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Abstract. Viewed from the perspective of national security, imaginary
geographies constitute a genuine problem. They open the path toward biases,
subjectivism, and an inaccurate representation of the objective reality of a
given moment. Yet this is only part of the issue, for, on the other hand,
knowledge of the imaginary geographies of a foreign adversarial or
competitive actor – and of that actor’s society – offers highly valuable
insights that may be used to our advantage. In yet another twist, the
familiarity of a society’s own political elites with these imaginary geographies
can once again give rise to a different problem: the temptation toward
cynicism and the instrumentalization of these geographies by the elites
themselves for their own benefit, regardless of national interest.
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Introduction

Imaginary geography is a concept seldom used. Nevertheless, a proper
understanding of this concept can offer valuable insights into competitors or
adversaries, into our own vulnerabilities, or into potential opportunities. Grasping
the notion of imaginary geography can assist us in anticipating certain developments
or attitudes.

To give a very recent and proximate example of how important an adequate
understanding of imaginary geographies is, we may refer to the war in Ukraine,
where we cannot afford to avoid asking the difficult questions: What does
Ukraine look like according to the imaginary geography of China, Africa, Asia,
Latin America, or the United States of America, and what does Ukraine look like
according to the imaginary geography of the Russian Federation? Realistic
answers to these questions can help us anticipate certain developments with
greater accuracy and help us prepare appropriately for them – beyond our own
illusions and our own imaginary geographies.
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On the other hand, speaking of vulnerabilities, once one understands the
aspirations, desires, and fears that shape the imaginary world of a society, one
may nourish – at the narrative level – those very desires and fears that dominate
public consciousness, while in practice pursuing an entirely different agenda that
may wholly disregard that society’s real needs in terms of national security or
strategy. This is a very old recipe, used not only in Romania but everywhere, and
it illustrates yet another reason why imaginary geographies and awareness of
them are important. The manner in which the political elites of Hungary or
Turkey after the First World War decisively contributed to the establishment of
the so-called Trianon Trauma1 and Sèvres Syndrome2 within their respective
societies – taking advantage of imaginary geographies and continuing to generate
new ones for their own benefit – stands as a striking example.

Viewed in relation to Romanian society, its fears, after yet another Russian
occupation in the past century followed by a communist occupation, it may be
said that these anxieties have remained largely the same for hundreds of years,
originating predominantly from the same eastern and south-eastern spaces. As
for the aspirations of Romanian society and the direction toward which they are
oriented – namely, the West – these too have remained broadly consistent for
several centuries, a fact rendered more than evident by numerous surveys indicating
the pro-European and pro-Western orientation of Romanian citizens.

Of course, there is nothing wrong with the special attention devoted by
Romania’s foreign policy to Euro-Atlantic and European Union integration; on
the contrary, such orientation is essential, as it offers protection against any
external military threat. What was mistaken, however, was the almost complete
neglect of the eastern and south-eastern space. For example, Romania has not
held any position of a European Union Special Representative (EUSR) for the
Republic of Moldova (paradoxically, Hungary has had one, and a very influential
one), nor any position of Head of the European Union Delegation in the Republic
of Moldova. Romania has not held any position of European Union Special
Representative (EUSR) for the Western Balkans either, nor for Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Kosovo, or for the Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue. Bulgaria and Slovakia,
the Czech Republic, and Estonia, for example, have had such representatives.
Romania has not held any position of European Commissioner for Enlargement,
the officials who manage relations with the Western Balkans, the Republic of
Moldova, Ukraine, Albania, and other states. Hungary, once again, has had such
a commissioner, and a very influential one. Slovenia and the Czech Republic
have held such positions as well. This is saying something about Romanian
strategy in the region, or rather the lack of it. And current reality shows us once
more – if proof were still needed – that the predominant external threats of the
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present originate from the East or the South: beginning with Russia’s aggressions,
continuing with the proliferation of the “Moldovan” identity created by Stalinist
USSR in 1924 specifically as a weapon against Romanians and Romania3,
followed by the geopolitics of religion from Moscow and Kyiv4, “Russkiy Mir”
(“Russian World”) vs. “the Ukrainian World” that the bishop of the Orthodox Church
of Ukraine wants to build5, which threaten the freedoms of ethnic Romanians in
the area6, and many other developments. Yet opportunities also exist.

In the present analysis, we will examine – intermittently – all three implications
for national security and national interests outlined earlier in the first paragraphs:
the tendency toward bias or subjectivism and the resulting lack of awareness of
objective reality; the perspectives offered by understanding the imaginary geography
of other societies, which may be used to our advantage; and the instrumentalization
of imaginary geographies by domestic elites for their own benefit.

