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INTRODUCTION

Since its inception in the post-Second World War context,
the European project has aimed to bring about peace, sta-
bility and prosperity. The enlargement of the European
Economic Community, then restricted to six members,
was always on the agenda, accompanied by a process of
integration intended to expand the area of security and
prosperity while ensuring proper institutional functioning.
The Enlargement Policy became part of the process of con-
solidating this political, economic and security project and
expanding the area of prosperity and stability over the
years. However, various political, economic and social
crises, seen as catalysts for reform but in many cases giv-
ing rise to more sceptical voices regarding the European
integration process, and the war in Ukraine since 2014,
in particular, have brought about a fundamental change
in the European political and security framework, leading
to a reinterpretation of this political instrument. Through-
out the history of European integration, enlargements have
been seen as one of the European Union’s (EU) most suc-
cessful strategies for transformative diplomacy,? given the
willingness and reformist commitment of the candidate
states to meet the accession criteria and thus align them-
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ABSTRACT

his article analyses the current

eastward enlargement of the
European Union, looking at border
dynamics and how their construction
and deconstruction contribute to col-
lective imaginaries of security and
insecurity in a new geopolitical frame-
work. The article argues that enlarge-
ment adds a differentiated security
and border construction component,
with material and symbolic character-
istics that are fundamental to the
Union’s own credibility. The geopo-
litical shift brought about by the war
in Ukraine has led to a readjustment
of Union policies also in a geopoliti-
cal sense, with the European Union
presenting itself as a locus of resist-
ance against the ‘violent other’, in a
dual dynamic of containing both the
violence and the fundamental viola-
tion of Europe’s border regime
through Russia’s use of force, as well
as reinterpreting its past as the sig-
nificant ‘other’, materialised in the
great wars to which it does not wish
to return.
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Il
RESUMO

UM ALARGAMENTO
GEOPOL{TICO NUM
CONTEXTO CONTESTADO:
DINAMICAS DE FRONTEIRA
NO REPOSICIONAMENTO
DA UNIAO EUROPEIA

A LESTE

ste artigo analisa o atual alarga-

mento da Unido Europeia a leste,
olhando dinidmicas de fronteira, e de
que modo a sua construgio e descons-
tru¢do contribui para os imagindrios
coletivos de seguranga e inseguranga
num novo quadro geopolitico. O artigo
argumenta que o alargamento adiciona
uma componente de seguranga e de
construgio de fronteiras diferenciada,
com cunhos materiais e simbdlicos
fundamentais para a prépria credibili-
dade da Unifo. A alteragdo geopolitica
que a guerra na Ucrinia implica levou
a um reajuste das politicas da Unido
também num sentido geopolitico, com
esta a apresentar-se como locus de
resisténcia face ao «outro-violento»,
numa dupla dindmica de contengio da
violéncia e da violagdo fundamental do
regime de fronteiras na Europa através
do uso da forga pela Riissia, bem como
de releitura do seu passado como o
«outro» significante, materializado nas
grandes guerras, as quais ndo quer
voltar.

Palavras-chave: alargamento, Parceria
Oriental, fronteira.

selves with the Union’s methods of action and response.
Nevertheless, this policy has not been without its critics.?
Reforms are often only partially implemented, and
national actors have the capacity to minimise the
impact of policies, as illustrated by countries experienc-
ing democratic setbacks, of which Hungary has become
a prime example.* This dimension of commitment and
political will on the part of candidate countries is key.
In fact, ‘the EU does not have a magic wand to trans-
form other countries — unless they already want to be
transformed. This is the main lesson of the enlarge-
ment waves in the 199os and 2000s’.® Furthermore,
criticism of the ‘imposition’ of a neoliberal model with
emphasis on fundamental freedoms and rights and
democratic principles understood as a way of shaping
potential political choices have been mentioned mul-
tiple times.¢ In this context, theidea that enlargements
are geopolitical has also been put forward, with the
identification of regional border areas in which the EU
intended to position itself more clearly, making borders
less rigid by promoting cooperation in specific areas
and the values and principles associated with the Euro-
pean project. The European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP)
was conceived in this context, not necessarily as an
alternative, but as a means of offering an informal inte-
gration programme extended to States close to the EU’s
borders, more or less interested in a gradual process
of rapprochement. At that time, formal integration was
not envisaged, but this changed with the shift in the

European geopolitical landscape, more specifically in the context of violence in
Ukraine and the large-scale Russian invasion in February 2022. In fact, enlargement
was not on the agenda during the Juncker Commission (2014-19) and in the early
years of the von der Leyen Commission (2019—21), as can be seen in the institu-
tional structure that included the Enlargement and Neighbourhood Policy in the
Directorate-General for Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations (NEAR)
of January 2015.”

