For Moldova to fully move away from the hedging approach and to not leave any
cooperation spaces towards Russia open, the Transnistrian situation must proceed, with Sandu
here cautious in her wording by stating her wishes but emphasising no requirements are set,

neither internally or from the EU.

In earlier statements, representation of Romania as an actor has centred around its bilateral
support and the increased cooperation. Nevertheless, Sandu is here moving towards
representing Romania as an actor that Moldova one day might see reunification with. Her
language moved beyond constructing reunification as something impossible, but rather as an
idea that exists in discourse and with a scope which can be moved should the public support for
its direction allow for it. Seen from Sandu’s last as EUPM acts as a driving force for Moldova’s
European integration, it follows the discursive utmost focus of security. This is in line with the
shelter-seeking approach as a way of Sandu being open that Moldova’s capacity towards, in this
case, Russia, is limited. Therefore, cooperating with EU to bring support to its territory not only
strengthen Moldova’s security but also bolsters its European integration by a concrete
cooperation project. This aligns with earlier research by Koval¢ikova, De Agostini and Catena

(2025) who discusses EUPM to be innovative in its character to counter Russian hybrid threats

(pp.4-5).
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In 2024, the EU opened accession negotiations with Moldova and Ukraine, with Sandu hoping
the country would become a member by 2030, as the government institutions now work in full
speed towards this goal (Teslova, 2024). At the same time, Prime minister Recean, said to media
that “Chisinau’s goal is too ambitious”, while confirming that EU membership is the only future
for Moldova, but one that will take time (Interfax, 2024). Later during the year, presidential
elections took place with pro-EU Sandu against Stoianoglo, who wanted to balance relations
between the east and west. Despite Russian voting interference, Sandu won the election, as well
as the EU referendum ending in a positive result, despite attempts of vote buying (Kirby, 2024).
The EU referendum win of 50.35% saw integration into the EU becoming the country’s
strategic goal, as well as the constitution adopting “the European identity of the Moldovan
people and the irreversibility of Moldova's European course” (Infotag, 2024). European
integration continues to discursively show the differences that persists in the Moldovan society
in relation to its foreign policy, as even within Sandu’s own party and her closest leader, Prime
minister Recean, they are not aligned in public discourse over the speed that European
integration can have on its foreign policy. The citizens voting in the election, again had the
option to vote for pro-EU or an option striving for the neutrality approach, and accordingly

voted for the European integration to continue, despite interference attempts.

2025 was no different than several previous years, as it was time for elections, parliamentary
this time. Sandu described this as the most important election in its history, highlighting the
attempts for Russia to drag Moldova away from Europe and that “if our democracy cannot be
protected, then no democracy in Europe is safe”. In a speech to the European Parliament, she
stressed that several member states were not full democracies when they gained membership,
and that unprecedented hybrid war efforts from Russia can be seen ahead of the elections. She
concluded the speech by saying that “Moldova may be the testing ground. But Europe is the
target” (European Parliament, 2025), and the elections went in the way of Sandu as her party
PAS won it. Speaking to the media later during the year, as Moldova’s and Ukraine’s bids still
were tied together, and Hungary kept vetoing the opening of cluster negotiations, Sandu pushed
the EU for consistent engagement and clarity. The European integration path has developed
from development to now “have a deeper meaning” through security and survival, hence Sandu
is eager for the EU to not slow anything down (de la Baume, 2025). As the Europeanization
framework shows, the EU’s internal coherence and the concepts focus on the processes being

an interactive process, is evident in that it is not just Moldova that can change over time, so can
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and has the EU done. For Moldova, EU membership does not mean the same end-goals in 2025

as it did in 2015, as shown by Sandu’s latter comments.

2022 54%
2023 78%
2024 91%
2025 (as of October 24 | 88%

Table 4 (European Commission, 2023, p.115; European Commission, 2025, p.98).

Moldova’s foreign policy alignment towards the CFSP is above seen presented by the EU, as it
started to go in a more positive direction in terms of Russian sanctions. Moldova also expanded
its presence in CSDP engagement to also include missions in Bosnia and Hercegovina as well
as Somalia (European Commission, 2023, pp.114-116). The EU and Moldova also signed a
Security and Defence Partnership in light of the developing challenges coming from the Russian
war (European Commission, 2024, pp.3, 59). Nevertheless, the EUBAM mission ended in 2025
(EEAS, 2025). While Gavrilita in 2022 discursively constructed Moldova’s foreign policy as
not fully impacted by European integration in going all the way, this is reconstructed by latter
discourse from Sandu and through double hermeneutics in analysing EU’s overview of
Moldova’s foreign policy. Moldova has therefore since the Russian war broke out recalibrated
its CFSP and followed the shelter-seeking approach by aiming for full EU membership, as the

partner status is not enough.