Theoretical Argumentation

Thus, more precisely, what is imaginary (or imaginative) geography? The
concept was first formulated in relation to Orientalism, by Edward Said, an
American scholar of Orientalism of Christian Palestinian origin. His first ideas
about imaginative geography revolved around the concept of “us” against “them”
and how we construct spaces arbitrary in our own minds: «It is perfectly possible
to argue that some distinctive objects are made by the mind, and that these
objects, while appearing to exist objectively, have only a fictional reality.
A group of people living on a few acres of land will set up boundaries between
their land and its immediate surroundings and the territory beyond, which they
call “the land of the barbarians.” In other words, this universal practice of
designating in one’s mind a familiar space which is “ours” and an unfamiliar
space beyond “ours” which is “theirs” is a way of making geographical distinctions
that can be entirely arbitrary. I use the word “arbitrary” here because imaginative
geography of the “our land-barbarian land” variety does not require that the
barbarians acknowledge the distinction. It is enough for “us” to set up these
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boundaries in our own minds; “they” become “they” accordingly, and both their
territory and their mentality are designated as different from “ours.”»7

However, he went on to present what are perhaps the features of imaginative
geography that interest us the most: how we project our own emotions on spaces,
which in time begin to resemble a completely different geography (real geography
or figuratively speaking) than the real one. But first, he makes a very good
observation: “All kinds of suppositions, associations, and fictions appear to
crowd the unfamiliar space outside one’s own.”8 And then he goes on to show
how we project these emotions, these associations, fictions, emotions, on the
space and time around us, thus building an imaginative geography: “The French
philosopher Gaston Bachelard once wrote an analysis of what he called the
poetics of space. The inside of a house, he said, acquires a sense of intimacy,
secrecy, security, real or imagined, because of the experiences that come to seem
appropriate for it. The objective space of a house – its corners. corridors, cellar
rooms – is far less important than what poetically it is endowed with, which is
usually a quality with an imaginative or figurative value we can name and feel:
thus, a house may be haunted, or homelike, or prisonlike, or magical. So, space
acquires emotional and even rational sense by a kind of poetic process, whereby
the vacant or anonymous reaches of distance are converted into meaning for us
here. The same process occurs when we deal with time. Much of what we associate
with or even know about such periods as “long ago” or “the beginning” or “at
the end of time” is poetic-made up. For a historian of Middle Kingdom Egypt,
“long ago” will have a very clear sort of meaning, but even this meaning does
not totally dissipate the imaginative, quasi-fictional quality one senses lurking in
a time very different and distant from our own. For there is no doubt that imaginative
geography and history help the mind to intensify its own sense of itself by
dramatizing the distance and difference between what is close to it and what is
far away.”9

From our point of view, the difference between “us” and “them” is not the
defining factor behind the imaginary or imaginative geography. The main factor
is the “unknown” space or time upon which we project our emotions, desires,
fears or suppositions. However, it is true that without an “us” or an “I” and “them”
or “it”, which we do not know very well, there would be no imaginative geography.

Another key point concerning a difference between how we view imaginary
geography compared to these definitions arises from a much more recent definition
of imaginary geography, provided by Caroline Desbiens, following Edward
Said: “Imaginative geographies are representations of peoples and places that
express the perceptions, desires, fantasies, fears, and projections of their authors,
who are generally external observers.”10 What we would find very important to
add is that we consider as imaginary/imaginative geographies our own projections
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about ourselves too, about our own spaces, and not just our projections about the
“unknown” or “the others” as external observers.

Imaginary geography thus offers us an X-ray of a society at a given moment
– its fears, its aspirations – while also revealing the character and worldview of
those who produce it, whether as a society or as a group. All of these constitute
extremely relevant and valuable forms of knowledge about any society: from a
sociological standpoint, from the realist perspective of national security, and even
from more cynical or mercantile perspectives.

We are not the only ones who have reflected on the influence of imaginary
geography on national security. In the United States, for example, scholars have
examined the ways in which imaginary geography has shaped – and continues
to shape – U.S. security strategies, with particular emphasis on its influence on
the “war on terror”11. It remains very important – just as U.S. analysts have done
– to examine continually how our own security strategies have been and are
being influenced by our own imaginary geographies.