The geopolitical enlargement involving the applications of the ‘trio’ — Moldova,
Ukraine and Georgia —, the latter currently suspended® — in addition to the Western
Balkans, brings a new dimension to this political instrument, which conditions the
very legitimacy and credibility of the EU. In a context of hostility towards Russia,
026
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the promise of enlargement as a form of resistance has become blatant. So what
has changed in the geopolitical dimension of enlargement? What is new in this
political equation? Concepts such principled pragmatism and resilience, together
with the dynamics of constructing and deconstructing real and symbolic borders,
have security implications in terms of what these dynamics mean, who their targets
are and how changes can be implemented. However, these concepts are not new,
being already clearly evident in the 2016 Global Strategy® and in the most recent
strategic document adopted, the 2022 Strategic Compass.'™ In a somewhat reactive
logic, these were part of the response to the outbreak of war in Ukraine and the
annexation of Crimea in 2014.

In order to understand the geopolitical contours of enlargement, this article looks
at border dynamics and how their construction and deconstruction contribute to
collective imaginaries of security and insecurity in a new geopolitical framework.
Border dynamics took on a new dimension, particularly after 2014, with Russia
talking about the historical ‘reintegration’ of Crimea, activating ‘geopolitical and
historical imaginaries’ of the peninsula,' while a clear violation of Ukraine’s sov-
ereignty and territorial integrity was underway. The annexation of Crimea was
framed within an identity-based reading of the post-Soviet area promoted by Rus-
sia, while also embodying the geopolitics driven by Realpolitik.'? Border readings
and confrontation dynamics will accelerate the ongoing processes of geopolitisation
of agendas and instruments in the outlining of EU decisions and policies. In this
context, the present article argues that the eastward enlargement is geopolitical,
having been mobilised by an aggressive and militarised revisionist Russian foreign
policy, adding a differentiated security and border-building component, with mate-
rial and symbolic implications that are fundamental to the very credibility of the
Union. The article begins by mapping the border dynamics and how they help us
understand the adjustment processes underway in the enlarged Europe, and in the
context of the new enlargement to the east. It then looks at von der Leyen’s geo-
political Commission and how the transformation from a normative Europe to a
geopolitical Europe, without one necessarily replacing the other, has been ongoing.
The war in Ukraine has been a catalyst for these processes, and the EU’s eastward
enlargement embodies dynamics of rebordering, both in material terms through
the alteration of the EU’s external border, and in symbolic terms in the representa-
tion that these borders imply in terms of the location of security and resistance to
the ‘enemy’ — Russia as the ‘other’ aggressor. These developments and how the
Enlargement Policy is framed in Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia, and how it con-
stitutes a complex case in Georgia, will be the subject of analysis here. This study
follows a qualitative methodology of narrative analysis based on official documents
and speeches, in line with an understanding that the analysis of narratives allows
us to identify trends and understandings, looking in a situated way at how ideas
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and policies are presented and disseminated. The article concludes that the geo-
political change brought about by the war in Ukraine has led to a readjustment of
EU policies in a geopolitical sense, of which the Eastern Enlargement Policy is
another example, also implying a process of hollowing out of the Eastern Partner-
ship."” In this context, the EU presents itself as a locus of resistance to the ‘other’,
in a dual dynamic of containing violence and fundamental violations of the border
regime in Europe through Russia’s use of force, as well as reinterpreting its past
as the significant ‘other’, materialised in the great wars to which it does not want
to return.