6. Conclusion

This thesis has examined to what extent Moldova’s European integration ambitions have
impacted its foreign policy developments between 2010-2025, and how Moldovan politicians
have positioned themselves in these developments. The analysis shows that European
integration to a high extent, in various ways, have impacted Moldova’s foreign policy. This has
been a non-linear process shaped by domestic political divisions, Russia’s increasing influence

and Moldova’s position as a small state in a shared neighbourhood.

In the early period, Moldova’s foreign policy can be viewed through the neutrality approach, as

political leaders sought to keep both Russia and the EU satisfied. At the same time, Moldova
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opened up for European integration through the Association Agreement negotiations,
cooperation with EU member states and participation in international peacekeeping and CSDP
missions. This shows a move towards the hedging and status-seeking approaches, where
Moldova aimed to gain as much as possible from European cooperation while keeping the door
open to Russia. The 2014 Association Agreement and DCFTA impacted the foreign policy
trajectory, as European integration became normalised and associated with democracy,
development and the “ways of doing things” in the EU, following the Europeanization
framework. Moldova’s participation in CSDP missions can further be understood through the
status-seeking approach, as international engagement provided an opportunity to strengthen

Moldova’s position through European integration.

Democracy became increasingly associated with European integration in Moldovan political
discourse. Timofti constructed the EU as a union guided by democracy, while later Sandu
associated European integration with building functional and strong institutions. European
integration therefore became more than a foreign policy direction, as democracy and the
European path were discursively connected to how Moldova should develop as a country after
solidifying its foreign policy direction. At the same time, the banking scandal showed that
European integration was not an irreversible process. Corruption and disappointment with the
pro-European leadership contributed to a discursive foreign policy turn towards Russia
following Igor Dodon’s election in 2016 through de-Europeanization. Dodon reconstructed
Russia as a strategic partner and European integration as a path that had not delivered enough,

while Pavel Filip continued to construct the EU road as irreversible.

From 2021, and particularly following Russia’s full-scale war against Ukraine, European
integration became associated with security and survival. Maia Sandu’s leadership
reconstructed the EU as an actor providing support in critical moments and Moldova moved
further from the neutrality approach towards the shelter-seeking approach. Moldova also
recalibrated its CFSP alignment following the Russia-Ukraine war, while its participation in
CSDP engagement became part of its European integration. The EU application in 2022,
candidate status, accession negotiations and increased CFSP alignment show that Moldova’s
foreign policy has been recalibrated towards the European path. By 2024-2025, European
integration had become Moldova’s strategic goal, while its meaning moved from development

and trade towards security and survival.
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At the end of the research period, Moldova’s European path is stronger than earlier, but remains
affected by developments beyond Chisinau. Moldova’s and Ukraine’s EU bids are tied together,
meaning that developments affecting Ukraine can also impact Moldova. Hungary’s vetoing of
the opening of cluster negotiations has shown how individual EU member states can impact
Moldova’s European integration. Romania, interconnected with Moldova’s foreign policy
developments, has developed in the discourse from being an important EU member state and
bilateral partner towards an actor connected to the possibility of reunification. This raises the
importance of sovereignty, which remains a central nodal point as Moldova seeks security

through European integration while facing the Transnistrian conflict and Russian influence.

The research therefore finds that Moldova’s European integration ambitions have had an impact
on its foreign policy developments, although this impact has not been linear or uncontested.
Moldova does not want to remain only an ENP partner, but instead aims for EU membership as
its foreign policy objective. The analysis also shows that Discourse Analysis has limitations in
understanding the negotiations surrounding Transnistria and its role in Moldova’s European
integration progress. Further research could therefore use interviews or other methods to better
understand the Transnistrian conflict and the perspectives of actors involved. Future research
should also focus on Moldova’s outreach to the 27 member states. Progressing the enlargement
negotiations requires unanimity in several steps, meaning that Moldova cannot rely only on
impressing EU institutions. Research could examine how individual EU countries view
Moldova’s ambitions, or interview Moldovan diplomats to understand how Moldova tries to

impact member states outside the formal negotiation table.
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