Various analysts have shown that the foreign and national security policies of
states “are said to be both enabled by and productive of specific geographical
imaginations,”12 and that, in U.S. strategic thinking, “the imagination of place
creates political and spatial realities.”13 Translating these observations into the
political landscape of Romania, we may argue that while Romania’s official
political and security narratives consistently presented the East as merely a hostile
factor unworthy of deeper consideration – thus ignoring potential strategic
opportunities at the national level (to be clear, we are not referring to strategic
opportunities with the Russian Federation, as pursued by other states such as
Germany, France, and others) – the public was encouraged to concentrate
exclusively on the West. Meanwhile, many of the same political actors were
engaging in personal or group dealings with the East that ultimately undermined
national security. In other words, while we were all looking toward the West,
certain figures – including political figures in Romania – were bringing the East
into the country14. We elaborate on this argument below.

In short, practically speaking, until the war in Ukraine, the East hardly mattered
for Romanian foreign policy or public discourse, with very few, mostly situational
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exceptions, and never as part of any identifiable strategy. Even the Republic of
Moldova was of limited significance for public policies formulated in Bucharest.
Likewise, no Romanian minority beyond the borders, nor the Balkans, held much
relevance15.

Exercises in Imaginary Geography:
Opportunities, Vulnerabilities, Threats

But first, let us carry out a few brief exercises in factual geography versus
imaginary geography, in order to better understand the difference between the two. 

Iran. For example, which seems closer to us from Bucharest: Iran or
Brussels? We would probably be very surprised to learn that the distance to Iran
is approximately 2,180 km by road (of course, not in a straight line), while
Brussels is just 1 km farther, at 2,181 km from the same starting point.
Geopolitically, Iran is an important and complex actor, with both positive and
potentially negative aspects. However, imaginary geography should not limit
our understanding or relations with other states. A correct comprehension of
realities – which, as we have seen, can be directly influenced by imaginary
geographies – is essential in international relations, and such understanding can
have a direct positive impact on national security.

Figure 1. Distance between Bucharest and Iran, and Bucharest and Brussels.16
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Kazakhstan. Another example: which is closer to Bucharest, Kazakhstan or
Paris? We would likely be just as surprised to learn that the distance to
Kazakhstan is 2,273 km – almost 100 km less than the distance to Paris, which
is 2,362 km away. Although Kazakhstan is almost entirely absent from the
imaginary geography of Romanian society, tens of thousands of descendants of
Romanians deported or taken prisoner by the Soviets still live there17, representing
a potential bridge to this important Central Asian state. Until recently, at the
official level, Romanian institutions showed a marked lack of interest in this
sizable community located in a country with enormous energy potential, such as
Kazakhstan. Yet, at a personal level, some political figures chose to cultivate
private, individual ties with entities in Kazakhstan, serving strictly personal
interests rather than national ones. A strategic partnership with this state, however,
could provide national opportunities far exceeding any individual or personal gains.

Figure 2. Distance between Bucharest and Kazakhstan, and Bucharest and Paris.18

Syria. The distance from Bucharest to Berlin is 1,704 km, while the distance
to the Afrin province in northern Syria – a still highly tense area – is only 58 km
farther, at 1,762 km.
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Figure 3. Distance between Bucharest and Berlin, and Bucharest and Afrin.19

But how far do the three eastern destinations seem to us, compared with the
three western ones, which appear so close? Naturally, from the perspective of
culture and civilizational space, we are much closer to the three Western European
destinations than to the three eastern ones, which seem exotic to us despite being
physically nearer than the western ones. Yet when it comes to national security,
we are never concerned only with what we believe or what seems immediate to
us – on the contrary.

What we mean to emphasize, as the current context of the war in Ukraine
shows, is that focusing solely on the West does not mean that significant dangers
cannot arise from the East – such as the ongoing war in Ukraine – but also that
opportunities for national strategy may emerge there, for example, in transport
and energy connectivity with Central Asia and the South Caucasus. The “Ostrich
Effect” approach does not work in international relations, because problems will
catch up with you faster if you ignore them than if you confront them properly.
This attitude is therefore far from beneficial to Romania’s national security,
leaving the country vulnerable to threats while also closing our eyes to potential
opportunities. Given current developments, Central Asia and the South Caucasus
are likely to become increasingly important in regional or even global geopolitical,
strategic, and economic relations, already acting as serious players from an energy
perspective.