BORDERS AS PROCESSES: MATERIAL AND SYMBOLIC DYNAMICS

IN THE RECONSTRUCTION OF MEANINGS

Traditional studies of borders based on delimitation, sovereignty and territoriality
have given way to new, more complex approaches to their meaning, types and
functions.' At the heart of this change is a dynamic reading of borders, following
social practices and discourses that move away from the traditional question of
‘what’ and instead ask ‘how’, looking at ordering discursive practices." In this way,
the border is understood as a process, and not just as an immutable physical bar-
rier, reflecting practices of integration and/or exclusion, openness and/or control,
and also being related to identity dynamics. These logics, which sometimes overlap,
show how borders are not static, expressing processes of rebordering and debor-
dering."® Differentiated approaches to the same border refer to the chameleon-like
nature of the border, depending on the subjects and objects. The EU’s external
border is, in this context, essential in the way it welcomes and projects itself, as
well as in the way it retreats and protects itself. In the words of von der Leyen,
‘Europe stands by those in need of protection. All those fleeing Putin’s bombs are
welcome in Europe. We will provide protection to those seeking shelter and we will
help those looking for a safe way home’."” The idea of a welcoming border and the
symbolism of Europe’s open doors to Ukraine and Ukrainians is clear, contrasting
with the debate on ‘Fortress Europe’, closed to people from other geographical
areas." These dynamics of rebordering and debordering are also reflected in the
Enlargement Policy.

Borders also show how perceptions of the ‘other’ vary. Otherness is a complex
process which varies in time and space and is highly politicised, creating new
barriers between those who are ‘inside’ and those who are ‘outside’. It is in this
context that the EU has developed mechanisms such as the ENP to ensure that
borders are not rigid and that cooperation can be dense and deep, in line with
the expectations and wishes of each partner. However, not only did the model
reveal its limitations, as analysed further ahead, but also contributed to dynam-
ics of borderisation, contrary to the underlying idea of material and symbolic
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malleability and porosity. The rigidification of the interpretation of the ‘other’,
motivated by the escalation of the war in Ukraine and the geopolitisation of the

EU, led to a reinterpretation of its exter- .
nal borders and of the Eastern Partner- THE RIGIDIFICATION OF THE INTERPRETATION
ship framework, in a logic of barrier and OF THE ‘OTHER', MOTIVATED BY THE ESCALATION
protection against the aggressor Russia. OF THE WAR IN UKRAINE AND THE
Very interesting in the construction of the GEOPOLITISATION OF THE EU, LED TO A
EU and in the understanding of the REINTERPRETATION OF ITS EXTERNAL BORDERS

‘other’ is how it relates to its own past, AND OF THE EASTERN PARTNERSHIP FRAMEWORK,
referred to as the ‘past self’. The past of IN A LOGIC OF BARRIER AND PROTECTION AGAINST
war that led to the emergence of the THE AGGRESSOR RUSSIA.
European Communities is always very [
present in the European political imaginary, in which the normative has taken on

such a clear dimension. In line with Thomas Diez’s argument,

‘for most of the time after the Second World War the most important other in the con-
struction of a European identity has been Europe’s own past. This temporal form of
othering offered the possibility to form an identity through less antagonistic and exclu-
sionary practices than was common in the modern international society. However, since
the 1990s geographic and cultural otherings are on the increase, marking a return of
geopolitics in European identity constructions and undermining the notion of European
integration as a fundamental challenge to the world of nation-states’."?

If we then spoke of a ‘borderless world’® or borderlessness,?' the current context
of contestation and competition points to dynamics of greater fragmentation and
the construction of new barriers.

