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Abstract

This study examines how Russia's 2022 military aggression transformed ontological
security dynamics in Eastern Partnership countries, focusing on the divergent foreign policy
responses of Ukraine, Moldova, and Georgia. While ontological security theory traditionally
explains seemingly irrational state behaviors through psychological frameworks, this
research investigates why states experiencing similar external threats adopted fundamentally
different strategic approaches. The analysis employs ontological security theory as an
analytical framework, supplemented by process tracing and comparative case study methods
to examine official narratives, policy decisions, and strategic reorientations. The research
addresses a critical puzzle: why Ukraine and Moldova accelerated European integration
while Georgia weakened its pro-European trajectory despite facing comparable Russian
threats and exhibiting similar pro-European rhetoric. The findings reveal that all three states
experienced heightened existential anxiety following the 2022 aggression, with political
elites consistently framing Russian threats within historical contexts of imperial domination
and territorial violations. However, the critical differentiating factor lies in how each state's
political leadership contextualized historical trauma within their strategic narratives.
Ukrainian elites leveraged trauma narratives to justify accelerated Western integration,
framing European and NATO membership as existential necessities. Moldovan leadership
positioned European integration as the pathway to territorial reunification rather than
dwelling on Transnistrian separation as national trauma. Conversely, Georgian elites
reinterpreted the 2008 war as validating a "pragmatic" approach of avoiding Russian
provocation, effectively using historical trauma to justify strategic restraint rather than
integration acceleration. One of the research contributions to ontological security theory is
the analysis of the trauma factor. The instrumentalization of this latter by local political elites
becomes a significant variable in existential anxiety in the state's process of adaptation to a

changing environment. Accordingly, the present research offers us a different paradigm of



foreign policy of the studied states based on ontological security theory, on the basis of
which their different positioning on the international arena under conditions of similar

threats becomes explainable.
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integration, Russian aggression