We can continue with examples of such eastern (or southeastern) states regarding
which, at the official level, Romania has completely closed its eyes to both threats
and opportunities over the past decades.
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Ukraine. Another clear example is the way Russia’s aggression in Ukraine
changed the perspectives of the imaginary geography of much of Romania’s
political echelon and of the Romanian society in general. Until recently, Romania
scarcely looked toward Ukraine in terms of foreign policy and international relations
over the past thirty years. There were only two minor exceptions: the dispute
over the Bâstroe Canal and the proceedings at the International Court of Justice
in The Hague20 regarding the delimitation of the continental shelf. Yet, to the
discredit of Bucharest’s politicians, and despite some small21 recent reactions
and efforts, the substantial Romanian minority there has received little attention
from Romania’s political class. If political imaginary geography prior to the war
dictated neglect, the new imaginary geography that is being constructed now
dictates that nothing can be done that would upset the Ukrainian political leaders,
because Ukraine is facing an unjust invasion. However, even though the Russian
invasion is definitely unjust, pragmatically problems, issues and concerns should
still be responsibly addressed by the Romanian political leaders despite any
imaginary geography that is being built nationally or continent-wide. 

For example, one of the most pressing issues for the Romanians in Ukraine
is the religious problem. In order to avoid Ukrainization22, the ethnic Romanians
in Ukraine want to set up an association, according to Ukrainian law, and later
join the Romanian Patriarchate, the Romanian Orthodox Church, in order to
preserve their Romanian language and traditions. However, even though local
Romanian leaders have begun this initiative almost two years ago, the Ukrainian
officials have not accepted the establishment of this association, prohibited the
entry in Ukraine for one of the Romanian initiators, confiscated chapels traditionally
built and used by the Romanians and where local Romanian leaders had been
buried23, stated that this is a political matter to be negotiated with Romanian
politicians, thus ignoring own Ukrainian laws, and stated that this petition “is
perceived as disrespect to Ukraine”24. Concerning Ukrainization, this is a real
concern, as the concept of “offensive Ukrainization”25 has been publicly stated
by Ukrainian top officials, and it is also important to point out that Ukrainian
Metropolitan Epiphanius of the state-sponsored Orthodox Church of Ukraine
(OCU) stated in Cernãuþi, the centre for the Romanian community in Ukraine,
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that he wanted to build a “Ukrainian world,” in mirror to the russkiy mir or
“Russian world”26, a declaration of intent on Ukrainization, just as the Russians
used to perform Russification in order to build the russkiy mir or “Russian world”.
It is important to mention that, against all this background, according to the
latest survey performed on the Romanians in Ukraine, 95% of the Romanians in
Ukraine want to be a part of the Romanian Orthodox Church27. However, the
response from the Romanian officials thus far and has not met the expectations
of the Romanian community in Ukraine, of the Romanian Orthodox Church, or
of other petitions coming from the Romanian society28. Apparently, some of the
responses of the Romanian officials even appeared to mirror the desire of the
Ukrainian side, and not of the Romanian minority29.

Although there were ample pretexts, none of them come close to justifying
this attitude, which has resulted in losses for Romania’s national interests, distrust
from Romanian ethnics (34.6% of the Romanians in Ukraine believe the Romanian
officials have not done enough to ensure the registration of the Romanian Orthodox
Church in Ukraine30, and many more Romanians in Ukraine believe the Romanian
state has helped Ukraine a lot, as opposed to the Romanians’ in Ukraine opinion
on the help Romania provided for the Romanian minority31, for the country’s
prestige, and for respect from neighboring states. Naturally, all these oversights
and the resulting decline in regional status ultimately translate into negative
impacts on national security. Unfortunately, this attitude may even poison future
relations with Ukraine, if sensitive issues like religion are not properly, lawfully
and swiftly addressed in order to meet the expectations of the people concerned.
95% of a community who wants to join the Romanian Orthodox Church32 should
definitely be a number to be acknowledged and considered appropriately both in
Bucharest and in Kiev. 

The Republic of Moldova. Moving forward, in the last 30 years, even the
Republic of Moldova has not benefited from coherent attention from the authorities
in Bucharest. Until recently, there has been no strategic, coherent national plan
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for the Republic of Moldova or for Romanians living there. Instead, numerous
private dealings occurred between political elites on the two sides of the Prut
River, to the detriment of Romania’s national security and to the advantage of
the Russian Federation33,34.

Thus, although traumatic imaginary geographies exist for societies on both
sides of the Prut – linked to Moldova and Romania, nostalgia, aspirations, and
painful memories – it has been extremely easy for political elites on both sides
to exploit this traumatic imaginary geography. This allowed them to avoid
developing certain topics, policies, or national strategies (which were virtually
non-existent), while cynically pursuing numerous personal ventures that served
their own or their groups’ interests35. Meanwhile, until recently, the Romanian
language was still officially referred to there as the “Moldovan language,” even
though, as recent events have shown, a minimal degree of political will in
Bucharest and Chiºinãu could have changed this relatively easily.