The process of constructing the ‘EU self” has sought to distance itself from this
violent past. As Neumann and Welsh? argue, the problems that dominate the EU’s
relationship with the ‘other’ are not limited to the realm of external relations, but
intrinsically linked to the question of what it means to be European and what
requirements are necessary to achieve that status. This question is even more press-
ing in the context of the current eastward enlargement. The words of Georgian
President Salome Zourabichvili, addressing the European Parliament, are quite rel-
evant in this regard, emphasising the European choice and how the reforms neces-
sary for EU accession are a choice, part of Georgian culture and values, part of their
identity, and not ‘some foreign ideas imposed on us — as was the case with Soviet
ideology’.® Thus, in these processes of transformation and rapprochement, the
‘other’ should not be seen as simply inferior, subordinate, dominated or stigmatised,
since the ‘other’ has agency and can resist.? Ukraine has taken on this role well. The
Ukrainian president’s response to the offer of political asylum from the United
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States in the early days of the large-scale invasion became paradigmatic: ‘I need
ammunition, not a ride’.?® The resistance dynamics of some members of the East-
ern Partnership show, on the one hand, how Russia has become an important driver
in the processes of redefining borders with strong political, security and economic
dimensions, along with historical, social and identity issues. The transformation
of the Ukrainian narrative from ‘Slavic brotherhood’ to ‘the other as enemy’ is very
clear in this regard. These dynamics also show how the EU has become a locus of
resistance, with membership representing security and stability against Russia in
a new geopolitical context.?

A GEOPOLITICAL COMMISSION AND ENLARGEMENT: BORDER AND RESISTANCE DYNAMICS
Some argue that the EU’s engagement with its eastern partners was not essentially
geopolitical, but motivated by normative considerations, based on dynamics of
interdependence and interconnection, emphasising the EU’s role as a civil and
normative power and avoiding entering into a zero-sum game with Russia.? In this
vein, the understanding is that ‘the disagreement between the EU and Russia [is
due to] a lack of clear strategic thinking on the part of the EU or a lack of a clear
geopolitical approach’.? The term ‘geopolitical’ has been used in European jargon
to identify an approach to foreign policy focused on the distribution of military and
economic power and the resulting power dynamics.? Zaki Laidi argues that the EU
has understood that interdependence can be weaponised for political ends, as energy
policies with Russia demonstrate, and does not necessarily imply a liberal trans-
formation of political systems, which means a radical change in the EU’s perception
of the world.* Josep Borrell, the former High Representative of the Union for For-
eign Affairs and Security Policy, stated that the EU needs to

‘speak the language of power, and not only rely on soft power as we used to do. [...] In
a world of geostrategic competition, in which we see increasingly the use of force in
different ways and in which economic and other instrument are weaponized, we must
relearn the language of power and conceive of Europe as a top-tier geostrategic actor.
This is certainly not the case yet and it is a difficult learning process, and in the area of Euro-

pean common security and defense policy, we still punch below our declared ambitions’.?!

This alignment opens up the discussion on the Union’s position as a normative actor
seeking to assert itself on the basis of its constituent values and principles, and how
this can be combined with this new approach that points towards a language of power,
strategy and geopolitics,* contained in the so-called ‘Geopolitical Commission’.

Regardless of the EU’s own discourse, neighbouring countries and other actors
with interests in the region view its actions in regional terms as being driven by
geopolitical assumptions.® This has been most evident in the eastern neighbour-
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hood, where Russia has interpreted the EU’s growing influence and desire to impose
a unilateral project for building a region as a geopolitical threat to its sphere of
influence.* Although the Kremlin’s initial reaction was reserved, concerns that the
EU was creating its own sphere of influence in the Commonwealth of Independent
States, limiting Russia to what it describes as priority partner status, as well as the
EU’s development of an alternative to Russia’s integrationist plans in that Com-
monwealth, combined with the Ukrainian government’s ‘panic’ in autumn 2013 to
sign an Association Agreement with the EU, clearly changed the equation.* How-
ever, these countries located on the borders of Russia and the EU should be able
to pursue different paths in their policies, without necessarily having to opt for
closer relations with one or the other of these actors. This was the rationale behind
the actions of some of these states in the post-Soviet space, promoting multi-
vector policies over several years, as the cases of Ukraine and even Azerbaijan clearly
illustrate. However, in the autumn of 2013, when the Ukrainian authorities had to
choose between integration into the EU framework — with the signing of the Asso-
ciation Agreement and the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area — which was
on the agenda, or integration into the Eurasian Economic Union, which Russia was
sponsoring, the alternative ceased to exist and a choice became necessary. Naturally,
this choice implies a differentiated geopolitical alignment. For David Cadier, this
means a zero-sum game in the geopolitisation of EU foreign policy, in the sense
that it barricades neighbouring states between two mutually exclusive alternatives.*
The EU’s desire to integrate Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia has been strongly driven
by the need to counter Russia’s growing influence in the region. Since Russia’s
annexation of Crimea in 2014 and large-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, the EU
has emphasised that geopolitical stability in Eastern Europe is closely linked to its
own security. This was already the rationale behind the Eastern Partnership and the
idea that the broader framework of the Neighbourhood Policy aimed to create a
‘ring of friends’ around the Union’s borders. When the Eastern Partnership was
created in 2009, separating the southern and eastern dimensions of the European

Neighbourhood Policy, the question of a [
greater involvement of these states in EU ENLARGEMENT IS THEREFORE PART OF A
policies changed the border dynamics, STRATEGIC MOVE TO STRENGTHEN THE UNION'S
from a logic of separation to one of EXTERNAL BORDERS, BOTH SYMBOLICALLY
greater — albeit informal — integration, AND MATERIALLY, AND OF A PROCESS OF
with a strong emphasis on the imaginary CONTAINING RUSSIAN TERRITORIAL EXPANSION.
of European belonging. The revision of [

the ENP in the autumn of 2015 made it clear for the first time in official EU docu-
ments that the neighbourhood is a geopolitical space and that the EU should be involved
in conflict resolution in the region.*” Enlargement is therefore part of a strategic move
to strengthen the Union’s external borders, both symbolically and materially, and
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of a process of containing Russian territorial expansion. The Brussels strategy is
one of exclusion and isolation of Russia, which was not necessarily the case in
2009, when the Eastern Partnership was launched.® It is important to remember
that the three countries that have been granted candidate status have ongoing ter-
ritorial conflicts with Russia: Abkhazia and South Ossetia in Georgia, Transnistria
in Moldova, and Crimea and the territories occupied in the ongoing war in Ukraine.
‘For the EU, incorporating a country that is at war — or, in fact, recovering from a
devastating conflict with a significant part of its territory under de facto Russian
sovereignty — is a formidable challenge.’® The EU thus assumes the role of a locus
of resistance in the face of Russian aggression.

Since the beginning of the Ukrainian crisis, geopolitical discussions have gained
ground within the EU, with the dynamics of democratisation framed as a counter-
point to the authoritarian Russian model. It has become clear that regional security
cannot be disconnected from the Union’s policies towards states on its external
borders, and that economic cooperation and institutional development are not
enough in the new geopolitical framework, in which security guarantees take on a
new dimension. While the Eastern Partnership aimed at a process of border removal,
the insecurity that developed around the EU’s external borders, whether in the form
of gas and oil pipelines, migratory flows or political instability, contributed to
processes of border strengthening that seek to isolate the EU from external threats.«
On the other hand, it should be noted that the inequalities that have always char-
acterised the relations between the EU and the Eastern Partnership countries, which
are diverse also among themselves, have contributed to processes of border redef-
inition that have limited both the regional dynamics of integration and the EU’s
political positioning in this space. The new enlargement to the east reinforces these
dynamics, which are part of the events that have been redefining European security
and the strategic documents adopted by the EU, and which must be read in context.
The 2022 Strategic Compass, in the preamble written by the then High Representa-
tive Josep Borrell, affirms the need to

‘ensure that we turn the EU’s geopolitical awakening into a more permanent strategic
posture. For there is so much more to do. The essence of what the EU did in reacting to
Russia’s invasion was to unite and use the full range of EU policies and levers as instru-
ments of power. We showed that we are ready to pay a severe price to defend our security
and that of our partners — the price of freedom’.*!