Also, until recently, The Metropoly of Bessarabia, belonging to the Romanian
Orthodox Church, did not receive adequate support from the Romanian politicians
when facing even violence from the Metropoly of Moldavia, which belongs to the
Russian Patriarchy36. According to a survey from 2024, 63.9% of the citizens in
the Republic of Moldova, which used to belong to the Romanian Patriarchate until
Russian and later Soviet occupation, would like that Patriarch Daniel, the leader
of the Romanian Orthodox Church, visit the Republic of Moldova37. Only 15.4%
did not want Patriarch Daniel of the Romanian Orthodox Church to visit the Republic
of Moldova38. However, such a visit needs to be politically negotiated, which
Romanian political leaders have not managed to do until now. Again, we can notice
a sense of neglect owing perhaps to an outdated imaginary geography, as well.

The Middle East. Regarding the Middle East in relation to Romania, we can
discuss it both in terms of threats and vulnerabilities, as well as in terms of
opportunities for Romania. This is because Romania maintained privileged relations
with the region for many decades before 1990. However, when these relations
were not continued and supported as a state strategy, they were once again
exploited by certain individuals from the business sector, with implications that
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extended even to national security39. Certainly, the Middle East does not occupy
a prominent place in the imaginary geography of Romanian society, but this can
serve only as an excuse for politicians – not for national security considerations
or for Romania’s strategic opportunities.

Israel. Since we have mentioned the Middle East in terms of opportunities,
we can again highlight the privileged relations Romania has maintained both
with the state of Israel and through the numerous communities there of Romanian
origin. Once more, although Romania never developed a coherent strategic
approach toward Israel, a number of political figures cultivated private business
relationships or official political appointments that, at times, had a significant
impact on matters important not only for Romania’s national security but also
for other local dimensions or local Israeli residents40. These practices have only
generated significant confusion and a lack of trust or credibility in recent years,
undermining Romania’s image even in the eyes of those in Israel who hold the
country in high regard41.

In spite of a number of important purchases regarding military equipment,
Israel has not featured prominently in Romania’s political or security public
narratives. This is not only about the current sensitive context, due to the war in
Gaza, but a long-standing issue. Meanwhile, private, opaque relationships have
been abundant, causing serious harm to the national interests of both countries42.

The examples above are presented solely to illustrate what happens when a
society’s imaginary geography focuses attention on one area while neglecting
others, allowing various individuals or interest groups to instrumentalize these
relationships for their own benefit.

Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia. Since we have previously mentioned examples
of imaginary geography versus factual geography, we can also discuss a recently
concluded war – the one in Nagorno-Karabakh (Mountainous Karabakh) – which
lies 2,489 km East of us, less than the 2,556 km separating us from London.
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Figure 4. Distance between Bucharest
and Nagorno-Karabakh, and Bucharest and London.43

Among the few positive developments in this direction, we can highlight the
strategic partnership with Azerbaijan signed in 2009 and the strategic partnership
with Georgia44. We can also mention the signing of a memorandum for the
construction of liquefied natural gas facilities on the Black Sea – two terminals,
one on the eastern shore and one on the western shore – together with Azerbaijan45,
even though, unfortunately, it did not materialize. Additionally, there is an agreement
to implement a project for a submarine electricity transmission cable from
Azerbaijan to the European Union, signed by Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Romania,
which seems to be going forward46. However, all of these initiatives are very
recent; for a long time, nothing was done in this direction. Although it is quite
late, there is hope that lessons have at least been learned from past mistakes and
disinterest, that these agreements will be fully implemented, and that they will
become part of a consistent strategy rather than merely another isolated, situational
episode. Achieving this, however, depends on multiple factors and international
actors, including the broader regional climate.

Nevertheless, the South Caucasus also includes Armenia, and one may wonder
why Romania does not have a strategic partnership with this country as well.
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The longstanding and close cultural ties and friendship between Romania and
Armenia, as well as current European and bilateral opportunities, would fully
justify such a partnership.