The document adds that the EU needs to ‘take a quantum leap to develop a stronger
and more capable European Union that acts as a provider of security, based on the
fundamental values of the Union’.? While in the previous strategic document,
the Global Strategy adopted in 2016, resilience and pragmatic principles paved the
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way for a less normative approach, the Strategic Compass takes a clearly more
geopolitical approach in its content and language — in the Global Strategy, the word
‘geopolitics’ is not used, but in the Strategic Compass it appears 15 times in the
text. The Global Strategy indicates a shift towards a resilience approach focused
on developing response capabilities and greater autonomy within the framework
of the EU and its partners. This implies a ‘geopolitical shift’ in that strategic inter-
est and ‘pragmatic principles’ gained ground and the importance of military capa-
bilities was recognised, emphasising the security of the Union and its neighbourhood.
and limiting references to democratisation.*® The basic idea that by offering eco-
nomic incentives and participation, albeit partial, in the integration process, the
EU would mobilise its neighbours to commit to democratic and market reforms,
has revealed its limitations. Given the meagre results of this strategy and the grow-
ing instability to the south and east, the Global Strategy focuses more clearly on
protecting the Union’s interests and ensuring stability and resilience.* The limi-
tations of the Neighbourhood Policy and the Eastern Partnership in stabilising the
neighbourhood are also acknowledged here.*

In this context, the Enlargement Policy further undermines the Eastern Partnership by
offering candidate status to three of the partners covered by this initiative, with Belarus
suspending its participation, Azerbaijan maintaining a stance that privileges the eco-
nomic dimension without democratic reforms or conditionality of principles, and Arme-
nia maintaining a course of slow rapprochement with the EU in a context of great
dependence on Russia. Recognising that its involvement with neighbouring countries
has always been limited in the face of Russian advances and threats, the EU has moved
forward with the possibility of the ‘trio’ joining, seen as a turning point. By applying
for EU membership, Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia have made a clear statement about
their understanding of European security and border practices. In fact, this change
repositions the EU, which aims to become a more robust geopolitical actor, in line with
the commitments and aspirations of its treaties. If the EU fails in this endeavour, it will
be signalling to Russia that the use of force and military intervention win the day, and
that autocracy prevails over democratic values.“ The EU clearly sees itself as an actor
who wants to play a more active role in its neighbourhood against Russian aggression,
as exemplified by its material and human support for Ukraine,*’ increasing its geopo-
litical influence to ensure that neighbouring countries remain close to Western Europe,
both politically and economically, as well as in terms of security.

Enlargement thus takes on geopolitical contours and plays a key role in ensuring that
the European order does not collapse under pressure from authoritarian and revision-
ist powers such as Russia. The Russian narrative has become undeviating in its criticism
of the West, highlighting the blame that has permeated Russian foreign policy and
seeking to reverse responsibilities: ‘[it was] them who started the war. And now we are
using force to end it’.*® The political space for dynamics of debordering in the enlarged
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Europe has shrunk. The barriers that have re-emerged between Western Europe, those
wishing to join the EU, and Russia, are reinforced daily by the violence in Ukraine.
Thus, by including countries such as Ukraine and Moldova on the path to enlargement,

L the EU is making a clear statement that it
BY INCLUDING COUNTRIES SUCH AS UKRAINE intends to expand its zone of Stabﬂity,
AND MOLDOVA ON THE PATH TO ENLARGEMENT, now with formal institutionalised contours,
THE EU IS MAKING A CLEAR STATEMENT THAT promoting rebordering in relation to Rus-
IT INTENDS TO EXPAND ITS ZONE OF STABILITY, sia and Belarus, and eliminating any
NOW WITH FORMAL INSTITUTIONALISED CONTOURS.  kind of physical or symbolic barrier in
. relation to candidate countries. The Presi-

dent of the Commission, von der Leyen, has been very vocal in her support for
enlargement. She believes that we need to

‘move past old, binary debates about enlargement. This is not a question of deepening
integration or widening the Union. We can and we must do both, to give us the geopo-
litical weight and the capacity to act. And this is what our Union has always done. [...]
We have proven that we can be a Geopolitical Union and show that we can move fast
when we are united. And I believe that Team Europe also works at 30+’.4

In her speech marking two years of Russian aggression in Ukraine, von der Leyen
highlighted the reformist course that Ukraine has followed, even in the context of war,
with the adoption of

‘new legislation to expand national minority rights, to improve the judicial system,
and to ensure checks and balances on power. This is what led us to launching the
accession negotiations. And this progress is happening not only because Europe is
asking for it. This is the deep desire of the people of Ukraine. Ukraine is Europe,
because Europe is in the hearts and minds of Ukrainians. And soon enough, Ukraine

will also be in our Union’.%®

The Ukrainian President emphasises how his country, currently at war, is fighting for a free
and democratic Europe, whence follows that the country’s destiny can only be in the EU.

‘Ukrainians will always make Europe stronger! [...] All of us in this room, all who stand
with us in defense of freedom and Europe, are more than leaders and politicians, civil
society activists and diplomats. We are all founders of peace. Exactly the founders of
peace. This is our primary duty to our countries, to our Europe, and to our history.”®

The implicit resistance to Russia’s hegemonic agenda in the post-Soviet space is
also evident in the case of Moldova. The reconceptualisation of borders and secu-
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rity in opposition to the aggressor ‘other’ has become very present in the narrative.
For example, the President of Moldova, Maia Sandu, stressed that

‘[bly applying to join the European Union, we want the world to know: we choose democ-
racy over autocracy, liberty over oppression, peace over war, and prosperity over poverty.
The EU candidate status gives us hope, a clear sense of direction, a unifying goal, an
anchor, and a strong sense of belonging. Belonging to the free world’.%?

In this context, the case of Georgia raises several questions due to the grey area in
which it finds itself, as a reluctant candidate country whose domestic policies have
become less pro-European and clearly more favourable to closer ties with Moscow,
thereby promoting the rebordering of relations, when the goal was the opposite.
The European Commission suspended Georgia’s EU accession process in October
2024 on the basis of their adoption of legislation that restricts the principles of the
rule of law and fundamental rights, including the law on foreign agents, which
identifies and limits the activities of local agencies and actors whose foreign fund-
ing is considered a threat to the national interest, contrary to the basic principles
of the Union.* The following month, Georgian Prime Minister Irakli Kobakhidze
suspended the accession process, based on the European Parliament’s decision not
to recognise the legislative process in the country, criticising the EU for blackmail
and postponing a possible start to accession negotiations until 2028.% This clearly
demonstrates how reversible the processes are and reveals an unintended conse-
quence of policies which, by exerting pressure for reform, may clash with internal
dynamics of contestation and/or resistance. In the process of strengthening Euro-
pean security, in which border dynamics have taken centre stage, the logic of inte-
gration has not always prevailed, as illustrated by the case of Georgia.

CONCLUSION

The war in Ukraine has fundamentally changed the EU’s approach to enlargement,
shifting towards a more geopolitical logic imbued with security concerns. On the
one hand, at its external borders, the EU’s approach has sought fluidity through
the promotion of values and principles that bring these states closer to the Union;
on the other hand, the more states reject EU values, the more their otherness is
reified as geographical distance.® In the face of Russian aggression, the EU has
changed its Enlargement Policy to include countries that are strategic partners in
securing its borders, reinforcing its values and counteracting external threats,
namely Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia. This marks a shift from the EU’s previous
approach, in which enlargement was largely viewed through the lens of economic
integration and internal reforms, to a more geopolitical vision that seeks to
strengthen the Union’s position in a changing international landscape and in the

RELAGOES INTERNACIONAIS SPECIAL ISSUE : 2025 035



face of a revisionist Russia. ‘Geopolitical Europe’, in Laidi’s words, is no longer an
option but a condition for Europe’s survival.5¢

The narrative clearly shows the importance of combining the normative actor,
encompassing the components of the rule of law, democracy and human rights
that inform the EU’s actions, with a more strategic approach, underlined by the
pragmatism of principles and normative and material resilience. Border dynamics
consubstantiate the perception of threats and responses in the conflicting processes
of debordering and rebordering of the EU in its relations with its wider neighbour-
hood. If the Eastern Partnership meant debordering, geopolitical enlargement is
clearly synonymous with rebordering vis-a-vis Russia. In this way, the EU has been
assuming the role of a locus of resistance, with the prospect of these countries’
accession confirming a view of antagonism towards Moscow. In these processes,
the definition of the ‘other’ has taken a two-pronged approach: on the one hand,
Russia as the ‘threat-other’, and on the other, the EU’s own past as ‘the violent-
other-self” to which it does not wish to return. In this markedly geopolitical context,
the Enlargement Policy goes hand in hand with the EU’s credibility in its ability to
respond in a contested context.
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