The Balkans. Once again, it must be emphasized that all Romanian minority
communities in the Balkans and other neighboring countries have been practically
abandoned by the political class in Bucharest for the past thirty years47. Yet all
of these communities hold considerable importance for any state from many
perspectives, not least from a security standpoint, as they represent crucial bridges
to the societies of their host countries. For example, even Bulgaria has been on
an offensive lately trying to bind together all Bulgarian communities in the region,
considering it a strategic priority and calling that “a single national body”48, a
fact that Romania has not done. Obviously, we would not want Romania to behave
in the irresponsible manner that Viktor Orban has often behaved regarding
Hungarian minorities abroad, however, a responsible, appropriate strategy,
narrative and action should be undertaken by Romanian representatives.

Among the many human, national, humanitarian, and fundamental human rights
arguments, there is also a significant component of foreign policy – strictly
speaking, in terms of national security and international relations, the matter is
quite straightforward: through these minorities, Romania’s regional weight would
increase, the leverage Romania can exercise in relations with other states would
grow, respect for Romania in the region would rise, and its soft power would be
strengthened. Instead, Bucharest has abandoned these communities to the discretion
of the respective states, taking advantage of the relative disinterest of Romanian
society in this area, which itself does not occupy a prominent place in its imaginary
geography, due to the half a century of Communist rule which basically closed
borders and shut out information49. For example, Romanian and Aromanian
speaking communities are not even recognized as minorities in Bulgaria and
Greece, do not benefit from the protection of such a status. In Ukraine, the
Romanian minority is not recognized as an indigenous minority, which is absurd.
These should be starting points for the Romanian officials.

This is not about the cynical instrumentalization of one’s own communities
abroad (even to their detriment), as other states sometimes practice (we have given
above the example of Viktor Orban), but it is ultimately about regional prestige
– which is lost, in part, through such inaction by Bucharest.

Once again, while society may afford itself an imaginary geography, those
responsible for Romania’s foreign policy, national strategies, and national security
cannot. All the less understandable, then, is Romania’s lack of political engagement
in the Balkans50, given that all other states are playing a very active role in the
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region, as we have given the Bulgarian example above. Most likely, here too,
political decision-makers – pursuing political capital (which could not be generated
through narratives about the Balkans) or personal/group interests – have, at the
level of national strategy, abandoned nearly all initiatives in the Balkans51.

The Russian Federation: Vulnerabilities
and Threats Arising from Imaginary Geography

Here, we must highlight how, over the past decades, the imaginary geography
of Romanian society has perceived the Russian Federation – shaped by repeated
historical traumas over the past centuries – essentially attempting to avoid looking
at it at all, despite its geographical proximity. Meanwhile, members of Romania’s
political and business elites, unburdened by such traumas, viewed the Russian
Federation far more favorably, pursuing personal and group interests and allowing
it to infiltrate key areas critical to Romania’s national security52.

Undoubtedly, at the official level, even before the outbreak of the War in
Ukraine, Romania has acted appropriately with regard to the Russian Federation,
refraining from the kinds of dealings that France, Germany, Hungary, and other
states engaged in, which left much of Europe dependent on Russia. However, in
other dimensions, Romania’s approach has been seriously flawed.

• First, through strategic non-engagement in the Republic of Moldova,
consistently allowing Moscow to build and maintain levers of power, while the
Romanian state did not even establish cultural levers. For example, we mentioned
earlier that Romania has not held any position of a European Union Special
Representative (EUSR) for the Republic of Moldova, while paradoxically, Hungary
has had one, and a very influential one. Romania has not held any position of
Head of the European Union Delegation in the Republic of Moldova. Romania
has not held any position of European Commissioner for Enlargement, the
officials who manage relations with the Republic of Moldova, the Western Balkans,
Ukraine, Albania, and other states. These are very important political positions
that signal interest, involvement, a strategy, and Romania has not held any of
them, while Hungary, for example, has held both, and this is not by accident.

We have also mentioned earlier the lack of political support coming from
Romania for the Metropoly of Bessarabia, and for a visit of the Romanian Patriarch
Daniel in the Republic of Moldova, a visit desired by the very citizens of the
Republic. We can also add the delay in building big infrastructure projects in
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order to connect the Republic of Moldova with Romania concerning natural gas
and electricity transport, or a highway. Even though the natural gas connection
has finally happened in late 2022, owing much to the war in Ukraine, the
Vulcãneºti-Chiºinãu high voltage line has not yet become operational. It may
happen in February or March 202653. This was a project that a Romanian
company offered to build, and yet the authorities in the Republic of Moldova
awarded the project to an Indian company54. We can notice the lack of political
leverage or implication of the Romanian officials. There have been investigations
showing explicitly how these big infrastructure strategic projects have been delayed
owing to Russian interests55. 

• Second, through the way the political class, pursuing personal or group
interests, permitted the infiltration of the Russian Federation into Romania’s
strategic sectors via various privatizations or highly questionable acquisitions,
thereby weakening and rendering Romania vulnerable across multiple
dimensions56.

Thus, while at the level of public rhetoric and national strategy we had – quite
rightly – identified Russia as a threat57, as early as the previous National Defence
Strategy, at the level of private business activity with implications for national
security, collaborations with the Russian side were in fact proceeding quite
smoothly. The same dynamic can be observed in all earlier examples discussed
here – Syria, Israel, Kazakhstan, Ukraine, Russia, or the Republic of Moldova. 

Highlighting a few of these examples was essential to demonstrate the scale
of what was happening at the level of private interests, while the imaginary
geography of Romanian society focused exclusively on the West58. Figures within
the political elites, more formally than genuinely, provided Romanian society
with what it desired – an alignment with the West – while simultaneously opening
up essential sectors of Romania toward the East. In discourse, they were all
pro-European, pro-NATO, pro-EU, and anti-Russia; in practice, however, Russia,
through the involvement of certain Romanian actors, controlled important sectors
of the country – and continues to do so in some areas59.
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During all of this – and much more – the imaginary geography of Romanian
society saw only the West. This was perfectly convenient for certain politicians
and businesspeople, who could conduct their dealings with the Russian East without
obstruction, to the detriment of Romania’s national interests, both domestically
and in the Republic of Moldova, as we have shown above. This is imaginary
geography cynically instrumentalized to the detriment of a society. Informally
speaking, it resembles a geopolitical shell game: all eyes are fixed on one hand,
while the other hand quietly takes what it wants.

Imaginary Geography vs. Personal Geography

Certainly, in all of the above, one could invoke an explanation for this imaginary
geography – that most invasions leaving countless traumas in Romania came
from the eastern space: beginning with the migratory peoples from Asia in antiquity
and the early Middle Ages, continuing with the Mongol invasion, the Ottoman
Turkish invasions, Tatar incursions, and followed by approximately twelve Russian
invasions in Romanian territory. From this perspective, it is understandable why,
in terms of imaginary geography, society may hesitate to look eastward. However,
this explanation is valid for Romanian society, not for those who govern it. From
the standpoint of national security, opportunities, and national strategies across all
dimensions – security, identity, geopolitics, economy, energy, etc. – we are compelled
to look east. Yet, at the level of national strategy, this must be done in service of
national interests, not at the private level, contrary to the country’s interests. And
we are compelled to look West as well, and pursue national interests in that
direction as well, as economic development can only happen by being a part of
the European Union, and security can only be provided by being a part of NATO.
These two main directions are actually what Ukraine is fighting for as we speak.

As we have said, we can understand that these strictly West-oriented strategies
were generated, influenced, and endorsed by the political class – those who,
aware of or sensitive to the direction of Romanian society’s imaginary geography,
did not attempt to pursue the interests of the Romanian State toward the East or
South. Instead, they insisted exclusively on this Western orientation to serve
political capital and other purposes, providing a pretext before public opinion
that they were doing what was necessary for Romanian society. Yet, they did not
do what was truly necessary for Romanian society, because:

• In the West, although Romania has been integrated into essential structures
for the country’s development – NATO and the EU – the national interests were
not pursued there as they should have been. This failure may even compromise,
in the eyes of part of society, Romania’s Western orientation, with potentially
catastrophic effects. For example, according to a survey from September 2025,
almost 80% of Romanian citizens agreed that the direction we should follow is
West, NATO and the EU60, exactly what we have been arguing throughout this
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paper. However, 88% of Romanians agreed that “Romania should play a more
active role on the international stage.”61 88% is not an accidental percent, it is
the consequence of Romanian interests not being adequately pursued by officials,
and the vast majority of the Romanian society is noticing it.;

• And toward the East, Romania seems to have largely ignored both:
– threats – how else can we characterize the sale of NATO-certified equipment

from the Târgoviºte Special Steel Plant to Russian entities, the sale of refineries
such as RAFO Oneºti, or the closure of munitions factories, leaving us dependent
on imports from Serbia? There are many other examples. Or how else can we
describe the nurturing and toleration of a “Moldovan” identity – a construct
deliberately created by Stalin and the USSR as a weapon against Romanians on
both sides of the Prut River? Out of the four main countries that have been
divided due to the Cold War or due to the Second World War, Germany and
Vietnam have reunited, South Korea has a Ministry for Reunification despite the
fact that it is still at war, theoretically, with North Korea. It is only Romania and
The Republic of Moldova that are still debating whether Stalin was right or not
to divide a country into two or to invent an alternative identity for the occupied
territory. This was compounded, until recently, by the absence of any coherent
institutional efforts to foster real rapprochement in view of a potential reunification,
which would have been nothing other than the natural reintegration of a single
people;

– and the opportunities – consider the energy prospects in Kazakhstan and
across Central Asia, closer engagement with Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia
(even though strategic partnerships exist with the latter two), as well as the
opportunities presented by the Republic of Moldova. Wherever there have been
positive developments, we may notice they have often happened only recently,
largely due to the situation created by the War in Ukraine, and perhaps not even
due to the initiative of the Romanian officials themselves. It is true that it is
better late than never, but we would like to see more initiative and energy regarding
both collaboration with Armenia, for example, and with the whole of Central Asia. 

We may notice that the Republic of Moldova appears both as a source of
threats – through the currents and groups that proliferate there, fueled by the lack
of proper pursue of national interests by Romanian state representatives (as we
have showed a survey earlier mentioning that 88% of Romanian citizens thought
that “Romania should play a more active role on the international stage”62 – and
as a source of opportunities, not only pragmatic, economic, or security-related,
and not solely national, since we are still dealing with a branch of the Romanian
nationality. Additionally, these opportunities relate to the country’s status, Romania’s
regional prestige, soft power – which is so important today – and the respect it
commands from other states in the region.

It can be said that some political figures lack an imaginary geography, which is
positive; however, they may have a personal geography, which is far less beneficial.
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Conclusions

It is extremely important to have a clear understanding of both the imaginary
geography of our own society and that of other societies. We need to know what
other societies desire in order to meet their needs for cooperation, what they
aspire to so we understand what to avoid, and what they fear so that we can offer
them alternatives or even security.

A proper understanding of the imaginary geography of other regions or states
– whether near or far – is essential. Consider, for example, the vast difference
between how China, Asia, South America, or Africa perceive the war in Ukraine
compared to our own perspective, or how it is viewed by the Russian Federation.
This difference is enormous, and if we fail to understand the other party’s
perspective, we risk overlooking threats or missing beneficial opportunities. In
the worst case, we risk deepening fractures in international relations that will
come at a cost.

And if we look closely at certain states close to us, such as Hungary and Turkiye,
we can see how the Trianon Trauma and the Sèvres Syndrome continue to have
an overwhelming impact on their societies and shape the imaginary geography
of these states63. These are realities it is important to understand – exactly as
Caroline Desbiens notes in the quote at the beginning of this analysis:
“Imaginative geographies are representations of peoples and places that express
the perceptions, desires, fantasies, fears, and projections of their authors, who
are generally external observers.”64 “The fears and the projections” of societies
surrounding us must be approached and understood with great care.

The imaginary geography of Romanian society has rightly oriented us toward
the West. However, the geography of national security and Romania’s interests
must also pay close attention to the East – and this does not refer solely to the
Russian Federation. We are obliged to have, or to create, or to take advantage of
an alternative imaginary geography, as others do – for example, Poland with the
Three Seas Initiative or the Intermarium, explicitly referred to as an “imagined
geography” in an analysis available here65. Although we do not necessarily consider
this project an exercise in imaginary geography, but rather a strategic exercise –
similar to the Three Seas Initiative – it is nonetheless a product shaped, in part,
by an imaginary geography.

If Romanian society has faced and continues to face westward, attempting
in a sense to flee from the dramatic memories evoked by the East, that is
understandable. However, national security and national strategies (when or if
they exist) are obliged to look both East and South – not just businesspeople,
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more or less concerned with the national security of society as a whole. Looking
at Romania’s strategic partnerships and special relationships66, we can see that
Romania does not have a strategic partnership or even special relations with any
country in Central Asia, a region that will become increasingly important. Nor does
it have a strategic partnership with any country in Africa, the Middle East – not
even Israel – South or Central America, Polynesia, ASEAN member states,
Australia, or New Zealand. This reflects a strategy extremely limited in imagination
and in the resolve to act, resulting in a very short and narrow list of strategic
partnerships and special relationships for a country of Romania’s size and potential.

We conclude with what has already been stated: it is natural and entirely
legitimate for societies and citizens to have an imaginary geography, as this is an
intrinsic part of the construction of a society and a nation. National security, a
country’s foreign policy, and its international relations, however, cannot afford
this luxury. They are, instead, obliged to have a thorough understanding of
both the imaginary geography of their own citizens and – perhaps even more
critically – that of other external actors.
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